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While there is a plethora of research available to understand and quantify 

big business’ work around sustainability, for along time we have been unable to 

find similar research to understand the perspective of small to medium 

enterprises – let along those in regional Australia. While often working to 

smaller budgets, resources and skills sets, we strongly suspected that smaller 

businesses were no less passionate about their aspirations, and the contribution 

they could make through their organisation economically, socially and 

environmentally. 

Within this report, we are very pleased to present the results of our Better 

Business Survey conducted across four weeks in November and December 

2018.  While this is not a representative sample the vast majority of the 57 

respondents are small to medium enterprises based on the Sunshine Coast, 

Australia. 

When presented with a list of 16 sustainability issues over half of respondents 

reported 10 of those issues as being critical or important to their business. A 

further three issues were identified as being critical or important by just under 

half of respondents (49% respectively).  These issues may surprise you – they 

included education, health and wellbeing, regional development, work and 

economic growth, responsible consumption, climate resilience and action, and 

poverty. Overall, the issue identified as most critical was networks and working 

in partnership (98% of respondents).   

These every-day businesses are already seeking to contribute with 86% of 

respondents putting some effort into managing or leveraging sustainability 

issues – with 37% identifying this as part of their daily work. This perhaps 

should be expected when just under half (42%) of respondents said they had an 

organisational purpose that focusses on addressing a human, community or 

environmental issue. 

Around three quarters of respondents identified making some sort of 

community donation – although not all quantified how much. On average, 

those respondents that did share their investment, reported that they 

spend approximately $13,000 per annum on operational efforts and  

community donations. In total respondents reported over 13,000 in 

employee volunteering hours – with one local business contribution 12,000 

of these hours. Just over half identified that they want to do more or a lot 

more going forward. 

If these businesses are not thriving it will be difficult for them to maintain, 

let alone increase their efforts. When we asked them what their key 

business issues were, two connected themes featured prominently –

effectively competing for access to customers and markets; and financial 

performance. This picture presents us with an opportunity to further 

sustainability practices and the delivery of outcomes by business– by 

demonstrating how sustainability efforts can help improve brand, 

customer engagement and loyalty, and in turn, helping the bottom line of 

the business. 

At Many Small Things we work to achieve social and environmental 

sustainability for individuals, communities and society. We believe that 

business is uniquely positioned to lead this work through the creation of an 

economy with people, not just profit, at its heart.  This survey has been 

undertaken and its results shared publicly as part of our purpose-driven 

work and mandate as a social enterprise. We will also be using this 

research to inform our own business and impact strategy and look forward 

to sharing our plans with you soon.

We welcome your feedback and thoughts on the research – please find our 

contact details availably on the last page of this report. 
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disclaimer

The following document has been developed in good faith and the information 
contained within the document is subject to commercial in confidence. All content, 
ideas contained  in this document remain the IP of Many Small Things, all rights 
reserved. Users may not replicate, reproduce or sell parts of this document in part 
or in full without express permission of Many Small Things. 

While we make every effort to ensure that material within this document is 
accurate, provision of this material does in no way constitute the provision of 
professional advice. Many Small Things does not guarantee, and accepts no legal 
liability whatsoever arising from or connected to, the accuracy, reliability, currency 
or completeness of any material contained within this document or any linked site 
or material. Readers should seek appropriate independent professional advice prior 
to relying on, or entering into any commitment based on material contained here. 
Many Small Things hereby excludes all liability to the extent permissible by law.

Many Small Things Pty Ltd A.C.N 623 744 714 as trustee for 
Many Small Things Trust ABN 83 539 658 275  

PO BOX 183   COOLUM BEACH   QLD   4573
hello@manysmallthings.com.au
manysmallthings.com.au

mailto:hello@manysmallthings.com.au
https://www.linkedin.com/company/many-small-things/
https://twitter.com/bigchangeau
https://www.facebook.com/Many-Small-Things-173297289943482/
https://www.instagram.com/manysmallthingsau/?hl=en


• Conducted in late 2018 using an online 
survey tool.

• Majority of respondents (77%) were small 
businesses

• Majority of respondents were from the 
Sunshine Coast, Queensland (88%).

• Majority of respondents were representing a
company or sole-trader

• There was a diverse range of industries with 
the largest representation being made up of 
professional, scientific services.
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Marketing was the most commonly mentioned issue when 
asked “What is the biggest challenge currently facing your 
business?“, followed by growth strategies, skills and 
resources and financial prosperity and sustainability. 

When asked to rank key issues for their business the top five 
included:

1. Keeping up with a changing world (including 
technology)

2. Establishing and maintaining competitive advantage

3. Improved access to markets and customers

4. Developing and implementing business strategies

5. Accessing appropriate skills and expertise
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n=56 
(multiple response open question)



65 % of respondents said that sustainability was extremely 
important or very important to their business, followed by a 
further 23% that said it was somewhat important. 

37% reported that sustainability is a daily part of their 
business while 30% said that they struggle to do as much as 
they want to. 16% said that it was central to the way they 
do business. 

55% of respondents reported that they want to do more or 
a lot more than they currently do. Only 2% said they want 
to do less.

The most critical or important sustainability issues to 
respondents’ businesses were :

• Partnerships and networks  (92%)

• Work and economic growth (90%)

• Education  (82%)

• Health and wellbeing (82%)

• Regional development (77%)

• Economic ecosystems (74%)

• Responsible consumption (79%)
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Please rank following sustainability issues in terms of importance to your business. 
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n=39
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The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
Targets and Indicators were developed by the UN in 
2015 and are designed to help individuals, 
governments, NGOs and businesses to work together 
to address and solve the critical social and 
environmental issues as well as track impact and 
progress. 

While all the issues represented in the SDGs apply to 
communities and organisations around the world -
some issues will be more relevant and important than 
others.

Based on the respondents’ responses to the what 
most important sustainability issues to their business, 
we can map and develop a list of sustainable 
development goals that are most material and 
relevant to respondents - largely Sunshine Coast 
based small to medium enterprises. 

more important 
to respondents

less important 
to respondents



96% of respondents identified having an organisational purpose

Of those that had a purpose 42% said that purpose focussed on 
addressing a human, community and/or environmental issue.

51% reported that their purpose was financially driven and 7% 
didn’t know. 

The most common contributions to sustainability were:

• Donations/sponsorships (71% respondents)

• Community engagement (44% respondents)

• Circular economy/zero waste/recycling (41% respondents)

• Health and wellbeing programmes (37% respondents)

• Employee volunteering (27% respondents)

• Apprenticeships/traineeships (22% respondents)

About one third of respondents reported that community activities 
make up less than 5% of their budget while almost half (46%) 
reported they didn’t know. 

Respondents reported a total of contribution of around $250,000 
per annum towards sustainability efforts – about half made up of 
community investments and donations.  On average this equated 
to approximately $12,000

15



16

4%

96%

Does your business have an aim or purpose?

No Yes

n=57
n=57

51%

42%

7%

If so does that purpose or aim...

Primarily focus on increasing profit, revenue or customers

Primarily focus on addressing a human, community and/or environmental issue

Not sure
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Carbon emissions/climate change programme
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Less than 5%
33%

6% to 25%
12%

51% to 75%
2%

75% to 100%
7%

Not sure
46%

How much money do you estimate you spend 
each year on sustainability activities?

Per Annum 
Contribution

Total Average Notes 

Operational 
($AUD)

$  133,800.00 $8,362.50 
n=23; responses with 
‘?’ = 5; response with 
‘0’ = 6

Community 
Investment/Donati
ons/Sponsorships 
($AUD)

$ 115,350.00 $ 4,806.25 
n=27; responses with 
‘?’ = 3; response with 
‘0’ = 4 

Employee 
Volunteering/Pro 
bono (in hours)

13,044* 621*
n=24 responses with 
‘?’ = 3; response with 
‘0’ = 9 

n=41

n.b one outlier, a large international business, was removed from sample 
as was skewing results due to large spend and contributions. *One 
Sunshine Coast business reported 12,000 volunteer hours per annum

What percentage of your total organisational budget would you 
estimate gets spent on sustainability activities?



hello@manysmallthings.com.au

manysmallthings.com.au
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