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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
The study 
This is an important study in many respects.  

Firstly it is fundamentally a survey of small business operators in New Zealand – a 
group that is notoriously hard to reach as research participants.  

Secondly, this study has collected important data about the ethical framework of the 
small business participants, especially so in terms of their socially responsible 
activities and orientation. This represents an area of knowledge about small business 
in New Zealand that is hitherto largely undiscovered. There are potentially important 
things to be learned in this regard. 
 

Social responsibility in small businesses 
Approaches to social responsibility taken by small businesses in New Zealand are 
similar to what is revealed in studies of international practice. A central focus for 
small business operators is their staff and behaving in a way that is socially 
supportive of their staff. This is complemented by an outward looking focus where 
most commonly small businesses will give donations to charities and community 
projects. 

 
Small businesses do subscribe to the notion that ‘doing good is good for business’, 
however they also indicate that the extent to which they can engage in socially 
responsible activities is influenced by the prevailing commercial conditions. We can 
expect small businesses to do less in the socially responsible sphere when business 
conditions are not so buoyant. 

Very small businesses, often those with no staff, don’t identify themselves as having 
a role to play in socially responsible business practices. The implication being that 
they see this as being territory that belongs to bigger businesses. This does 
underscore the view that small business doesn’t appreciate the significance and 
value of the social contribution that they make. 

Small business understands the nature of the ethicality of business that operates in a 
socially responsible way, however they appear to pick and choose the activities that 
they engage in as ways of discharging their social responsibility. Strong on looking 
after their staff and making donations to charities and community projects, they are 
distressingly weak on participating in environmentally oriented activities. The latter 
doesn’t look good in the context of the ‘clean green New Zealand’ environment that 
we like to trumpet. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
BNI New Zealand has been engaged in a research investigation, primarily involving 
its more than 2,600 members, which has as its focus the ‘giving’ activities and 
approaches of small to medium sized business organisations in New Zealand. 
 
This is a report of the findings resulting from this research undertaking. 
 



 

BNI the organisation 
Founded in 1985 by Dr Ivan Misner, BNI is an International Business Referral 
Organisation operating in 38 countries, with more than 5,500 chapters and close to 
125,000 members.  The BNI organisation was first established in New Zealand in 
1999, since which time under the directorship of Mr Graham Southwell, the 
organisation has a national membership roll in excess of 2,600. 
 
The mission of BNI is to: 

Increase membersÕ business through a structured, positive and professional 
Òword of mouthÓ referral programme, helping them develop long term, 
meaningful relationships with quality business professionals. 
 

BNI’s philosophy is summarised in the simple adage of “givers gain”. By giving 
business to others you will get business in return. This philosophy has its roots in the 
age old concept of “what goes around comes around”. 
 
The philosophical basis of BNI’s mission has a natural fit with the concepts of 
businesses exercising responsibility towards their stakeholders and the communities 
in which they operate, that is notions of social responsibility within a framework of 
ethical business practice. 
 
As such BNI has been instrumental in marshalling the efforts of its thousands of 
members to raise just under half a million dollars for Hospice over recent years – not 
counting donations in services, goods and time. 
 
The research project 
The initial proposal for the research undertaking was explored in early 2010. It came 
off the back of some BNI members participating in a 2009 research project 
undertaken by Alan Cadwallader for a Master of Management degree. The focus of 
this project was concerned with the subject of ethics in small to medium sized New 
Zealand business enterprises (SMEs), including their engagement in socially 
responsible business practices.  
 
BNI approached Alan Cadwallader and asked if he would provide expertise in 
establishing and managing their own research investigation. In February 2010 a 
research project brief was documented and this identified the primary purpose of the 
research undertaking to be the generation of information that BNI NZ could use for a 
range of purposes.  
 
Recognising the philosophical foundations of BNI, the research project was broadly 
defined by the expression “givers gain”. Hence, in broad terms, the research was 
intended to gather information about SMEs’  ‘giving’ activities and approaches. 
 
More specifically, the information sought from the project was concerned with two 
principal areas of interest.  

1. What activities and behaviours do SMEs engage in that may be viewed as 
them fulfilling their social responsibilities? 

2. In what ways do SMEs interact with their communities and how does BNI as 
an organisation support this interaction? 

 
 



 

METHODOLOGY 
Designing the research 
The design of the research sought to reach as many of SME members in New 
Zealand as possible and have them participate in the research undertaking. BNI 
utilises a membership model which is based on each member belonging to a regional 
chapter. In any given region there may be multiple chapters, and each chapter holds 
regular meetings which members are expected to attend. Thus, the research project 
identified that reaching BNI members and inviting them to participate in the research 
was best done through the organisation’s chapters and in conjunction with chapter 
meetings. 

 
The method of participant engagement indicated that a pen-and-paper survey tool 
would be the preferred method of data collection. An ‘on line’ survey option was 
considered, as was a combination of choice between ‘online’ and pen-and-paper. It 
was decided by BNI that they would administer the survey solely as a pen-and-paper 
collection of data and that this would be done through the regular chapter meetings 
held throughout NZ. 
 
The data collection tool 
A start point for the design of the survey tool was a focus group meeting of key 
stakeholders held in Auckland in March 2010. The focus group explored concepts of 
social responsibility and discussed how these fitted with the philosophies of the BNI 
organisation. The focus group was facilitated by Alan Cadwallader who subsequently 
designed and built the survey tool. 

Section 1 collects data about the participants and their businesses.  

Section 2 seeks to collect data about the activities that the participants’ businesses 
engage in that could be perceived to be socially responsible activities. There are 25 
activities identified in this section which are based on social responsibility strategies 
that were identified in a European study of corporate social responsibilities used in 
Italian SMEs. Participants are asked to indicate which of the 25 activities their own 
businesses are engaged in.  

This section also has a concluding free text response which asks participants to 
identify other ways in which their businesses make socially responsible contributions 
to their communities. 

Section 3, the final section of the survey, presents 10 statements about socially 
responsible business activity and business networking activity and asks participants 
to indicate the extent to which they agree with the statements being made. 

A first draft of the survey tool was tested by selected key BNI stakeholders. They 
were asked to complete the survey and then provide comments and feedback about 
the tool. In response to the feedback received the survey tool was revised and 
amendments were made.  

A final version of the survey was published and reviewed by BNI management and 
key stakeholders. This version was then used to undertake the data collection.  

A copy of the survey tool used is appended to this report (see Appendix A). 
 
 
 



 

Collecting the data 
The survey was conducted between 25 January and 25 April 2011. During this period 
a BNI director visited all the organisation’s chapter meetings throughout New 
Zealand and administered the survey at the time of the visit. 

The survey tool was explicit concerning participants’ informed consent. Thus, some 
may not have participated in the survey either because they were not present at the 
time of the chapter meeting, or they chose to exercise their prerogative to not 
participate. 

Additionally a number of survey responses were lost or not completed due to the 
Christchurch earthquake which occurred in February 2011 during the time data was 
being collected. 
 
Data analysis 
Data collected through the pen-and-paper completed survey forms were then entered 
via a web based online computer application to a single database. This process 
commenced in March as survey forms were first collected and completed by the end 
of May 2011. 

The database was then analysed and reports were produced. Data was extracted 
from the analysis tool to Excel spread sheets, for further analysis, and a single report 
of the data was produced in an Adobe PDF file for review and distribution. 

 

 

FINDINGS 
Response rates 
A significant feature of this research undertaking is the extent to which the BNI 
organisation offers the opportunity to conduct a larger scale survey amongst SMEs 
throughout New Zealand. 

As previously noted, BNI’s membership in New Zealand is in the order of 2,600 
individuals. The total number of surveys received for data entry was 2,170.  

This represents a participation rate of approximately 76%. 

Additionally, in terms of a survey conducted in the area of SME businesses in New 
Zealand, the sample size is remarkable given the known challenges of accessing 
SMEs and successfully engaging them in research and data collection. It is probable 
that this survey represents a collection of data from NZ SMEs on a scale that has not 
been previously achieved.  
 
Who were the participants? 
The survey collected demographic data about the participants. 

Gender 
Almost 70% of the participants are male, and 30% female. 
Age 
Participants are mostly either in the 31-45 year age group (43% approx.), or 46-60 
years (40% approx.). 

There are relatively small numbers of participants at both the younger end of the age 
groupings (9% are aged 18-30), and the older end (8%, 60 years and over). 



 

Business owners 
Most of the participants identify themselves as owners of the businesses they 
operate. 
Regional distribution 
Participants were asked to identify the region in which their businesses were located. 
Over a third of the participants’ businesses are based in the Auckland region (36% 
approx.), with Wellington as the next most represented region (15%). It is to be noted 
that opportunities to survey Christchurch-based members, and the return of 
completed surveys from Christchurch, were affected by the February 2011 
earthquake.  
Type of business 
Participants were asked to identify their business type as being: ‘service’, 
‘manufacturing’, or ‘distribution’. 

A significantly large percentage were identified as being service businesses (85% 
approx.). 
Size of business 
Indications of the size of the businesses that participants represented were sought 
through the number of employees (measured by the number of full-time equivalent 
employees), and the annual turnover of the business. 
Employees 
The participants mostly represent businesses with small numbers of employees. 
Approximately 65% indicate that their businesses employ less than 5 full-time 
equivalents, and a further 16% indicate the full-time equivalents to be between 5 and 
10 employees.  
Annual turnover 
Well over half of the participants (56%) represent businesses with annual turnover of 
less than $500,000. 
Age of the businesses 
The age of the businesses that the participants represented is quite evenly 
distributed across a range from under 5 years, to over 20 years. 

Whilst a third of participants’ businesses (33%) are less than 5 years old, more than 
20% of participants indicated that their businesses are more than 20 years old.  
 
Summary – demographics and business types 
The survey indicates that the participants are predominantly owners of small 
businesses engaged in service activities, many of whom are male and in the age 
range from 31-60 years.  

The regional spread of responses does provide a national view of SMEs in respect to 
the data collected. The regional distribution of responses is somewhat representative 
of the national spread of business activity with the likely exception of both 
Christchurch and Dunedin, which appear to be under represented. In the case of 
Christchurch, this may be explained by the earthquake event which occurred while 
the survey was being conducted. 

 



 

FINDINGS – SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS PRACTICES AND 
APPROACHES 
In the second section of the survey the focus is on identifying the activities that the 
respondents’ businesses engage in that could be viewed as being socially 
responsible. The survey tool stops short of providing respondents with a guide, or 
definition of what ‘socially responsible activities’ might be. Instead, a listing of 25 
activities that can be undertaken by businesses and can be described as being 
socially responsible, are presented. The respondent has been asked to identify any 
of the activities as being those that their business engages in. 
 
There are five (5) activities that more than half of the respondents identified as being 
engaged in by their businesses.  
 
These are the top ranking activities identified by respondents: 
 
Activity 
 % response 

Donations made to community projects and charities. 74.8 
Flexible working time practices which benefit our employees. 66.3 
Training programmes for our employees. 64.5 
Sponsorship activities in which the company participates. 56.4 
Events (e.g. travel, social occasions) organised for the benefit of our staff  54.4 
 
A notable characteristic of these activities is that three of the five are ones that focus 
on the employees of the business and providing benefits to them.  
 
The remaining two activities concern the business’ involvement in supporting 
activities in the wider community through donations and sponsorship. 
 
In the converse the five (5) lowest ranked activities are:  
 

Activity 
% 

response 
Programmes for developing alternative energy sources for our company. 12.0 
Subsidised financing for our employees. 10.7 
Water reduction programmes are in place.  9.7 
Noise reduction programmes are implemented. 9.4 
Reports completed on our company’s environmental impact, e.g. carbon footprint 7.4 
 
A characteristic of these activities is that, apart from the subsidised financing for 
employees, these are activities related to environmental and ecological factors and 
the impact that businesses are having in these regards. 

The small businesses that are represented here in this survey of BNI members can 
be typified by the extent to which they provide socially responsible benefits to their 
employees and support community activities through the donations they make and 
the sponsorship they provide.  

However, few of these businesses have an eye to undertaking activities that are 
socially responsible in terms of the environment in which they operate. 
 
 



 

The 25 socially responsible activities that participants responded to, and indicated 
were activities that their businesses engaged in, are shown in the following table, 
ranked in order of the most to the least identified: 

Rank Factor % 
response 

1 Donations made to community projects and charities. 74.8 
2 Flexible working time practices which benefit our employees. 66.3 
3 Training programmes for our employees. 64.5 
4 Sponsorship activities in which the company participates. 56.4 
5 Events (e.g. travel, social occasions) organised for the benefit of our 

employees. 54.4 
6 Equal employment opportunity policies and procedures. 49.2 
7 Internal communications (e.g. intranet, newsletter, magazine) used. 48.7 
8 Packaging recycling programmes are implemented. 42.5 
9 Business ethics which are described in a published code. 41.5 

10 Marketing activities that include identifiable social causes, e.g. 
environmental responsibility. 31.7 

11 Socially responsible messages incorporated in our advertising. 26.2 
12 Periodic briefings for our employees on the company’s social 

responsibilities. 25.0 
13 Quality certifications, e.g. ISO. 23.4 
14 Volunteer activities that our employees are encouraged to undertake. 21.9 
15 Waste management programmes that go beyond our legal requirements. 19.1 
16 Pollution reduction programmes are implemented. 17.6 
17 Programmes for energy reduction. 17.5 
18 Specific certifications that we ask our customers for, (e.g. quality 

certifications like ISO). 16.0 
19 Medical care benefits for our employees. 14.9 
20 Specific certifications (e.g. quality certifications like ISO) are sought from our 

suppliers. 12.8 
21 Programmes for developing alternative energy sources for our company. 12.0 
22 Subsidised financing for our employees. 10.7 
23 Water reduction programmes are in place.  9.7 
24 Noise reduction programmes are implemented. 9.4 
25 Reports completed on our company’s environmental impact, e.g. carbon 

footprint. 7.4 
 
Respondents were also asked to note any other ways (in addition to the listed 25 
activities) in which their business contributes to its communities in a socially 
responsible way. There were 252 responses in this section of the survey. 

A theme in the responses is the giving of time to assist others and contribute to the 
general good.  

Some of the activities that identified in this way include: speaking to special interest 
groups; mentoring and counselling other business colleagues and business 
operators; coaching sports teams; offering internship and workplace-based learning 
opportunities for students, and supporting educational initiatives; undertaking work 
and providing services for free, i.e. ‘pro bono’; contributing to the health and 
wellbeing of employees, e.g. free gym memberships. 

An interesting aspect of some of the responses in this part of the survey is that some 
respondents felt that this was not something that applied to them because of the size 
and nature of their businesses. 
 
 



 

Comments of this sort include... 
• “We are a small family business with only 2 employees. Much of this doesn’t 

apply” 
• “I am self employed with no staff currently” 
• “I am aligned to a large accountancy group who have a lot of the above [socially 

responsible activities] which I slot into, but as a self-employed person, no” 
• “Can't really answer this question - I'm self employed – it’s not really relevant for 

my situation” 
• “Many don't apply as [I] don't have any employees” 
• “I am a small business and most of these questions do not apply to my 

environment” 
• “Self employed - most N/A” 
• “N/A – I am a one person business”. 
 

These responses provide support for the view that there are a great deal of varying 
approaches by small business operators to what can be considered to be socially 
responsible business activities. It can be seen from the numbers who have identified 
activities from the listing of 25 activities that many smaller businesses do engage in 
socially responsible activities that benefit their employees and wider communities. 

However, there is also evidence that there are small business operators, and 
particularly those with no employees, who view social responsibility in business to be 
something which doesn’t apply to them. 

Whilst this variability in approaches to socially responsible business activities is a 
notable feature of the responses in this survey, so too is the extent to which 
environmentally and ecologically responsible activity is identified less than other 
activities. 

The lowest ranked activity in the list of 25 is reporting on their businesses’ 
environmental impact, e.g. carbon footprint (only 74% of respondents identified this 
activity). Sharing similarly low ranked identification of activities in such things as 
water reduction programmes (9.7%), noise reduction (9.4%) and programmes for 
developing alternative energy sources (12.0%). This indicates that small businesses 
have yet to turn their attention to these sorts of activities which are socially 
responsible - more in terms of the greater good than being directly related to 
employees and the near communities in which businesses operate. 

It is perhaps both surprising and concerning that small business doesn’t yet identify 
the significance of its contribution in this sphere of social responsibility. Given the 
extent to which all New Zealand business activity so heavily comprises the activities 
of small businesses, it is a concern that small businesses are slow to respond to 
environmentally and ecologically oriented socially responsible practices. 

 

FINDINGS – SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS PRACTICES AND BUSINESS 
NETWORKING 
The final section of the survey sought to gather data related to participants’ attitudes 
towards both socially responsible business practices and their engagement in 
business networking activities. 



 

Ten statements are presented, 8 of these are directly related to socially responsible 
business practices and the final 2 concern business networking and a linkage 
between business networking and socially responsible activities that businesses 
engage in. The 8 statements concerning socially responsible business activities allow 
for an analysis that provides a view of how the respondents are influenced when they 
approach decisions about their businesses’ engagement in socially responsible 
activities.  

A Likert scale distribution of ‘agreement’ or ‘disagreement’ responses is provided for. 

The statements and responses to them are shown in Appendix D. 

 
Is being socially responsible good for business? 
The first three statements are intended to test the extent to which respondents link 
socially responsible practices, i.e. “activities that benefit the community” with 
business success, and how socially responsible activity relates economically to the 
business and business conditions.  

The first statement (My company engages in activities that benefit the community 
because it helps to generate business growth and supports business success 
findings) explores an instrumentality view of good deeds. If I do good by my 
community this will result in success for my business, therefore doing good is good 
for business. As opposed to an altruistic perspective of doing good for the sake of it 
and because it is the right thing to do. 

Approximately 66% of responses either agreed or strongly agreed with this 
statement. Thus, about two thirds of the respondents do believe that their socially 
responsible activities relate positively to the success of their businesses. Doing good, 
is good for business.  

What is possibly more notable is that over a quarter of the respondents don’t 
subscribe to this view.  

 

You can’t always justify the cost to your business of being socially 
responsible. 
Approximately 30 per cent of the respondents agree that socially responsible 
activities are a cost to the business they may not always be able to justify.  

However, approximately a quarter of the respondents either disagree, or strongly 
disagree, with this statement.  

Perhaps the notable feature of responses to this statement is that over 40% of the 
respondents are ambivalent about this statement. 
 
When times are tough business is less engaged in socially responsible 
activities. 
Just over 40 per cent of respondents indicate that this is so. Their businesses would 
cut back on activities of benefit to their communities when business is not so good. 
Whilst there is also a substantial number (35%) who neither agree nor disagree, 
there is also more than 20 per cent of respondents who do not agree.  

Thus, for 20 per cent of the respondents engagement in socially responsible activity 
is not negotiable, and they would continue to undertake these activities regardless of 
how well the business is doing. 



 

The responses to the three statements provide a view that suggests that there is 
strong recognition amongst small business operators that doing good is good for their 
businesses. Whilst many might view the cost of being socially responsible as 
something they can’t always justify, and one that would be curtailed when business 
conditions were not so buoyant, there is nonetheless a significant number for whom 
their engagement in socially responsible activity is non-negotiable. 
 
Is socially responsible business ethical business? 
A strongly supported notion is that being socially responsible is about being ethical in 
business. Almost 90 per cent of respondents either agree or strongly agree that to be 
socially responsible they must operate their business in an ethical way. 

An interesting aspect of this finding is that when compared with the indications given 
in the preceding section, i.e. that very small businesses with few or no employees 
don’t see social responsibility to be something that is applicable to them, all but 10 
per cent of respondents find they are supportive of the concept that ethical operation 
of their businesses is socially responsible business. However, it is also worth noting 
that less than half of the respondents (41.5%) identified business ethics which are 
described in a published code as being a socially responsible activity in which they 
engaged. 
 
I would rather contribute my time than money. 
When asked to identify socially responsible activities that they engage in, almost 75 
per cent identified donations made to community projects or charities. This is the 
socially responsible activity most identifiable to respondents. Over half (56.4%) 
identified sponsorship activities and was ranked fourth in the most engaged in 
socially responsible activity. 

Is it easier for small business operators to make a donation and commit to socially 
responsible activities financially, than to give of their time? Apparently not so, for a 
significant number. Half of the respondents (50 per cent) either agreed or strongly 
agreed that they would rather contribute their own time than they would money. This 
is supported by the free text responses in the preceding section where respondents 
referred to activities such as guest speaking, mentoring and counselling and pro 
bono work as being other socially responsible activities in which they engage. 

It would seem that there is in fact a balance between the financial contributions that 
small businesses make for the good of their employees and communities, and the 
time they give over to similarly socially responsible acts. 
 
There is concern for environmental issues and protection of the environment. 
It is not surprising that almost three quarters of the respondents found themselves 
either agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statement: I believe my company needs 
to be concerned with environmental issues and take responsibility for protecting the 
environment.  

Of greater significance is that almost 23 per cent neither agreed nor disagreed with 
this statement, 3 per cent (65 respondents) disagreed and 14 respondents (0.67%) 
strongly disagreed. 

When considered in tandem with the results from the preceding section, this data 
indicates that environmental and ecological perspectives in businesses’ social 
responsibilities are of less priority than responsibilities towards employees and other 
community benefits. 



 

From the listing of 25 socially responsible activities, the following environmentally 
related activities were identified: 
 

Rank Activity % respondents 
8 Packaging recycling programmes are implemented. 42.5 

10 Marketing activities that include identifiable social causes, e.g. environmental 
responsibility. 31.7 

15 Waste management programmes that go beyond our legal requirements. 19.1 
16 Pollution reduction programmes are implemented. 17.6 
17 Programmes for energy reduction. 17.5 
21 Programmes for developing alternative energy sources for our company. 12.0 
23 Water reduction programmes are in place.  9.7 
24 Noise reduction programmes are implemented. 9.4 
25 Reports completed on our company’s environmental impact, e.g. carbon footprint. 7.4 

 
This data should also be considered in conjunction with the data collected in 
statement 8, i.e. active contributions to reductions in greenhouse gas emission.  

Less than a quarter of respondents were able to either agree or strongly agree with 
the statement: My company is actively contributing to the reduction in greenhouse 
gas emissions. 

Taken as a whole the data indicates that small business operators do perceive the 
need for their businesses to operate in ways that are environmentally responsible 
and which protect our environment, however there is relatively low engagement in 
some fundamental environmentally responsible activities. 

 
Our employees are involved in voluntary activities that are of benefit to our 
communities. 
The extent to which social responsibility is a whole-of-organisation endeavour, and 
the degree to which a small business operator can release staff (a valuable and 
limited resource) to undertake voluntary activities, could be seen to be a measure of 
maturity of a business’ involvement in socially responsible activities. 

Approximately half of respondents were able to positively identify with this being a 
factor of social responsibility in their businesses. Given that the respondents are 
small businesses which are typified by low numbers of staff and pressures on staffing 
as a resource, this is a very positive signal about how these businesses are engaging 
in activities that benefit their communities. 

 
Business ‘networkers’ are more likely to be engaged in activities that benefit 
their communities. 
That the respondents are members of BNI and are therefore actively participating in 
organised business networking, it might be expected that most respondents would 
find this statement one with which they could agree. 

Interestingly, then, over 28 per cent of the respondents neither agreed nor disagreed 
with this statement. A further 5 per cent (112 respondents) disagreed with the 
statement.  

This would tend to indicate that there are BNI members who actively subscribe to 
and understand the concept of ‘givers gain’, but the application of this concept lies 
within their BNI activities and does not necessarily fall outside of this to the benefit of 
the wider community. 



 

 
Engaging in business networking activities and establishing a network is easy 
As with the preceding statement, this statement also goes to the heart of the 
rationale for BNI membership and engagement, i.e. business networking.  

The statement is: I find it easy to engage in business networking activities and 
establish my own business network.  

Responses that indicate agreement with this statement would support a finding that 
BNI provides an effective and easily used pathway to the establishment of a business 
network. Indeed, approximately 67 per cent of the respondents did provide that 
indication through either agreeing, or strongly agreeing. However, 212 respondents 
(a little over 10%), disagreed, and almost 22 per cent were unable to agree or 
disagree with the statement. 

This provides an indication that around 30 per cent of the respondents are not finding 
it easy to engage in business networking activities or establish their own business 
networks.  

This may be an entirely reasonable finding, inasmuch as that is why they are 
members of BNI, so that they can get support and assistance with networking and 
establishing their network. It does however point to the fact that there are a 
significant number of respondents in this survey who are challenged by engagement 
in business networking and have yet to make it happen for themselves. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
In this section of the report, conclusions that can be drawn from the findings detailed 
in the preceding sections, are considered.  

In providing conclusions, the report seeks to identify the significant and predominant 
themes that can be drawn from the data and consider the implications of these in the 
wider context of this as a survey of a significant number of New Zealand small 
business operators.  
 
Introduction 
A significant number of small business operators across many regions of New 
Zealand have participated in this study.  

From a research perspective this is a population which is notoriously difficult to 
reach, so this study is remarkable for the size of the sample that has been achieved 
in this particular population group. It is possibly the largest survey of its kind in this 
respect.  

The importance of this as a research undertaking lies not just in the significance of 
the size of the survey sample. The area of interest, the socially responsible activities 
of small businesses – which is one of two principal aspects of the study - is an area 
in which little previous research has been conducted in New Zealand.  

In this regard the study holds the promise of being able to discover new 
understandings of small business behaviour and learn more about the attitudes of 
small business operators towards ethical business operation through socially 
responsible business practices. 

Consequently, documenting the conclusions to this study offers a rather unique 
opportunity to learn more about small business in this country, the engagement of 



 

small business operators in an innovative and exciting business networking 
organisation, and how small businesses approach their responsibilities to their 
stakeholders and communities. 

 
Socially Responsible Business Practice  
This study offers a very important opportunity to undertake an examination of the 
perspectives that small business operators adopt in respect to their responsibilities to 
their stakeholders and wider communities; their social responsibilities. 

There is a body of research that focuses on the social responsibility approaches 
taken by small businesses in other countries in the world, but very little work has 
been conducted in the context of small businesses in New Zealand. Thus, the data 
collected in this study could potentially be used to add a New Zealand context to the 
research literature, but that is not the purpose of this particular report. 

 
What does socially responsible activity look like in small businesses in New 
Zealand? 
It is possible to conclude – by making comparison with earlier international studies - 
that what small businesses do in New Zealand is not that different to the approaches 
taken elsewhere in the world.  

Characteristically, one of the most important areas in which small businesses 
discharge social responsibility is in regard to their staff. A familiar small business trait 
is that they consider their staff to be akin to family members and want to treat them 
accordingly. This study bears that out. Activities that benefit employees are ranked 
among those most commonly engaged in. 

The most commonly participated in form of socially responsibly activity is making 
donations to community projects or charities. This also aligns with what has been 
found to be the case internationally. That respondents also indicated that they are 
able to do less in the way of socially responsible activities when times are tough, 
means that we can expect the extent of their giving to rise and fall along with the 
fortunes of their businesses and the general prevailing business climate. 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the data that this study reveals is 
respondents’ attitudes to the value of engaging in socially responsible business 
practices. There is particularly strong support for the notion that well intentioned 
socially responsible activities are good for business. That is, doing good is good for 
business.  

However, doing good has multiple meanings. Respondents in this survey suggested 
that when asked to identify the socially responsible activities that their businesses 
engaged in by choosing from a given list, that this didn’t apply to them. Often this 
statement was teamed with a reference to not having any staff or being a very small 
business.  

It seems possible to conclude that small businesses, especially those without any 
employees, don’t feel that they have a role to play in socially responsible activities. 
This is the province of the larger business. This is an important insight, one which is 
also revealed in other studies. Small businesses don’t realise the significance or the 
value of the contributions that they make in social terms.  

This lack of appreciation of the role small business has to play in making socially 
significant contributions may contribute to the indication that their participation in 
environmentally and ecologically responsible practices is at quite a low level.  This 
lack of participation could be cause for concern on a number of fronts. For example, 



 

in this study approximately 17 per cent of the respondents indicated participation in 
pollution or energy reduction programmes, whilst an even poorer participation rate of 
around 7 per cent was indicated for reporting on their businesses’ environmental 
impact.  

The picture that is provided here is that small business operators know and value the 
ethicality of operating their businesses in a socially responsible fashion. However, 
participation in the activities that contribute socially is focused on their staff and 
through donations to charities or community.  

There is distressingly low participation in activities that would benefit their 
communities environmentally, and likely add to the performance of their businesses 
at the same time. How well does this fit with the much trumpeted ‘clean green’ view 
of the New Zealand environment? 
 
 
 

APPENDIX 

 

Statement 1: 

My company engages in activities that benefit the community because it 
helps to generate business growth and supports business success … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

0.71% 

(15) 

5.27% 

(111) 

27.98% 

(589) 

49.69% 

(1046) 

16.34% 

(344) 

N=2105 
 

Statement 2: 

Socially responsible activities are a cost to my business which can’t 
always be justified … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

3.27% 

(68) 

23.43% 

(487) 

41.90% 

(871) 

28.52% 

(593) 

2.89% 

(60) 

N=2079 
 

 



 

 

Statement 3: 

When business is not so good my company has to cut back on some of the 
activities that benefit the community … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

2.78% 

(58) 

19.98% 

(417) 

34.64% 

(723) 

39.96% 

(834) 

2.64% 

(55) 

N=2087 

 

Statement 4: 

Being socially responsible in business is about operating my company in 
an ethical way … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

0.29% 

(6) 

0.62% 

(13) 

9.10% 

(191) 

56.67% 

(1189) 

33.32% 

(699) 

N=2098 
 

Statement 5: 

Rather than contribute money to activities that benefit my community I 
would rather contribute my own time … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

0.62% 

(13) 

8.57% 

(180) 

40.74% 

(856) 

43.17% 

(907) 

6.90% 

(145) 

N=2101 

 

 

 



 

 

Statement 6: 

I believe my company needs to be concerned with environmental  issues 
and take responsibility for protecting the environment … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

0.67% 

(14) 

3.09% 

(65) 

22.63% 

(476) 

55.92% 

(1176) 

17.69% 

(372) 

N=2103 

 

Statement 7: 

In my company we encourage and support the involvement of employees 
in voluntary activities that are of benefit to our communities … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

0.64% 

(13) 

7.37% 

(151) 

43.46% 

(890) 

40.48% 

(829) 

8.06% 

(165) 

N=2048 

 

Statement 8: 

My company is actively contributing to the reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

3.73% 

(13) 

23.64% 

(151) 

47.82% 

(890) 

18.85% 

(389) 

5.96% 

(123) 

N=2064 

 

 



 

 

Statement 9: 

I expect that people who are business ‘networkers’ are more likely to be 
engaged in activities that benefit their communities … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

0.33% 

(7) 

5.34% 

(112) 

28.50% 

(598) 

55.96% 

(1174) 

9.87% 

(207) 

N=2098 

 

Statement 10: 

I find it easy to engage in business networking activities and establish my 
own business network … 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

0.33% 

(7) 

10.11% 

(212) 

21.83% 

(458) 

55.43% 

(1163) 

12.30% 

(258) 

N=2098 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


