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Abstract: The study sought to examine the role that coercive isomorphic pressures play in the
sustainable development practices by small and medium enterprises (SMEs). The survey research
approach was utilised in the research through 222 self-administered questionnaires distributed to
SME owners and managers. The structural equation modelling (SEM) method was utilised to analyse
the data through the Maximum Likelihood Estimation (MLE) method in Amos Version 24 software.
Major findings in this study are that coercive isomorphic pressures have a significant impact on all
the three dimensions of sustainable development which are economic, environmental and social.
The implications are that government, environmental pressure groups and other stakeholders need
to take into consideration the coercive pressures such as laws and regulations in pressuring small
businesses to enhance sustainability practices. The research contributes by unearthing the extent
to which coercive pressures impact the behaviour and practices of SMEs in sustainability practices.
The study indicates that eventually small firms are expected to behave the same when it comes to
adopting sustainability practices due to coercive isomorphism. The findings of this study further
contribute toward understanding the concept of sustainable development in practice and theory.

Keywords: coercive isomorphism; sustainable development; structural equation modelling; SMEs;
South Africa

1. Introduction

Sustainable development is a contemporary phenomenon challenging all firms, including
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) [1]. Sustainable development is a concept constituting three
dimensions, namely, economic, societal and environmental and is attributed to the Brundtland’s
Commission report titled “Our Common Future” [2]. Sustainable development cuts across academic,
social and political backgrounds [3]; as such, it has been met with diverse views and perspectives [4,5].
For the business world, Swanson and Zhang [4] argue that businesses depend on sustainable
development and sustainable development depends on businesses. However, implementing
sustainable development, a relatively new concept is still a battle for businesses [6].

Consequently, how businesses are implementing sustainable development needs to be examined,
given the vitality and infancy of the concept. SMEs and large firms, alike, are increasingly regarded as
essential to sustainable development, although SMEs’ activities are reckoned to be of little effect [7].
SMEs have been esteemed as engines of economic growth [8–10] poverty alleviation [9], rural
development, innovation and technological developments, as well as, employment creation [11].
As such, their role towards sustainable development should be of high significance and worthwhile of
research. Several academics have indicated that SMEs have challenges in comprehending sustainability
issues [12–14]. However, this does not relieve SMEs of their sustainability duties and responsibilities.
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Theoretically, studies that consider sustainable development from the SMEs’ perspective are scarce.
As literature posits, much of sustainability academic work is largely biased towards large corporations
and is primarily located in developed nations [15]. Thus, despite the critical economic role played by
SMEs in many economies, especially the emerging economies, there is lack of empirical studies that
address the sustainability concept, holistically in the SMEs context [12]. Subsequently, with numerous
and significant differences between SMEs and large corporations, there are research and literature gaps
that this study endeavours to answer. Foremost, many of the sustainable development mechanisms
and tools were developed with large corporations in mind and are difficult if not impossible for SMEs
to adopt [13,14]. Hence, this research seeks to attest findings from research on large corporations
and in developed nations that have examined the relationship between coercive isomorphism and
sustainable development practices [16,17].

Thus, as pressures for businesses to implement sustainable practices increase, this study
endeavours to attest the role of coercive isomorphic pressures towards sustainable development
practices amongst SMEs. When faced with a new environmental setting, the phenomenon of coercive
isomorphism has been attributed with contributing towards adaptation in firm behaviour. Accordingly,
coercive isomorphism has been used to explain the diffusion of various new business environmental
trends such as technological adoption and total quality management within industries [18].
Isomorphism is a constraining process that pressures organisations to resemble other organisations
under the same environmental conditions [19]. Empirical studies on isomorphism have focused on
one aspect of isomorphism which is mimetic isomorphism and environmental sustainability within
the sustainability discourse. The link between coercive isomorphism and sustainability practices on
SMEs has not been explored in South Africa [20]. Thus, the aim of this study was to understand
the influence of coercive isomorphism on sustainable development practices of small businesses in
Limpopo Province. The question underpinning this study is: “how are sustainable development
practices by SMEs influenced by coercive isomorphic pressures?”

Unlike in developed countries were efforts to investigate the effect of coercive isomorphic
pressures on sustainability practices is largely found, the South African milieus are somewhat liberal
and evasive. Research from other countries has shown that regulations in the area of sustainable
development are more clear and operative [16,17]. Although policies have been promulgated within the
South African environmental sustainability context, their implementation, enforcement and monitoring
barely exist. As such, the larger proportion of coercive forces that would operationalise sustainability
are non-regulatory such as customers, suppliers, intermediaries and other counterparts’ demands [21].
Therefore, this paper contributes further insights to ongoing research on the relationship between
coercive isomorphism and sustainable development practices by considering the developing world
context. The paper constitutes six sections, namely, a literature review on SMEs, coercive isomorphism
and sustainable development concepts, as well as the methodology, results, discussion and conclusions
of the study.

2. Literature Review

2.1. SMEs

A single definition of SMEs seldom exists in literature [11,22]. Maduku et al. [11] highlight that
the definition of an SME is a continuously contentious element in the literature. It is deemed that the
definition of SMEs varies as one moves from one industry to the other, and more so, across countries.
In this regard, it is a prominent practice for studies that deal with SMEs to first provide a background
and definition of SMEs. The absence of a commonly accepted definition for SMEs seems to emanate
from the fact that the classification of businesses into large, medium or small scale is a subjective and
a qualitative judgement matter [23]. Regardless of the various definitions of SMEs that may exist,
the primary focus is on either the number of employees or the amount of invested capital [24].
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For the purposes of this study, an SME is defined as a firm which is independently owned,
employing less than 200 full-time employees, with total annual turnover of less than R40 million and
with a total gross fixed assets value (fixed property excluded) of less than R15 million. This definition
disregards the differences that apply in terms of the differences in industry as outlined in the definition
with regards to the National Small Business Act No 102 of South Africa 1996 as amended in 2003. Thus,
the research is concerned with the behaviour of SMEs in general disregarding the specificities in terms
of industry differences.

Attention towards SMEs’ general contribution towards the economy has been growing in
literature. Considering the position that SMEs occupy in the global as well as the South African
sphere, their role towards sustainable development cannot be understated. SMEs have been a prime
research subject for some time in South Africa, commanding interest from both the private and
public sectors due to their strategic role in driving economic growth and wealth creation, primarily
in historically disadvantaged populations [11]. SMEs are regarded as the backbone of most African
countries [25]. However, the dilemma in the absence of a single and universally accepted definition of
what constitutes an SME is still prevalent in Africa.

2.2. Coercive Isomorphism

The institutional organisational theory, as postulated by Di Maggio and Powell [26], is popularised
in literature as the background for institutional isomorphism. The theory of institutional isomorphism
has been widely utilised in research to understand similarities ranging from the outlook of educational
textbooks to understanding the similarities in non-profit and profit making organisations [27].
The institutional theory espouses that organisations of all classes modify configurations consistent
with the presence and setup of organisations in their proximity and location [28]. Under institutional
isomorphism [29], a firm primarily experiences coercive pressures wielded by other firms which it
is subjective to for its continual existence [30,31]. Coercive isomorphism emanates from compelling
pressures that are either formal or informal [28]. Informal pressures can originate from the cultural
forces and expectations of a community or environment in which the organisation exists in. Coercive
pressures may also emanate from the formal government laws and regulations pertaining to issues like
pollution controls, taxation and accounting rules. Furthermore, coercive pressures entail expressed
regulative practices such as rules, assessments and codes of practices [31]. These emanate from
regulatory institutions and prevailing legislature which prescribe firms’ practices pertaining to the
business environment. Key stakeholders such as customers, non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
and other interest groups contribute towards coercive isomorphism [30].

For some time, the dimension of coercive mechanism of isomorphism has received much research
attention [32]. Coercive isomorphic pressures happen because organisations are deemed to rely on
their external environments for resources that enhance survival. Thus, successful organisations are
those which can negotiate with external pressures for resources. Consequently, coercive isomorphism
is as a result of pressures emanating from external sources of resources that organisations depend on.
Amongst others, these external sources of resources which exert pressure on firms to conform to the
expected sociocultural aspect of the broader society include the state and credit providers as important
factors [33]. Thus, coercive isomorphism legitimacy is enforced legally. With coercive isomorphism,
coercive pressures may be perceived by organisations as a force, persuasion or invitation to enter
collusion [34]. On the other hand, there are institutional seductions and inducements that transpire
in coercive isomorphism [35]. In this instance, firms may not be pushed towards adopting certain
structures; instead there is a significant incentive to do so. The incentives are often related to monetary
resources, whereby governments provide grant funding and various monetary opportunities, subject
to the adoption of certain structures and practices. However, institutional theorists opine that coercive
mechanisms seldom lead to efficiency [30].
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2.3. Sustainable Development

The sustainable development hype is related and often interchangeably used with concepts such
as corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability management, and these concepts continue
to attract attention in management literature and corporate practices [14,36]. The World Commission
on Environment and Development (WCED) report relates that sustainable development requires
firms to simultaneously develop long-term economic, social and environmental principles [37]. Thus,
for firms to express sustainable development, they should utilise these principles (economic prosperity,
societal wellbeing and environmental promotion) in their products, policies and practices. Scepticism
is found in various circles that held that environmental integrity and social equity contradict economic
prosperity [37]. The following discussion provides an analysis of the three dimensions of sustainable
development and how hypotheses are structured in this study.

2.3.1. Economic Sustainability

The concept of economic sustainability pertains to minimisation of operating costs utilising
systematic management, improved productivity of the labour-force, enhanced expenditures on
research and development as well as investments in training and other human capital kinds [38].
The economic dimension is focused on the distribution of resources that are scarce [39]. Accordingly,
economic sustainability pertains to turnover growth or stability, payment of taxes to government,
payroll enhancements, as well as, growth in profitability, investments, and exports [40]. Furthermore,
the economic dimension includes reduction of operating costs through systematic management, labour
productivity, expenditures on research and development and investments in training and other forms
of human capital [38]. Nowadays, long-term sustainable competitive advantage through new products
or ideas, quality, costs or time is difficult to maintain. This is due to endless competitive cycles caused
by reactive strategies i.e., me-too products and differentiation strategies amongst rivalry firms which
eventually are destructive [1,41]. In this regard, a study by Iederan et al. [10] discovered that SMEs tend
to adopt a non-isomorphic behaviour as a way of responding to changes in competitive environments.
Research found that isomorphic pressures play a critical role in economic sustainability for SMEs [13,33].
On the background of the above discussion, this study put forward the following hypothesis:

Hypothetical 1 (H1). There is a significant positive relationship between perceived coercive pressures and
economic sustainability practices of SMEs in South Africa.

2.3.2. Environmental Sustainability

Environmental sustainability refers to the maintenance of natural capital by regulating the impact
of human activities (human footprints) on the natural environment. It involves responsible use of
renewable and non-renewable resources, regulated pollution and waste assimilation [8]. The dimension
of environmental sustainability is prominently described by the principle of environmental integrity
which requires that people’s actions need not destroy the earth’s land, air and water resources. Recent
research established that institutional isomorphism is prevalent in the context of environmental
sustainability [42]. However, variables of sustainability implementation, performance, monitoring and
evaluation have not yet been satisfactorily examined in literature [6]. Zhu and Sarkis [43] established
that firms are influenced by coercive isomorphic pressures, especially manufacturers being the top
polluters and responsible for much of the depletion of resources more than their counterpart firms,
as such, they are subjected to more external pressure. A study in Malaysia by Hsu, Tan, Zailani and
Jayaraman [44] also established that manufacturers were driven by coercive pressures to practise
environmental sustainability in their operational processes. In their study, they established that
competitor pressure and regulatory pressures were the most influential ones. On the other hand,
the significance of isomorphic pressures pertaining to the implementation of sustainable practices
is getting increasingly paramount [45]. By so doing, it is imperative to research isomorphism in
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environmental sustainability as a most likely phenomenon [19]. In this regard, the following hypothesis
was formulated to address this gap in this study:

Hypothetical 2 (H2). There is a significant positive relationship between perceived coercive pressures and
environmental sustainability practices of SMEs in South Africa.

2.3.3. Social Sustainability

Social sustainability primarily focuses on society and social development [46]. Firms as critical
institutions in society are regarded as instruments of social justice [39]. Thus, firms are expected to
embrace legal, ethical, and social-economics of all stakeholders and not only financial stakeholders.
Social sustainability entails that firms should be responsible in their dealings with consumers, investors,
government and employees [47]. Furthermore, the branch of social sustainability requires firms to
manage their internal affairs by ensuring employee motivation through mechanisms that result in
value for the firm [47]. Coercive isomorphism and social sustainability practices have not been directly
researched amongst SMEs. Studies in other areas, such as Joseph and Taplin [48] have established
a significant positive relationship between social sustainability and mimicry isomorphism amongst
municipalities in Malaysia. While, social sustainability was found to be significantly related to coercive
isomorphism due to trade unions, in particular [49]. Research by González [33] failed to establish
a positive relationship between isomorphism and social sustainable practices of firms within the
Spanish electrical industries. This study therefore sought to advance the emerging field of sustainable
development by addressing how coercive isomorphic pressures influence social sustainability amongst
SMEs in a developing country. In this regard, the following hypothesis was postulated to investigate
the relationship between social sustainability and coercive isomorphism in this study:

Hypothetical 3 (H3). There is a significant positive relationship between perceived coercive pressures and
social sustainability practices of SMEs in South Africa.

3. Research Methodology

The study area for this study is the Capricorn District Municipality (CDM) which is located
in the Limpopo Province. Epistemologically, this study is of a positivism nature and utilised the
objectivism ontological position. Methodologically, the quantitative research approach was used.
The positivism research paradigm stresses the value of utilising or copying methods that are used
in natural sciences [50] and is steered by theory and holds that reality is objectively provided and is
capable of providing guidelines for how firms, workers and customers should behave. The survey
technique was utilised in this study using a personally distributed self-administered questionnaire.
The data gathering process transpired during the months of August and September 2017.

Convenience sampling was applied as a method of gathering data for the study. Convenience
sampling was employed because obtaining a population for the purposes of probability sampling was
practically impossible as most SMEs in the area operate informally. The sample constituted SMEs from
various industry sectors and the study focused on the aggregate behavior of SMEs, regardless of the
industry sector. The research instrument used in this study was formulated following an extensive
literature review process (See Appendix A) and the questionnaire was primarily comprised of 5-point
Likert scale type of questions. To measure sustainable development, a former scale developed by
Høgevold et al. [6] was adopted in this study. The Cronbach alpha test for reliability for each factor
in this scale ranged between 0.66 and 0.68, which is greater than the recommended threshold of 0.6.
To measure coercive isomorphism, the scale developed by Lin and Sheu [19] was adopted for this study.
The scale had a Cronbach alpha test of reliability which exceeded 0.7 and was deemed satisfactory.
Thus, the adopted scales satisfied the requirements in terms of psychometric properties.

Data analysis was accomplished using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 24.
To attain conclusions to the hypotheses, the premises of Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) were
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utilised. SEM, a multivariate analytical technique is an alternate to the conventional multiple regression
analysis [51] and is advantageous in its ability to concurrently test a set of dependence associations
between endogenous and exogenous variables. SEM followed the prominent two-staged approach,
namely, measurement model and structural model. The measurement model constituted two aspects,
namely, confirmatory factor analysis and the assessment of reliability and validity [52]. The latent
constructs were assessed for fitness and how the observable variables loaded towards their respective
constructs. The assessment was rigorously conducted utilising the software Analysis of a Moment
Structure (AMOS) version 24. Amos software has been regarded as an easy-to-use package within
the structural equation modelling spectrum [53]. In SEM, manifest or observed variables also called
indicators represent the questionnaire items using rectangles or squares [54]. The latent variables or
constructs, which are also called unobserved variables, represent the hypothesised relationships and
appear as circles or ellipses. Through the use of CFA, this study was able to determine a comprehensive
parsimonious aspect within the study [55].

Whilst the measurement model pertains to the relationships between latent variables and their
respective observed variables, the structural model is concerned with the relationships between the
latent variables [56]. Following the validation and attainment of satisfactory fitness on all the constructs
in the measurement model, the structural model can be assessed as the second and last stage of SEM.
Thus, in this case, the causal relationships between coercive isomorphism and sustainable development
(economic, environmental and social) are assessed. Alternatively, the causal relationships that were
stipulated in the hypotheses are evaluated in the structural model.

4. Results and Discussion

SEM needs a sample size of 200 or more respondents to be operative. Table 1 below shows
information on the respondents.

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Variables Category Frequency Frequency (%)

Gender
Male 104 46.8
Female 118 53.2

Age

20–30 years 77 34.7
31–40 years 88 39.6
41–50 years 46 20.7
Above 50 years 11 5.0

Position in business
Owner 123 55.4
Manager 99 44.6

Number of employees

5 and Below 79 35.6
6–20 96 43.2
21–50 39 17.6
51–200 8 3.6

Location of business
Rural 45 20.3
Urban 177 79.7

4.1. Measurement Model

In this study, the reliability of the constructs was determined through Cronbach’s alpha and
construct reliability (CR) coefficients. Initial exploratory factor analysis (EFA) showed that the factor
loadings were all significantly positive and exceeded the cut-off level of 0.50. As such, there were no
significant cross-loadings, thus, leading to the retention of all the items for further analysis, no items
were dropped for high loadings on more than one factor. The Cronbach’s alpha test resulted in
significant reliability coefficients that were all above 0.90 signifying high scale reliability. Construct
reliability (CR) which is also called composite reliability was computed utilising information on
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factor loadings as well as error variances. As shown in Table 2, the Cronbach alpha coefficients
for all the constructs reviewed high internal consistency as shown by the values that exceeded the
recommended 0.7. Also shown in Table 2 below, all the CR values are highly above the recommended
0.8 thereby indicating high levels of reliability of the scale utilised. Furthermore, the standardised
factor loadings (SFLs) and average variance extracted (AVE) were used to assess convergent validity
whilst discriminant validity was ascertained through inter-construct correlation coefficients and square
root of AVE, compared. The results show satisfactory convergent validity through AVE and factor
loading values which were above 0.50. Table 3 depicts satisfactory discriminant validity as shown by
square root of AVE that were higher than the inter-construct correlation coefficients.

Table 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis results.

Factor Item SFLs Cronbach’s α AVE CR R-Squared

Coercive

Coe1 0.959 0.964 0.682 0.965 -
Coe2 0.943
Coe3 0.937
Coe4 0.898

Economic

Eco1 0.683 0.912 0.622 0.907 0.37
Eco2 0.804
Eco3 0.877
Eco4 0.936
Eco5 0.763
Eco6 0.627

Environmental

Env1 0.867 0.946 0.873 0.937 0.57
Env2 0.890
Env3 0.869
Env5 0.854
Env6 0.808
Env7 0.735
Env8 0.744

Social

Soc1 0.758 0.903 0.573 0.903 0.39
Soc2 0.842
Soc3 0.837
Soc4 0.645
Soc5 0.839
Soc6 0.723
Soc7 0.618

CR, construct reliability; AVE, average variance extracted.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics, correlations, square root of average variance extracted (AVE).

Factor/Item Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1 Coercive Isomorphism 3.045 0.128 0.934
2 Economic Sustainability 3.825 0.042 0.61 0.789
3 Environmental
sustainability 2.929 0.149 0.71 0.62 0.826

4 Social sustainability 3.787 0.078 0.55 0.56 0.58 0.757

SD, standard deviation. The square root of AVE (Average Variance Extracted) values are presented diagonally (in
bold). Scores: 1—strongly disagree; 2—disagree; 3—neutral; 4—agree; 5—strongly agree.

Furthermore, CFA was conducted using AMOS version 24 software and resulted in significant
factor loadings on all the indicators. The constructs correlation coefficients were within the expected
parameters of less than 0.8 for the purposes of multicollinearity ranging between 0.55 and 0.71.
The model fitness indices showed a need for re-specification. The analysis of standardised residuals
showed that one indicator (Env4) under environmental sustainability had residuals of 3.016 and
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2.666 which were above the recommended threshold of within +/− 2.58 values [57]. As such, it was
deleted as it potentially caused fitness problems. The subsequent model resulted in a significant
chi-square (chi-square = 63.118, df = 24, p = 0.000, N = 222) signifying a poor model fit. As noted,
the chi-square is most likely never going to be insignificant on large sample sizes of above 200.
However, considering other goodness-of-fit indices, namely, GFI = 0.948, NFI = 0.960, CFI = 0.974,
TLI = 0.960, RFI = 0.940, AGFI = 0.902, RMR = 0.047, RMSEA = 0.086, SRMR = 0.0448, and the
Chi-square/df = 2.630 the model presented significant good fitness.

4.2. Structural Equation Modelling

The R-squared values (R2) represent variance explained and the consistency of the model to
predict the dependent variables (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Structural Model Results.

The R2 values for economic, environmental and social sustainability of 0.37, 0.57 and 0.39
respectively, reviewed satisfactory predictive ability of the model. The results of SEM analysis showed
the Goodness-of-Fit (GOF) indices reflected moderate fit of the model to the data, regardless of the
chi-square being significant (chi-square = 665.676, df = 246, p = 0.000, N = 222). As indicated in
literature, the chi-square is subjective to large sample sizes of above 200 [49]. The other fit indices
indicated acceptable model fitness, thus, GFI = 0.846, NFI = 0.927, CFI = 0.939, TLI = 0.908, AGFI = 0.787,
RMR = 0.067, RMSEA = 0.097, SRMR = 0.0602, PNFI = 0.719, AIC = 2247.023, Chi-square/df = 2.706.
Table 4 below indicates that all the three hypotheses formulated in the study were found to be positive
and significant in the structural model presented in Figure 1 above.

Using the standardised regression weights, coercive isomorphism was found to strongly and
positively influence economic (β = 0.62, p < 0.001), environmental (β = 0.73, p < 0.001) and social
(β = 0.57, p < 0.001) sustainable development practices. As such, all the three hypotheses that were
postulated in this study were supported by the data through SEM analysis. Thus, at the alpha
significant level 0.05, all the null hypotheses pertaining to the study were rejected.
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Table 4. SEM Hypotheses Testing Results.

Hypothesised Relationship β S.E. C.R. p Rejected or Supported

Economic <— Coercive 0.619 0.042 7.679 *** Supported
Environmental <— Coercive 0.725 0.056 10.269 *** Supported

Social <— Coercive 0.569 0.041 7.054 *** Supported

β, standardised regression weight; S.E., standard error; C.R., critical ratio; p, probability value; ***, Denotes p < 0.001.

4.3. Discussion of Results

This study reveals that coercive forces such as government pressures and other regulatory bodies
have an impact on SMEs embarking on economic, environmental and social sustainability practices.
Thus, from the SEM results, there is strong evidence that SMEs owner/managers are of the perception
that coercive pressures underpin participation in sustainable development practices. More specifically,
the high path regression weight on coercive sustainable development and economic sustainability
of 0.619 indicates that the more coercive pressure that is imposed on SMEs the more they will adopt
practices that are economically sustainable. The same can be inferred in regards to the relationship
between coercive pressures and environmental practices with a path regression weight of 0.725.
Furthermore, the influence of coercive forces was found to be strong and positive with regard to social
sustainability practices by SMEs as posited by the path regression weight of 0.569.

The study established that coercive forces are more influential in the adoption of economic
and environmental sustainability practices by SMEs as compared to social sustainability practices.
The implications are that the more government rules and regulations, customer as well as supplier
pressures are critical to the adoption of sustainable practices. Literature that is directly related to
coercive isomorphism and sustainable development practices is scarce. As such, findings of this
study are examined in light of findings in other studies that pertain to the variables hypothesised,
herein. The results of this study are consistent with the findings of Bondy [58] who found that coercive
isomorphic pressures such as government and regulatory bodies were very significant in determining
behaviours that are sustainable. Bondy’s [58] study focused on multinational companies in the United
Kingdom and utilised a qualitative research approach.

The role of coercive isomorphic pressures towards sustainable development behaviours was
established in studies conducted in Malaysia [48]. Although the study related to municipalities,
it established that there was a significant and positive relationship between coercive isomorphism and
an example of environmental sustainability practices, namely, environmental sustainable disclosure.
Also, specifically, the results of the current study are consistent with the findings of past studies which
established that coercive pressures positively affected environmental management practices [7,31].

5. Conclusions

To date, the literature that exists, especially on sustainable development practices, has not been
structured and properly defined. In this regard, the study contributes significantly by structuring
literature as well as contributing towards the scarce works on the operationalisation of the three
dimensions of sustainable development, namely, economic, environmental and social. The evaluation
of literature has indicated that the environmental and social dimensions have been operationalised to
a greater extent compared to the economic dimension within the sustainable development context.
Furthermore, regarding the multidimensionality of the concept of sustainable development, the study
contributes towards understanding the different relationships amongst these concepts and provided a
holistic approach towards sustainable development. Whereas, latent research has broadly considered
these concepts separately, the study contributes towards the management of sustainable development.
Foremost, the literature in this study provides a better classification of practices in the sustainability
context. The study will enhance the understanding of SME/managers as far as the three dimensions of
sustainability are concerned. Apparently, it is becoming increasingly demanding for managers of both
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large and small businesses to be conversant of corporate sustainability practices. As such, this study
will contribute towards the managerial competency, particularly, SMEs within the sustainable
development context.

Furthermore, government needs to observe the role that institutional forces play towards
sustainable development adoption, especially coercive and normative. As observed in the study,
there was a significant relationship between coercive isomorphism and the three dimensions of
sustainable development. This means that for sustainable development practices to increase amongst
SMEs, policies, laws and regulations are instrumental. There is need for government to be explicit
at every government level, from national to local. Sustainability is a paramount aspect that cannot
be treated with an ad hoc approach, but rather, through more formalised programmes and even a
ministry on sustainable development is needed, since sustainability is a long-lasting phenomenon.
Furthermore, the coercive forces emanating from institutional forces such as customers, suppliers,
society and rivalries in the market environment are worthy consideration. In the absence of laws,
policies and regulations these stated coercive forces should be expected to accelerate the adoption
of sustainability practices amongst SMEs. Considering, the fragility of small businesses and how
extraneous government and legal regulations have been frowned upon, the role of these non-regulatory
coercive forces becomes very essential. As such, the South African government needs to involve all
business players within the supply chain in initiatives that ensure that all businesses occupy an active
role in encouraging sustainability practices within their respective industries. This also calls for
sustainable education to be enhanced amongst firms which will potentially result in all businesses
increasing coercive pressures and demands over their counterparts and somehow play the watchdog
role on behalf of the government. The major limitation pertained to literature constraint in the face
of the SEM analytical approach. Theory and literature are vital aspects of the structural equation
modelling approach. In this case, the available literature was not adequate for the study of this
magnitude. Literature on sustainable development and isomorphism was found to be very limited.
Also, empirical studies in these areas are very scarce. Furthermore, the research was only conducted in
Limpopo province. As such, the findings of this study seldom represent the South African context.
Thus, for proper representation the study can be conducted on a national scale.

For the future, research is needed to identify how the different typologies of SMEs are placed on
the praxis of the proposed theory in the study. The present study took an aggregated approach to the
analysis of SMEs pertaining to the concepts of coercive isomorphism and sustainable development.
Future studies can investigate the same concepts based on the differences found in the SMEs.
Such differences could be geographic (regions, country, globally), size, duration as well as industrial
segments. Also, major theoretical contributions can be made if research can be done to identify the role
of incentives and rewards in sustainability whistleblowing amongst firms. Thus, there is a significant
need to research to what extent coercive pressures amongst small businesses can be enhanced through
such strategies, and we postulate that rewards and incentives have the potential to enhance compliance
and adoption amongst SMEs.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Items used to measure coercive isomorphism and sustainability practices.

Item Code

Coercive isomorphism

Our main customers that matter to us believe that we should use sustainable business practices. Coe1
We may not retain our important customers without sustainable business practices. Coe2
Our suppliers that matter to us believe that we should use sustainable business practices. Coe3
There are rules and regulations that enforce us to use sustainable business practices. Coe4

Environmental sustainability

Our sustainable business practices focus on environmental issues. Env1
Our sustainable business practices make the most efficient use of the resources available in
the environment. Env2

Our sustainable business practices recycle, reuse and reduce waste. Env3
Our sustainable business practices are based upon environmental monitoring. Env4
Our sustainable business practices are increasing energy efficiency. Env5
Our sustainable business practices emphasise on use of renewable energy. Env6
Our sustainable business practices make use of reduction/replacement of hazardous chemicals or
materials (e.g., substituting hazardous chemicals with less hazardous alternatives). Env7

Our sustainable business practices adhere to Environmental Protection Agency regulations
on effluents/emissions/waste. Env8

Economic sustainability

Our sustainable development practices rest on economic considerations such as efficiency and
productivity. Eco1

Our sustainable development practices focus on survival in the marketplace. Eco2
Our sustainable development practices save money for the firm. Eco3
Our sustainable development practices meet tax obligations. Eco4
Our sustainable development practices provide products and services that are important for
the community. Eco5

Our sustainable development practices focus on long-term profitability even if it means losses in
the short-term. Eco6

Social sustainability

Our sustainable development practices take current activities in the community into account. Soc1
Our sustainable development practices consider the social well-being of society. Soc2
Our sustainable business practices provide entitlements to workers. Soc3
Our sustainable business practices promote women to senior management positions. Soc4
Our sustainable business practices focus on equity and safety of the community. Soc5
Our sustainable business practices focus on improving the general education level. Soc6
Our sustainable business practices promote individual rights both civil and human rights. Soc7
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