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Abstract.  The study presents a comprehensive analysis of small and medium sized 

enterprises (SMEs) situated in Rizhao City, Shandong, China, focusing on their profiles, 

sustainability practices, challenges, and a proposed strategic plan. The respondents, 

SME managers, play a crucial role in shaping sustainability strategies. Among the key 

findings, 70% of surveyed companies adopt a corporate organizational structure, while 

45% primarily operate in the manufacturing sector. SMEs in China exhibit a strong 

commitment to economic, social, and environmental sustainability practices, with 

notable percentages actively seeking cost reduction through sustainability, monitoring 

financial impacts, and investing in research and development for sustainable 

innovation. 

Economic challenges, including difficulties in securing funds for sustainable 

projects, dominate the SME landscape (88%). Social challenges emphasize meeting 

community expectations (80%), and environmental challenges center on reducing 

carbon footprints (90%). The proposed strategic plan advocates phased sustainability 

investments, diversification of funding sources, talent management, and a circular 

economy approach to address economic, social, and environmental challenges 

collectively. The study recommends internal reviews of organizational structures, 

cross-industry collaboration, exploration of alternative financing, and robust 

monitoring and evaluation systems to enhance SMEs' success in China's dynamic 

business environment. These recommendations underscore the importance of 

adaptive, innovative approaches to foster sustainability and resilience in SMEs while 

contributing to societal well-being and environmental conservation. 
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1. Introduction 

The challenges of sustainable development assumed paramount importance 

globally. No confluence was more critical than in the People's Republic of China 

context. With its remarkable economic transformation and burgeoning 

industrial sector, China's quest for sustainable development was pivotal for the 

nation and the broader global community. This research initiative, titled 

"Sustainability Practices of Small-and-Medium Enterprises in China: Basis for 

Strategic Plan," embarked on a comprehensive exploration of this multifaceted 

issue. It sought to address a multifaceted research problem, encompassing the 

profiling of enterprises, analysis of their economic, social, and environmental 

sustainability performance, identification of the challenges hindering their 

sustainable practices, and formulation of a Strategic Plan grounded in empirical 

findings. This introduction served as a gateway to this significant research 

endeavor, synthesizing the existing body of knowledge while outlining the 

study's critical objectives and anticipated contributions. 

A comprehensive analysis of sustainable development mandated a 

multidimensional assessment encompassing economic, social, and 

environmental dimensions. In recent years, scholars made significant strides in 

evaluating the sustainability performance of enterprises in China. Notably, 

Wang et al. (2020) empirically investigated Chinese manufacturing firms' 

economic and environmental performance, unveiling the intricate interplay 

between economic growth and environmental sustainability. Similarly, Liu et al. 

(2018) examined the social responsibility practices of Chinese enterprises and 

their impact on community development, emphasizing the social facet of 

sustainability. 

The pursuit of sustainable practices by Chinese enterprises was not without 

its challenges. Extensive research illuminated various obstacles and 

impediments on this path. Huang and Vojak (2019) highlighted regulatory 

challenges faced by enterprises striving for environmental sustainability in 

China, underscoring the need for a conducive policy environment. Additionally, 

Zhou et al. (2020) delved into the resource constraints and technological 

limitations that hinder sustainable practices, revealing the complex tapestry of 

challenges faced by enterprises. 
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At the core of this research lay the intention to formulate a Strategic Plan 

rooted in empirical findings. Drawing inspiration from the work of Xie and Liu 

(2019), who outlined a framework for sustainable development in Chinese 

enterprises, this study offered pragmatic recommendations tailored to 

enterprises' diverse profiles and contexts. Through the findings gained from 

profiling, assessment, and the identification of challenges, this research aspired 

to provide a blueprint for enterprises in China, offering actionable strategies to 

harmonize economic growth, environmental preservation, and social well-

being. This strategic plan, once developed, could be a valuable resource for 

Chinese small-and-medium enterprises as they navigated the path to 

sustainable development in an increasingly complex business landscape. 

 

2. Methodology 

The research design for "Sustainability Practices of Small-and-Medium 

Enterprises in China: Basis for Strategic Plan" employed a combination of 

descriptive research and a quantitative approach. Descriptive research provided 

a structured framework for understanding and documenting sustainability 

practices among Small-and-Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in China, while the 

quantitative approach enabled the collection of numerical data and statistical 

analysis. 

Descriptive research was used to systematically describe and analyze the 

sustainability practices implemented by Chinese SMEs. This approach involved 

the collection of detailed information about the types of sustainability practices, 

their prevalence, and their impact on economic, environmental, and social 

aspects within SMEs. An author from the 2000s who contributed to the 

understanding of descriptive research was Creswell (2009). In his book 

"Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches," 

Creswell discussed the significance of descriptive research as one of the 

foundational research designs used in the social sciences. He emphasized the 

role of descriptive research in providing a comprehensive and objective 

portrayal of a research subject without manipulating it. The quantitative 

approach involved the use of structured surveys, questionnaires, or data 

collection methods to gather numerical data related to sustainability practices. 

Statistical techniques, such as weighted mean and frequency count, were 

employed to analyze the data quantitatively and draw data-driven conclusions. 
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2.1.  Sampling Procedure 

This is study will use non-probability sampling procedure utilizing 

convenience sampling technique. Convenience sampling is a non-probability 

sampling technique used in research and data collection. It involves selecting a 

sample of individuals or items from a population based on their easy 

accessibility and proximity to the researcher or data collector, rather than using 

a random or systematic method (Etikan et. al, 2016 ). Convenience sampling is 

considered as the most appropriate sampling procedure for selecting small-

medium enterprises (SMEs) in Rizhao City, Shandong Province, considering the 

unknown number of registered SMEs in the city. It offers practicality, 

accessibility, and efficiency, particularly in situations where comprehensive data 

on SMEs is lacking or inaccessible.  The 2 districts and counties in the city 

where considered for the allocation of the 120 SME=respondents.  

2.2.  Respondents 

 The respondents of the study were the Small-and-Medium Enterprise 

(SME) managers in Rizhao City, Shandong, China. These managers played a 

crucial role in shaping their respective enterprises' sustainability practices and 

strategies. These individuals held the highest decision-making authority within 

SMEs and were responsible for setting the overall direction, policies, and 

strategies related to sustainability. Managers possessed in-depth knowledge 

about the day-to-day operations and functioning of their respective SMEs. They 

could provide valuable information about the actual implementation of 

sustainability practices within the organization, offering a practical perspective 

that might not be readily available from other employees. 

Table 1 Distribution of the Respondents  

Respondents Sample  

Dongjan District 30 

Lanshan District 30 

Ju County 30 

Wulian County 30 

Total 120 
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3. Results and Discussion 

Discussed here the research findings were presented, emphasizing key 

discoveries and outcomes.  

3.1. Profile of the Enterprises 

3.1.1 Form of Business Organization.  70% of the companies surveyed, 

were classified as corporations (Inc.), showing a dominant trend toward a 

corporate organizational structure. Additionally, the presence of sole 

proprietorships and partnerships, at 10% and 20% respectively, highlights the 

diversity within the SME landscape, warranting deeper exploration of the impact 

of different forms of different business organization approaches to sustainable 

development initiatives. 

3.1.2 Nature of Operation. The nature of business in China reveals a 

major focus on the manufacturing sector, accounting for 45%. Additionally, the 

retail sector accounts for 24% and the service sector with a share of 31%. 

3.1.3 Products/Services Offered. The products and services offered in 

China, with 45% of respondents primarily engaged in the supply of goods 

(products).  Also, 21% of respondents focused solely on services and 34% of 

businesses providing both goods and services, reflecting the trend towards 

integrated business models. 

3.1.4 Number of Years in Operation. A notable proportion of businesses 

(34%) have been in operation for between 11 and 20 years, indicating a 

significant presence of established businesses with a significant track record. 

Other SMEs were under 6 – 10 year category (31%) and 1 – 5 years (18%). 

3.1.5 Asset Size (as of 2022). In 2022, the financial landscape of small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in China showcased diverse asset sizes. 

Small businesses with assets below 10 million RMB constituted 36%, while 

businesses ranging from 10 to 50 million RMB accounted for 40%. There was a 

notable segment of companies with larger assets, with 20% falling in the 50-

200 million RMB category. The presence of SMEs in the 200-400 million RMB 

range highlighted a select group of relatively larger companies. 

3.2. Sustainability Practices of the Enterprises 

3.2.1. Economic Sustainability 
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  The SMEs in China have strong agreement across various indicators, 

including actively seeking ways to reduce operational costs through 

sustainability (3.65%), regularly monitoring the financial impact of sustainability 

initiatives (3.58%), incorporating sustainability goals into long-term financial 

strategies (3.54%), investing in research and development for sustainable 

innovation (3.51%), and recognizing a positive impact on the bottom line due to 

sustainability practices (3.46%). 

3.2.2 Social Sustainability.  

The SMEs in China to social sustainability practices have strong 

agreement across indicators, including diversity and inclusion (3.56%), 

stakeholder engagement (3.46%), employee well-being and work-life balance 

(3.39%), ethical business practices and transparency (3.38%), and support for 

local community initiatives (3.28%), underscoring these companies as socially 

responsible entities actively contributing to social welfare and brand reputation. 

3.2.3 Environmental sustainability.  

The SMEs in China have a positive setting with a strong commitment to 

environmentally sustainable practices in terms of sourcing from eco-friendly 

suppliers (3.56), integrating sustainability into product design and development 

(3.52), implementing energy-saving technology (3.47), reducing and recycling 

waste (3.45), and committing to reducing air emissions greenhouse (3.42). 

3.3 Challenges in Pursuit of Sustainable Practices  

 3.3.1 Economic Challenges. 88% of respondents identified "difficulty in 

securing fund for sustainable projects" as the foremost economic challenge for 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in China, followed by concerns 

about the immediate economic returns of sustainable investments (75%) and 

challenges related to sustainability-related regulatory compliance costs (70%), 

indicating significant financial barriers to environmentally responsible activities. 

 3.3.2 Social Challenges. The primary social challenge for small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in China, identified by 80% of respondents, is 

"Meeting the concerns and expectations of the community and society," 

highlighting the complexity of balancing business strategies with societal 

needs, followed by challenges related to meeting social expectations and 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) requirements (75%) and ensuring fair 

treatment of employees and enhancing employee well-being (71%), 
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emphasizing the dual responsibility of creating a healthy workplace and 

meeting employee expectations. 

 3.3.3 Environmental challenges. The primary environmental challenge for 

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in China, identified by 90% of 

respondents, is "Reducing the carbon footprint and emissions," highlighting a 

significant emphasis on addressing climate change concerns, followed by 

challenges related to managing resource scarcity and waste reduction (77%), 

implementing sustainable supply chain practices (75%), adhering to 

environmental regulations and standards (73%), and adopting eco-friendly 

technologies and practices (45%). 

4. Proposed Strategic Plan based on the findings gained from the study.  

 The proposed strategic plan for Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in 

China is a comprehensive approach that addresses economic, social, and 

environmental challenges. To tackle economic issues, the plan suggests phased 

sustainability investments, diversifying funding sources, and strategic 

collaborations. Social challenges are addressed through talent management, 

diversity strategies, and transparent integration of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) into business strategy. Environmental concerns are targeted 

by adopting a circular economy approach, implementing a carbon reduction 

strategy, and integrating eco-friendly technologies. The plan recognizes the 

interconnectedness of these aspects, promoting a holistic approach for SMEs to 

achieve sustainable practices that enhance economic resilience while positively 

impacting social well-being and environmental conservation in the dynamic 

business landscape of China. 

4. Conclusions  

 SMEs in China exhibit a strong commitment to economic, social, and 

environmental sustainability, with a focus on reducing operating costs, 

integrating sustainability into financial strategies, and fostering innovation. 

However, challenges persist in securing capital for sustainable projects, 

meeting societal expectations, and addressing environmental concerns such as 

carbon emissions. Proposed strategies include sustainable investment, 

diversified funding sources, and embracing a circular economy model to 

enhance economic resilience, social welfare, and environmental conservation in 

China's SME landscape. 
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