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Abstract

Purpose. This study shows that the Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) walking-to-talk pathway can effec-
tively support Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs)
in implementing Environmental, Social and Governance
(ESG) practices.

Design/methodology/approach. The authors adopted a
longitudinal case-study approach and analyzed an Italian
SME wine cooperative. A ten-year horizon has been inves-
tigated.

Findings. The study confirms that the CSR walking-to-talk
pathway enabled the selected company to effectively lever-
age Environmental, Social and Governance dimensions.
This study suggests that due to SMEs’ peculiarities (e.g.,
resource scarcity), implementing ESG practices first and
investing in external communication afterwards repre-
sents an ESG sound and sustainable strategy. Specifically,
this study shows that the social and governance dimen-
sions are crucial drivers in supporting an SME to pursue
Sustainability. These pillars provide tangible and intangi-
ble resources, such as, members’ trust and board directors
and management continuity, which support the organiza-
tion to meet its desired goals.

Practical and Social Implications. This study can guide
similar organizations seeking legitimacy by adopting ESG
practices, underscoring the importance of the walking-to-
talk pathway as a sound approach to Sustainability.
Originality of the study. This study explores the effective-
ness of the CSR walking-to-talk pathway in implementing
ESG practices in SMEs. Due to the recent popularity of
ESG, this contribution represents a new stream of research
to better understand the dynamics of ESGs.

74



1. Introduction

To cope with ambitious Paris targets (OECD, 2022) and the complex Su-
stainable Development Goals set in the UN 2030 agenda (United Nations,
2015), large firms and Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are still
struggling to select and implement sound initiatives ranging from Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility (CSR), and more recently, to Environmental, So-
cial, Governance (ESG) practices (Berrone et al., 2013; Castro & Gradillas
Garcia, 2022; de Souza Barbosa et al., 2023; Huang et al., 2023; Minutiello &
Tettamanzi, 2022; Senadheera et al., 2022).

After adopting the European Union (EU) Directive 95/2014, large cor-
porations have been at the forefront of adopting ESG initiatives (Aureli
et al., 2020), and the response of SMEs remains ambiguous despite their
relevance in our economies. SMEs, particularly agri-food firms, play a vital
role in addressing environmental challenges, promoting social well-being,
and fostering economic development (Del Baldo, 2012; Dey et al., 2022; Ooi
et al., 2023; Permatasari & Gunawan, 2023; Sommer, 2017; Trequattrini et
al., 2021).

Nevertheless, as documented in the literature (Castellano et al., 2022;
Dasanayaka et al., 2022; Leonidou et al., 2017), most SMEs are far from
adopting a holistic and successful approach to ESG implementation. They
frequently build ad hoc frameworks/reports to respond to market pressu-
res and adopt discontinued communication strategies because of percei-
ved excessive certification costs and a lack of employee engagement and
resources (Dasanayaka et al., 2022, p. 760). As this behavior leads to hi-
ghly uncertain results, SMEs needing resources (Hooi et al., 2016) abandon
unnecessary practices. In addition, scholars (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020;
Khanchel et al., 2023; Vollero et al., 2016) have noted that some companies
use CSR communication to selectively disclose positive information about
their performance to divert attention from their environmental and social
shortcomings. This behavior is defined as greenwashing, misleading con-
sumers about a company’s environmental practices (firm-level greenwa-
shing) and the environmental benefits of a product or service (product-
level greenwashing) (Delmas & Burbano, 2011, p. 16; Walker & Wan, 2012).

To understand how SMEs can effectively implement ESG practices over
time in response to global challenges, consistent with previous studies
(Schoeneborn et al., 2020; Schons & Steinmeier, 2016; Walker & Wan, 2012;
Wickert et al., 2016), the authors suggest using the CSR walking-to-talk
pathway developed by Schoeneborn et al. (2020). Walk practices refer to
implementing strategies, structures, and procedures in the core business
processes that facilitate CSR within a company and its value chain. Talk
practices lead to the provision of external documentation to customers and
other stakeholders. Talk practices operate in recursive logic, informing and
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shaping walk initiatives and providing feedback to influence future prac-
tices. According to Schoeneborn et al. (2020), firms can adopt alternatively
the talking-to-walk and t(w)alking pathways. However, the walking-to-
talk pathway is here recognized as the most suitable approach to fit the
peculiarities of SMEs.

Like Wickert et al. (2016), the gradual allocation of SMEs’ limited re-
sources towards ESG practices, resulting from the adoption of a bricolage
approach (Hooi et al., 2016), and the presence of informal organizational
systems and low coordination costs are likely to facilitate the adoption of
the walking-to-talk pathway in effectively implementing ESG practices.
Moreover, unlike larger firms, such an approach may help SMEs overcome
potential barriers such as internal resistance (Bakos et al., 2020; Dasanaya-
ka et al., 2022).

The authors adopted a longitudinal case study approach to test the abo-
ve research proposition and analyzed an Italian SME wine cooperative.
The wine industry is particularly relevant in Italy, representing more than
18% of total agricultural production (ISTAT, 2023). An SME wine cooperati-
ve represents an ideal context for conducting this analysis because the firm
is strongly tied to the local community (social and governance dimensions)
and the use of natural resources (environmental dimension).

This study demonstrates the effectiveness of the CSR walking-to-talk
pathway (Schoeneborn et al., 2020) in steering SMEs towards ESG sustai-
nability.

Based on case study findings, we contribute to the current debate in the
literature by outlining an explanatory framework, making explicit driv-
ers and constraints favoring and hampering SMEs” ESG practice imple-
mentation over time. This study also provides practical implications and
recommendations for organizations seeking to navigate the complexities
of ESG implementation and enhance firm Sustainability from a long-term
perspective. Through such an approach, entrepreneurs and managers of
agricultural SMEs can be supported in exploring an appropriate frame-
work for adopting successful ESG strategies.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 offers
a literature review on ESG initiatives that promote Sustainability in agri-
food SMEs. Section 3 offers a research proposition based on the main limi-
tations of ESG implementation in agri-food SMEs. Section 4 highlights the
research methodology. Section 5 presents the Cantine-Settesoli case study:.
Section 6 discusses the findings of the case study. Section 7 offers conclud-
ing remarks and discusses theoretical and practical implications. Limita-
tions and suggestions for future research are also presented.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 Adopting ESG initiatives to promote Sustainability in agri-food
SMEs.

The concept of Sustainability, originally defined as meeting “the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p. 15), now includes approaches
and practices aimed at creating long-term value for firm stakeholders and
the company itself.

Sustainability has been largely addressed in the Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility (CSR) literature and, more recently, in ESG studies. These re-
search streams are strictly interconnected and partially overlap (Castro
& Gradillas Garcia, 2022; Gillan et al., 2021; Godelnik, 2021; Torres et al.,
2023).

According to Van Marrewijk (2003, p. 102), “CSR refer[s] to company
activities — voluntary by definition — demonstrating the inclusion of social
and environmental concerns in business operations and interactions with
stakeholders.” ESG dimensions cover three main domains: environmen-
tal, social, and corporate governance. The first domain relates to practices
related to improving eco-friendly recycling, energy use efficiency, and pol-
lution reduction. Social practices will likely encourage social well-being at
work, local community cohesion, and gender equality. Lastly, corporate
governance aims to promote the adoption of ethical corporate practices,
thereby favoring shareholder rights (Afolabi et al., 2023; Castro & Gradillas
Garcia, 2022; Minutiello & Tettamanzi, 2022; Shalhoob & Hussainey, 2022).

Sustainable practices are particularly relevant for SMEs. Recent statis-
tics show that SMEs represent over 99% of businesses and 50% of all em-
ployment in most OECD countries (OECD, 2019) and contribute more than
70% of global pollution (Afolabi et al., 2023; Bakos et al., 2020). Due to the
link between firm operations and the use of natural resources such as land
and water, sustainable practices are also relevant to agri-food SMEs (Costa
et al., 2022; Huntjens, 2021; Luzzani et al., 2021; Onofre, 2022; Poponi et
al., 2022; Trigo et al., 2022). More specifically, scholars claim that the Sus-
tainability and success of SME wineries are strongly intertwined with the
firm’s ability to build long-lasting relationships with multiple actors in-
volved in the agri-food chain, including suppliers, producers, and local
communities (Aibar-Guzmaén et al., 2022). Therefore, SME wineries SMEs
cannot ignore the role of ESG in corporate Sustainability.

However, while larger firms’ strategies often focus on Sustainability
and ESG (Engle et al., 2021; Giindogdu et al., 2023; Senadheera et al., 2022),
SMEs appear reticent in implementing such dimensions in their strategies
(Bakos et al., 2020; Gjergji et al., 2021; Rizos et al., 2016). Furthermore, schol-
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ars have recently (Bakos et al., 2020; Glindogdu et al., 2023; Permatasari &
Gunawan, 2023; Tang et al., 2021) raised the need to identify the drivers im-
pacting SMEs’ strategies to effectively respond to ESG challenges, thereby
boosting their competitive position. However, extant literature often fo-
cuses on a single dimension rather than offering a holistic framework to
help SMEs pursue ESG strategies.

Trahan and Jantz (2023) claimed that the environmental dimension, al-
though easy to quantify, remains understudied. They suggested that en-
vironmental initiatives must be associated with, for instance, the effects
of socio-technical changes rather than focusing only on monitoring single
performances, such as CO2 emissions. Ooi et al. (2023) remark on the im-
portance of promoting the social dimension to support SME sustainability
as a process and digital innovation driver. The adoption of a CSR strat-
egy as a result of voluntary self-regulatory reporting (Castro & Gradillas
Garcia, 2022; Latapi Agudelo et al., 2019; Schoeneborn et al., 2020) in the
absence of appropriate transparency may lead to greenwashing initiatives,
that is, misleading practices oriented to selectively disclose only positive
information about a company’s performance to divert attention from its
environmental and social weaknesses (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Lee
& Raschke, 2023; Vollero et al., 2016). In addition, evidence-based stud-
ies reveal that accountability and stakeholder trust are relevant aspects for
strengthening corporate Sustainability (Alsayegh et al., 2020), thereby rais-
ing the role of the governance dimension (Castro & Gradillas Garcia, 2022).

The above analysis shows a lack of understanding of how ESG practices
can be effectively implemented over time in the SME context.

2.2 Developing the proposition: the ESG walking-to-talk pathway in agri-
food SMEs.

To overcome the limitations of implementing ESG in SMEs, authors
suggest adopting the framework Schoeneborn et al. (2020) developed to
investigate the relationship between CSR practices and communication.
They identified three pathways: walking-to-talk, talking-to-walk and t(w)
alking. Walking-to-talk refers to implementing CSR practices before they
are reported. This approach suggests that a company’s actions and beha-
viors regarding sustainable activities precede external communication. As
such, CSR talk operates in recursive logic, informing and shaping the CSR
walk and providing feedback to influence future practices. This pattern
differs substantially from the talking-to-walk pattern. In this case, CSR
communications precede and shape CSR practices. Finally, t(w)alking em-
braces previous pathways in which communication and practices proceed
simultaneously, steering the company towards corporate Sustainability
(Schoeneborn et al., 2020).
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Due to the peculiarities of SMEs, i.e., a lack of financial and human re-
sources (Bastian & Poussing, 2023; Bianchi & Bivona, 2000; Cosenz & Bi-
vona, 2021; Eggers, 2020; Kim et al., 2023; Permatasari & Gunawan, 2023;
Purwandani & Michaud, 2021; Shalhoob & Hussainey, 2022), the CSR
walking-to-talk pathway best fits with SMEs. This proposition is consistent
with the conceptual CSR model built by Wickert et al. (2016). They obser-
ved that SMEs often experience more difficulty communicating external
CSR practices than implementing these initiatives. This behavior also arises
from adopting a bricolage approach (Hooi et al., 2016), which implies the
gradual allocation of limited resources to ESG practices. Consequently, such
firms tend to communicate with ESG initiatives while using personalized
and informal reports in their quest for external legitimacy (DiMaggio & Po-
well, 1983). Maintaining and managing external legitimacy is important to
SME for continuous support from external stakeholders such as customers
and financial institutions (Dillard et al., 2004; Sharma & Lawrence, 2005).

More specifically, it has been observed that informal organizational sy-
stems and low coordination costs (Wickert et al., 2016, p. 1182) are more
likely to facilitate the implementation of social and governance practices
in SMEs than in larger firms. SMEs’ ability to build strong, long-term re-
lationships with local stakeholders (Russo & Perrini, 2010; Spence et al.,
2003) is an important sustainability driver and results in higher social capi-
tal. SMEs can leverage social capital to overcome potential barriers to im-
plementing ESG initiatives, such as internal resistance (Bakos et al., 2020).

The purpose is to contribute to enriching the current knowledge on how
ESG practices can be implemented over time in agri-food SMEs; following
the framework developed by Schoeneborn et al. (2020), the authors claim
that an SME can effectively leverage ESG practices through the walking-
to-talk pathway.

3. Research Methodology

We adopted a longitudinal case study approach to validate that an SME
can effectively leverage ESG practices through the walking-to-talk path-
way (Eisenhardt, 1989; Schoeneborn et al., 2020; Yin, 2018). This approach
contributes to answering the recent call to conduct more empirical studies
on ESG and sustainability policies in SMEs (Kim et al., 2023; Permatasari
& Gunawan, 2023).

This longitudinal case study was useful for two reasons. First, as stated
by Eisenhardt (1989, p. 534), “The case study is a research strategy that
focuses on understanding the dynamics present in single settings.” There-
fore, using such an approach, the authors aim to improve understanding of
the interactions between different walk and talk ESG initiatives over time.
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To this end, the authors highlighted both the drivers and constraints of
each ESG initiative. Second, this research strategy is widely recommended
for studies that generate and test new theories that can be further explored
and validated in broader contexts (De Massis & Kotlar, 2014; Eisenhardt,
1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Gehman et al., 2018).

Consequently, the Cantine Settesoli cooperative, an Italian SME winery,
was selected. Two criteria were used to choose Cantine Settesoli: (1) the
company introduced multiple ESG initiatives in the last decade, and (2) it
has expressed interest in participating in this research.

The selection of the wine industry cooperative fits well with the aims of
this study. The corporate legal form and industry provide an ideal environ-
ment in which the firm is strongly tied to the local community (social and
governance dimensions) and makes intense use of natural resources (envi-
ronmental dimension). Cooperatives are defined as “professional associa-
tions of voluntary members who join to fulfill their economic, social, and
cultural objectives commonly” (Ghauri et al., 2022; Lafont et al., 2023, p. 3).
They are inspired by controlled democratic systems and distribute benefits
among their members. Cooperative legal forms are widely used in the agri-
cultural sector (Wanyama, 2014) and play a significant role in the economic
Sustainability of farms and environmentally friendly practices (Candemir
et al., 2021). Within this sector, the wine industry is particularly relevant
in Italy, representing more than 18% of the total agricultural production
(ISTAT, 2023), covering 9% of the world’s vineyard area, and positioning
the country in the world ranking after Spain and France (Pomarici et al.,
2021). Moreover, in 2022, Italy was the first wine producer worldwide with
50.3 million hectolitres (OIV, 2022).

As remarked in the literature (Ada et al., 2022; Candemir et al., 2021;
Mojo et al., 2015), agricultural cooperatives “contribute to sustainability
by improving social and economic conditions and thus help to protect the
environment”. Therefore, a longitudinal case study of an Italian wine co-
operative represents an appropriate context for validating that an SME can
effectively leverage ESG practices through a walking-to-talk pathway:.
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3.1 Data Collection

Table 1: Collected Data

Primary or Qualitative/ | ESG
Data Sources Secondary Kind of Data | Quantitative
Data Information | Dimension
o . Structured Quantitative | 4} gg
Questionnaire Primary . . and Qualitative | /. .
Questionnaire . dimensions
Information
Financial Statements Secondary Historical Quantltaﬂve AH ESG.
Records Information dimensions
Company Bvlaws Secondar Historical Qualitative Governance
pany By y Records Information dimension
Global Report Initiative Online Quantitative AILESG
(GRI) Sustainable Secondary . and Qualitative . .
R Documentation . dimensions
eport 2022 Information
Website Online Quantitative Social and
Secondary Documentation and Qualitative | Environmental
Documentation Information dimensions
. s Social and
Online News Secondary Online . Qualitative Environmental
Documentation | Information . .
dimensions

Table 1 presents the main data sources used to gather company infor-
mation. The authors collected data using a structured questionnaire for the
longitudinal case study analysis. Such primary data were complemented
by qualitative and quantitative information (secondary data) derived from
online documentation and company reports to make the ESG initiatives
of Cantine Settesoli explicit for 2012-2021(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).
Following the framework developed by Schoeneborn et al. (2020), the data
were distinguished in talk-and-walk initiatives. In addition, multiple fi-
nancial performance measures were implemented to support the effective-
ness of the ESG practices adopted by the selected firms.

The data were gathered from multiple sources (De Massis & Kotlar,
2014). The research team obtained such data through interviews with man-
agement and a structured questionnaire submitted to the company. How-
ever, additional data were extracted from the company’s sustainability re-
port, edited for the first time in 2022, online documentation and historical
records. Financial statements and changes in company bylaws were also
analyzed.
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The use of multiple sources of information facilitates “triangulation and
corroboration” (Yin, 2009, pp. 115-116) reducing potential bias.

3.2 Data Analysis

The data collected through the case study were coded and refined fol-
lowing the framework Schoeneborn et al. (2020) suggested to outline whe-
ther the company’s ESG initiatives lay in the walking or talking pathways.
The path dependence theory (Sydow et al., 2009)" inspired the identified
codes and aimed to capture the rationale behind Cantine Settesoli’s organi-
zational behavior toward ESG.

Therefore, the analysis was performed in two steps. First, each ESG
walk and talk practice was listed in temporal order. Second, for each ESG
corporate initiative, the drivers and constraints that facilitate or hinder the
implementation of such practices were identified to make path-dependent
behavior explicit.

Financial performance was also considered to understand the effective-
ness of the ESG path taken by the company.

4. The case of Cantine Settesoli

Cantine Settesoli is an Italian SME located in Sicily (Italy). The company
was established in 1958 by a local group of vine growers as a cooperative, a
form of governance well-diffused in the wine sector. This initiative was to
increase the yield of the grapes produced by local vine growers who sold
the grapes at a very low price to buyers primarily located in northern Italy.
The company has almost 2000 members, accounting for more than 5000
hectares. Cantine Settesoli permanently employs approximately 60 peo-
ple in the management and production sectors. During the harvesting and
production periods from August to December, the company hired over 100
temporary workers. According to the latest financial statements, the firm
recorded revenues of 50 million euros, 41% of which were traded abroad.
Although the company published its first sustainability report in 2022, su-
stainability initiatives have covered at least the last two decades (Figure 1).

!The path dependence theory as defined by Sydow et al. (2009) refers to how organizations tend
to repeat a given behavior in adherence to historical solutions. Such a theory is particularly useful
in our study to understand the reason behind Cantine Settesoli’s ESG initiatives.
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Figure 1: Cantine Settesoli Pathway towards Sustainability (authors’ elaboration)

First installation of 100% vegan
phntovolaic plants Revision DNV CerDtiﬂcation
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of the supply chain rganizationa VA Sustainable
traceability Model Certification Report
Company

For example, since 2008, Cantine Settesoli has invested heavily in con-
structing solar panels, accounting for 83% of the company’s total energy
consumption. While the company already had an internal control sys-
tem in place, in 2014, to sensitize staff and external partners (suppliers) to
ethical behavior and crime prevention in business operations, the Board
of Directors implemented a formal compliance program following the re-
quirements of Italian law (Decree 231 of 2001). Several initiatives have been
implemented, such as adopting the Code of Ethics, VIVA certification (a
sustainability performance standard in viticulture to protect the environ-
ment and enhance territory), and the first publication of the Global Report-
ing Initiative (GRI) Sustainable Report.

Table 2 displays Cantine Settesoli ESG walk and talk initiatives for
2012-2021, which emerged from data collection.
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Table 2: Walk and Talk ESG Initiatives: A Longitudinal Perspective

Walk
2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Investments Adoption of Imple- Adoption of Further  in-
in photovol- agriculture menta- an  Ethical vestments in
taics precision tion of Code Photovoltaics
practices to highly
AVigere optimize energy- High-Quality
Project wastewater efficient Organic Pro-
management tech- tocol
(the nolo-
Winegraft gies Carbon neu-
start-up) trality
(WineGraft, Reduc-
2014) ing bot- Improve-
tle ments in
weight wastewater
management
Mandarossa | Manda- | Mandarossa | Mandarossa Manda- | Mandarossa Mandarossa | Mandarossa Promoting | Promoting in-
Vineyard rossa Vineyard Vineyard Tour | rossa Vineyard Vineyard Vineyard Tour | innovative | novative
Tour Vine- Tour Vine- Tour Tour grape pro- | grape pro-
yard Inycon event yard Inycon event duction duction prac-
Inycon event | Tour Inycon event Tour Inycon event | Inycon practices tices toward
Promoting in- event Promoting in- | toward vine grower
Promoting Inycon Promoting novative Inycon Promoting in- novative grape | vine members
innovative event innovative grape pro- | event novative Promoting production grower
grape  pro- grape  pro- | duction prac- grape  pro- | innovative practices to- | members
duction Pro- duction prac- | tices toward | Pro- duction prac- | grape pro- | ward vine
practices to- | moting tices toward | vine grower | moting tices toward | duction grower mem- | Adoption
ward  vine | innova- | vine grower | members innova- | vine grower | practices to- | bers of Covid-
grower tive members tive members ward  vine 19 preven-
members grape grape grower tion
produc- | Funding initi- produc- | Adoption of | members Collaboration measures
tion atives to re- tion the Code of with other
prac- cover the ar- prac- Conduct for Winery Com-
chaeological Cantine
tices to- | sites  (Sel- tices to- | Settesoli sup- | Adoption of | paniesandLo- | Man-
ward inunte Park ward pliers the Ethical | cal Authorities | drachef on
vine and Cave di vine Code to promote | Tour
grower Cusa) grower Sicily and wine
mem- mem- (OCM Promo-
bers bers zione 2019 SI-
CILIA:
L'ISOLA DEL
VINO)
Board mem- | Mem- Adoption of | Revision of | Revi- Revision of | Board mem- | Members’ fi- | Members’ Members’ fi-
bers and | bers’ fi- | the Organi- | the Model | sion of | the Model | bers and | nancial sup- | financial nancial sup-
manage- nancial sational, 231 the 231 manage- port to com- | support to | port to com-
ment conti- | support | Management Model ment conti- | pany activities | company pany activi-
nuity to com- | and Control | Members’ fi- | 231 Code of con- | nuity activities ties
pany Model 231 nancial sup- duct for
Members’ fi- | activi- port to com- | Mem- Settesoli sup- | Revision of
nancial sup- | ties Members’ fi- | pany activi- | bers’ fi- | pliers the  Model
port to com- nancial sup- | ties nancial 231
pany activi- port to com- support | Members’ fi-
ties pany activi- to com- | nancial sup- | Adoption of
ties pany port to com- | an Ethical
activi- pany activi- | Code
ties ties
Members’ fi-
nancial sup-
port to com-
pany activi-
ties
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Talk
2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Organic La- Ecofriendly Gavi “La Energy Man- | Quality Environmental | Viva Certi- | Sicily
bel 2014 Prize Buona Italia” agement manage- Management fication SOStain Cer-
(Ecogruppo Prize System (ISO ment sys- System (ISO (started in tification
E Italia) (Food&Tech, 50001:2018) | tem (updat- 14001:2015) 2020, ob-
2015) ing to ISO tained in Carbon Foot-
9001:2015) 2022) print — CFP
(ISO 14064-
1:2018-9
Institutional Quality man-
collabora- agement sys- Water Foot-
tions with tem (ISO print (ISO
ENEA (Creo | 9001:2015) 14046:2014)
etal., 2018)
High-Quality
Organic Pro-
tocol
Organic La- Quality Quality man- Food Sicily
bel manage- agement sys- safety pro- | SOStain Cer-
(Ecogruppo ment sys- tem (ISO cessing tification
Italia) tem (updat- 9001:2015) certifica-
ing to ISO tion (IFS
9001:2015) FOOD
s Standard)
Viva Certi-
fication
(started in
2020, ob-
tained in
2022)
Organic La- Quality Quality man- Viva Certi-
bel manage- agement sys- fication
(Ecogruppo ment sys- tem (ISO (started in
G Italia) tem (updat- | 9001:2015) 2020, ob-
ing to ISO tained in
9001:2015) 100% Vegan 2022)
(DNV-GL Cer-
tification)

Figure 2 provides an excerpt of the main performance measures of Can-
tine Settesoli (more detailed indicators are reported in Appendix 1). Dur-
ing the investigated period, despite the multiple ESG initiatives executed
and the investments made to increase production and bottling capacity,
firms’ financial performance showed a positive trend. These results could
be attributed to two factors. First, although the wine market is highly com-
petitive and unstable, Cantine Settesoli has defended its market position,
maintaining a stable level of net sales over time. This result is particularly
remarkable because the number of hectares designated for vineyards has
decreased significantly. Second, despite the decline in hectares designated
for vineyards, the volume of wine produced dropped only slightly, while
the number of vine-grower members remained almost constant. The latter
results from a strong cooperative member’s sense of belonging that does
not change over time. It emerged that among members, there was a con-
sensus on the successful efforts provided by the board of directors and
the management in pursuing satisfactory yield per hectare designated for
vineyards and, in general, sustainable company results.
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Figure 2: Financial and Operational Performance

Revenues and Net Equity Wine Production

60.000.000 € 600000 5600

50.000.000€ \_._\/.—\*/‘ 500000 5400
10.000.000¢ 400000 5200
300000 5000
30.000.000€
200000 4800

20.000.000€
100000 4600
10.000.000€
0 4400

o © o o o >

& & N & &
EC I S
AT A S

o€ > >
N N

S > v e
& o o
& & S AU

o A\ >
S
A AP

CINY
SR
~ S

S S
Ay
A

V)
NN
¢
S
I

J J
3 N N
Y

A A
Quintals of collected grapes (left axis)

—8—Sales Revenue Net Equity = Hectares destined to vineyards (right axis)

Vine-grower Members Wine Capacity

2150 12.000.000€ 1200000
2100 10.000.000€ 30000000

> o g
» & O N A
NER\¢ & 3 20000000
A A A T &t P

S
&

32000000

8.000.000€ 1000000

28000000
6.000.000€ 800000

4.000.000€ 600000 26000000
v

2.000.000€ 200000 24000000

> A
¢ A

0€
200000 22000000

< m—
7
©

Y
o I

S I
o &
A A RO A g
K G S
mmm— Members Interest-bearing loans (right axis) A U S S SO SO S

Vine growers members (left axis) Production capacity in uintals (left axis) == Bottling capacity (right axis)

5. Results and Discussion

Table 2 shows that Cantine Settesoli gradually invested in several ESG
activities in 2012-2021 linked to walking practices, as defined by Schoene-
born et al. (2020). However, the company disclosed such initiatives only
after the first half of this period for two reasons: internal organizational
awareness of the efforts made in this area and the search to improve its
image towards customers and financial institutions.

Among the main ESG practices, the company invested in constructing
photovoltaic plants even before 2012, thus reducing its carbon footprint
and energy costs. To improve the company’s image and promote social
and economic growth in the community, Cantine Settesoli has always pro-
moted its product lines and the territory in which it operates at local, na-
tional, and international levels. These practices, such as the Mandrarossa
Vineyard Tour and Inycon, have attracted a large and growing number of
stakeholders, from customers to wine importers and financial institutions,
and allowed them to communicate the company’s values and principles
externally, contributing to improving its competitive and financial position.
The positive results achieved by the company over the years have created
a favorable corporate environment, ensuring continuity in the Board of
Directors and management, and building trust and cohesion between the
company and its shareholders. Consequently, the cooperative’s sharehol-
ders responded positively to the initiatives to introduce new production
techniques, including different viticultural practices and better soil ma-
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nagement. These practices improve the quality and profitability of grapes
and use environmentally friendly strategies to combat diseases and pests.
In addition, a high level of trust enables the company to rely on sharehol-
ders’” willingness to financially support its business. Shareholders retain
part of their income from selling grapes in Cantine Settesoli’s bank account
in exchange for a competitive interest rate. Companies benefit from lower
financing costs as this rate is much lower than the financial institutions’
current rate.

Gradually introducing ESG practices does not negatively impact a com-
pany’s financial performance; it enhances its market reputation and boosts
shareholder value. Such positive results enhance long-term governance
stability and create a favorable setting for continuously investing in ESG
initiatives.

Figure 3: The ESG Walking-to-Talk Pathway

|2012 [2013 [2014 [2015 [2016 [2017 [2018 [2019 [2020 |2021
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In search of external stakeholders’ legitimacy (Dillard et al.,, 2004;
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Sharma & Lawrence, 2005), ranging from inter-
national customers (Huang et al., 2023) to financial investors, of the invest-
ments made in ESGs over the past few years, in 2018, the company for-
malized ESG initiatives through recognized certifications. Adopting these
talk practices drove the firm to identify new walking initiatives. Thus, the
concept of the walking-to-talk pathway is confirmed in this case study.
This pathway operates in recursive logic (Schoeneborn et al., 2020, p. 12),
highlighting the formative effects of communication on the identification
of new walking practices (see Figure 3).

Table 3 lists the main drivers and constraints associated with Settesoli’s
ESG initiative. This table evidences that walking initiatives are drivers of
talking initiatives. Thus, it confirms the proposition underlying the effec-
tiveness of the walking-to-talk pathway (Schoeneborn et al., 2020) in steer-
ing SMEs towards ESG sustainability.

Indeed, the company could not have invested in communication ini-
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tiatives (certifications and 2022 sustainability reports) without prior ESG
walk efforts. This favorable context makes the communication of such ac-
tivities more robust, leading to new ESG walking practices.

Furthermore, some ESG activities, walking and talking, are driven by
the search for the legitimacy of external stakeholders (Dillard et al., 2004;
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Lee & Raschke, 2023; Sharma & Lawrence, 2005).
Finally, this table also shows the recursive logic of some recent walk activi-
ties, such as adopting the High-Quality Organic Protocol, a prerequisite for
obtaining new certifications and thus for adopting new ESG talk activities.

An overarching driver favoring the adoption of ESGs is strong local
rooting (Del Baldo, 2012; Solari & Gambarotto, 2014). In this regard, Can-
tine Settesoli has continuously nurtured collaborations with cooperative
members, local communities, and public institutions.

Additional drivers may be board members and management continuity.
This distinctive factor fosters trust-building processes among cooperative
members and external stakeholders, facilitating environmental investment
and lowering operational costs.

Possible constraints that hamper the effective implementation of the
walking-to-talk pathway are worth acknowledging. In the case study, the
bureaucracy was a constraint in pursuing social and cultural initiatives, as
it hindered Cantine Settesoli’s funding support to recover local archaeo-
logical sites.

Table 3: ESG Initiatives: Drivers and Constraints

ESG . Walk / Talk First Y‘ear of Drivers Constraints
Initiatives adoption
Due to the favora-
ble local environ-
mental conditions,
the company in-
Investments in vested in photo-
Photovoltaics: voltaics. Initially,
installation of public incentives
a Photovoltaic played a crucial
System at the role in support-
packaging Walk Before 2012 ing the financial
facility (150 performance of
kWp) and the these investments.
Cannitello Rising energy costs
Winery (144 and growing en-
kWp) vironmental con-
cerns have moti-
vated the company
to expand such in-
vestments.
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Promoting
innovative
grape
production
practices toward
vine grower
members

Walk

Before 2012

These  practices,
designed to im-
prove grape qual-
ity and profitabil-
ity, were adopted
using environ-
mentally friendly
strategies, such as
cultivating  grape
varieties resistant
to diseases.

Board
members and
management
continuity

Walk

Before 2012

The positive re-
sults achieved by
the company over
the years created
a favorable corpo-
rate environment,
which contributed
to ensuring board
members and
management con-
tinuity on the one
side and building
trust and cohesive-
ness between the
company and the
members.

Members’
financial
support to
company
activities

Walk

Before 2012

Previous positive
financial ~ perfor-
mances created a
favorable  corpo-
rate environment,
building trust and
cohesiveness  be-
tween the com-
pany and the vine
grower members
to enable such fi-
nancial support.
This financial
support  allowed
both company
and vine grower
members to gain
financial benefits,
thus maintaining
convenience in the
long term.

Mandarossa
Vineyard Tour,
Mandrachef on
Tour and Inycon
events

Walk

Before 2012
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The  company’s
strong local roots
motivated the
board of directors
to organize events
to promote the
company’s  prod-
ucts and the local
area. This effort
also aimed to foster
market reputation.

During the last
years (2019-2021),
the Covid-19 emer-
gency blocked
these events.




Collaborations
with other
Wineries and
Institutions to
promote Sicily
and wine

Walk

Before 2012

Previous local in-
stitutional collabo-
rations and the full
engagement of co-
operative members
steered the man-
agement to par-
ticipate in events
to promote local
wines and Sicily.

Many  stakehold-
ers with divergent
interests have cre-
ated challenges in
coordination.

AVigere Project

Walk

Before 2012

After previous col-
laborations ~ with
other wine compa-
nies and associa-
tions, the company
decided to join to
“Avigere” project,
which focused on
the implementa-
tion of environ-
mental best prac-
tices for energy
savings (Precision
Viticulture)

Organic Label
(Ecogruppo
Italia)

Talk

2012

Organic  product
certification  has
been obtained to
attract and raise
awareness among
consumers  who
prefer organic
products.

Ecofriendly 2014
Prize

Gavi “La Buona
ITtalia” Prize

Talk

2014

Initial ESG invest-
ments (photovol-
taics and energy
savings) led to
some acknowledg-
ments of the com-
pany’s efforts in
Sustainability.

Funding
initiatives to
recover the
archaeological
sites (Selinunte
Park and Cave
di Cusa)

Walk

2014

The local commu-
nity strongly sup-
ported the project
due to the aware-
ness of the histori-
cal heritage of this
area.

Despite the en-
gagement of the
public local institu-
tions, the complex
normative system
of the Autonomous
Region of Sicily
has slowed down
and, in certain cas-
es, blocked the ini-
tiative (Gabbrielli,
2015).
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Winegraft start-

The company’s
networking  with
other wine compa-
nies and research
institutions led
Cantine Settesoli to
support this start-
up in adopting
specific  precision
agriculture  prac-

Despite the inno-
vative  adoption,
there were chal-
lenges in meeting
quality and quan-

up Walk 2014 tices. This start-up | tity expectations.
aimed to reduce |Financial and
30% of vine irriga- | facility needs rep-
tion consumption |resented a serious
(water footprint). | constraint.
Cantine  Settesoli
employees’ mana-
gerial and techni-
cal skills supported
this start-up.
The 231 model
requires full col-
laboration ~ with
Company  Derson- the relevant stake-
pany p holders. It also re-
nel already had the ires  dedicated
skills to allow the ?esources and
i?:f;llon of the 231 substantial efforts
Adoption of the Walk 2014 ' that may switch
Model 231 a . resources dedicat-
Adopting such a
L ed to other goals.
model facilitated o .
.” | Additionally, it
access to public . -
requires  periodic
funds and loans. o
monitoring  and
model updating to
ensure compliance
with  regulatory
changes.
Ir?}}:ile}r:;entatlon Compared to the
OBy benchmark for
energy-efficient o A
technologies: Sicilian ~ wineries
Purchase of. with an average
various high- annual electricity
energy ffigciency consumption of 0.7
equipment/ Walk 2016 kWh per hter. of
machinery processed  wine,
(compressors Cantine  Settesoli
fri P i n, achieved  values
re tgera © ranging from 0.16
i\}/,:sfénv;ter to 021 kWh per
treatment liter over the last

systems, etc.)

six years.
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Reducing Bottle
weight: Weight
reduction of the

Compared to the
benchmark for
Sicilian ~ bottlers
with an average
bottle weight of
550 grams per
0.75-liter bottle,

gla?(s);buostitrlles Walk 2016 Cantine  Settesoli
01}r/1 Iightwesigght achieved  values
bottles ranging from 391
to 406 grams per
0.75-liter bottle
over the last six
years.
This code has been
developed to fos-
E)(I)'d‘;’-ee’zfescgl? duct ter the Model 231.
. Walk 2017 This code defines
suppliers .
proper  relation-
ships  with new
suppliers
This code has been
developed to fos-
ter the Model 231. o
However, this code graf?scgbm% well-
. . efined rules can
Adoption of the fornllahzes }zlraczlcci hinder the emer-
Ethical Code Walk 2018 Zig re;:cc}e] ategp E gence of new needs
the enllgployeez and  sensitivities
suppliers, an. d’ arising from soci-
members consist- etal changes.
ent with the com-
pany’s values.
Institutional
collaborations Previous institu-
with ENEA tional  collabora-
(Italian National tions and staff with
Agency fo.r New | v 2018 spec.iﬁc skills in the
Technologies, environmental sec-
Energy and tor drove the com-
Sustainable pany to build such
Economic collaborations.
Development)
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Quality
management
system
(updating to ISO
9001:2015)

Environmental
Management
System (ISO
14001:2015)

Carbon
Footprint — CFP
(ISO 14064-
1:2018-9)

Water Footprint
(ISO 14046:2014)

These certifica-
tions, crucial to
seeking legitimacy,
were obtained as
upgrades to prior
certifications.

The hiring and re-
tention of highly
qualified  person-
nel contributed to
achieving these
certifications.

The company’s
awareness to safe-

Energy guard the territory,
Management endorsed by the lo- | Bureaucracy
System (ISO cal community and | hindered the
50001:2018) Talk 2017 public institutiops, process of
also played a sig- | obtaining these
100% Vegan nificant role. certifications.
(DNV-GL
Certification) The strong cohe-
sion among coop-
Quality erative members
management created a suitable
system (ISO corporate environ-
9001:2015) ment for obtaining
these certifications.
Energy
Management Several certifica-
System (ISO tions were essen-
50001:2018) tial to obtaining the
VIVA certification.
Food safety Collecting  these
processing certifications is es-
certification sential for compet-
(IFS FOOD ing in public fund
Standard) selections.
Viva
Certification
The  emergency
conditions due to
COVID-19  have
Adoption gzi}}:etccl) iﬂ;lercr?emn:c These measures
of Cov1(;1—19 Walk 2020 good practices to have a contingent
prevention reduce the risk of |nature concerning
measures national laws.

contagion and en-
sure the continuity
of company opera-
tions.
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Solar
Photovoltaic
Systems:
installation of

Expansion of the
photovoltaic  sys-
tems, in addition
to the five systems

. Walk 2021 installed in 2008
a photovoltaic
(one for each group
system at the 1 . )

. . ocation), primar-
Puccia Winery ily aimed at self-
(296 kWp) y .

consumption.

2021 & 2023:

Measurement  of
Carbon the respective car-

. bon footprints,

Neutrality: . e

identification  of
Three-year .

. projects to reduce
projecton the carbon foot-
decarbonization, rint. increase cir-
Sustainability, | Walk 2021 prnt,

. cularity, and offset
and circular ..

. emissions.
economy with
Enel (expected > 0 2 o2
completion: Lo
Decarbonization
2023). K .
(implementation of
initiatives from the
previous point).
Wastewater
management: Installation of
substantial an innovative
revamping of wastewater treat-
the wastewater Walk 2021 ment plant (MBR
treatment plant - Membrane
at the central Bioreactor)
headquarters
High-Quality Legitimacy  was
Organic Protocol needed to access
(Promoting specific ~ markets
organic through the com-
grapes with Walk 2021 pany to adopt such
chemical levels a protocol. This
significantly protocol was use-
lower than legal ful to get further
requirements) certifications.
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Previous col-
laborations in
Sustainability with
local wine com-

. pames, adoption Documentation
Sostain of previous cer- tforts and
Certification tifications (such ettorts and

Talk 2021 .| bureaucratic
(Monteleone, as VIVA), public rocedures fo be
2016) funding support, Followe d
and established en- ’
vironmental exper-
tise have facilitated
the acquisition of
this certification.
Recent Initiatives
Water
Consumption
Reduction
(Purchase of a
self-generating Replacement  of
ozone gas/ Walk 2022 the previous high-
ozone water pressure water
system for cleaning system
cleaning/
sanitizing wine
vessels and wine
barrels)
Solar
Photovoltaic
.Systems.: As in the previ-
installation of . .
. ous investments in
a photovoltaic hotovoltaics. the
systematthe | Walk 2022 photovottaies,
Central Winer company  found
Y the same-men-
(130.8 kWp) and tioned drivers
the Packaging ’
Facility (259.2
kWp)
The awareness of
local rooting has
driven the com-
Enhancing local pany to maintain
procurements relationships with
(Suppliers of local enterprises.
oenological Walk 2022 Today, 87% of oe-
products and nological product
packaging purchases and 39%
materials) of packaging mate-
rial purchases have
been made from lo-
cal suppliers.
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6. Conclusions

Based on a literature review and a case study of Cantine Settesoli,
this analysis shows the effectiveness of the walking-to-talk pathway
(Schoeneborn et al., 2020) in implementing ESGs in SMEs. With the initial
adoption of walk initiatives, such as investments in photovoltaics, viticultur-
al practices, and soil management, Cantine Settesoli effectively improved
operational efficiency, minimized environmental impact, and fostered its
market reputation. Additionally, the stakeholders’ sense of belonging (Dil-
lard et al., 2004)strengthened their relationships with the local community
and fostered the socio-economic growth of the local territory (Del Baldo,
2012; Solari & Gambarotto, 2014). These initiatives include vineyard pro-
motion events, support projects to recover archaeological sites, and new
collaborations with public authorities. The company’s ability to adopt talk
initiatives, such as obtaining various sustainability certifications, demon-
strates its commitment to transparency and stakeholder communication.
These certifications validate the company’s efforts, strengthen its competi-
tive position, and attract more environmentally conscious customers. Fi-
nally, similar to Schoeneborn et al. (2020), such certifications stimulate new
sustainable practices to be implemented using recursive logic.

The findings of this study also show valuable theoretical and practical
implications.

Consistent with previous research (Alsayegh et al., 2020; Bakos et al.,
2020; Castro & Gradillas Garcia, 2022; Costa et al., 2022; Engle et al., 2021;
Ooi et al.,, 2023), this study examines the role played by social and gov-
ernance dimensions as pivotal drivers in supporting SME in leveraging
ESG practices. In the investigated case, the social and governance pillars
provide tangible and intangible resources, such as members’ trust, board
directors and management continuity, effectively supporting the firm in
meeting its desired goals. These remarks can also guide similar organiza-
tions seeking legitimacy (Dillard et al., 2004; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) by
adopting ESG practices.

Regarding practical implications, the walking-to-talk pathway represents
a robust time-ordered sequence (Sydow et al., 2009) in which agricultural
SME entrepreneurs and managers can learn from adopting successful ESG
strategies. In addition, this study supports the implementation of ESG initia-
tives by other SMEs with environmental, governance, and social similarities.

This study has limitations that pave the way for further development.

This study focuses on a single case. Therefore, we suggest extending the
effectiveness of the ESG walking-to-talk pathway to include multiple cas-
es. Moreover, the analysis investigates non-profit organizations in the agri-
food industry. To test the robustness of the suggested pathway, it would be
worthwhile investigating profit organizations in different industries.
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Appendix 1 Financial and Operational Collected Information

2011/2012 | 2012/2013 | 2013/2014 | 2014/2015 | 2015/2016 | 2016/2017 | 2017/2018 | 2018/2019 | 2019/2020 | 2020/2021 | 2021/2022
Isiiifeesnue €50,312,672 | €47,240,242 | €47,816,386 | €48,321,802 | €45,194,170 | €48,894,261 | €52,960,208 | €52,960,208 | €45,213,811 | €43,714,829 | €48,921,565
Permanent| = g 47 49 50 58 59 56 60 59 57 58
employees
Seasonal | notavail- | 26,091 28,349 | 26.301 25809 | 25939 25,017 25,770 24,766 24,948 26,958
employees | able (n.a.) | workdays | workdays | workdays | workdays | workdays | workdays | workdays | workdays | workdays | workdays
Debt-to-
equity 244 244 2.30 253 2,61 258 2.60 234 223 223 225
ratio
Members
i’;;’;ﬁ; na. | €9,064,636 | €9,893,631 | €9,548,999 | €8,797,422 | €8,744,107 | €8,054,382 | €8,176,634 | €7,936,641 | €7,567,707 | €7,813,913
loans
Net Equity| €19,940,186 | €19,967,504 | €20,821,642 | €20,320,471 | €20,167,093 | €20,580,945 | €20,219,155 | €20,300,735 | €20,332,017 | €20,293,906 | €20,811,629
f;;;l:g na. |22,000,000 | 24,000,000 | 27,000,000 | 27,000,000 | 28,000,000 | 28,000,000 | 28,000,000 | 28,000,000 | 28,000,000 | 30,000,000
Production
capacity na. 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q | 650,000 q
Changes
in fived | €3,328,784 | €3,198,775 | €3,165,566 | €5,675,023 | €2,791,647 | €1,854,280 | €3,873,356 | €304,248 |€3,338,139 | n.a. na.
assets
Vine
grower 2,104 2074 2133 2119 2047 2,022 1,995 1,961 1,946 1,934 1,950
members
Hectares
destined for | n.a. 5,430 5479 5,307 5,394 5,349 5232 5,027 4,835 4,821 5,181
vineyards
Quintals
of collected | 412,127 | 431496 | 559,823 | 431,747 | 512,606 | 533390 | 407,849 | 457987 | 369462 | 363972 na.
grapes
Average
price per €46 €47 €38 €41 €36 €36 €43 €38 €41 na. na.
quintal
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