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Background
SMEs form the backbone of the Welsh economy, yet their sustainability communication practices remain under-examined. As Wales advances toward net-zero targets, SMEs face increasing pressure from customers, regulators, communities, and supply chains. Emerging research shows that many organisations under-communicate sustainability actions due to fear of scrutiny, accusations of greenwashing or uncertainty about standards (Font et al., 2023). This phenomenon, greenhushing, is particularly prevalent in smaller firms with limited resources and confidence. Understanding how Welsh SMEs interpret stakeholder expectations is essential for designing effective support mechanisms and ensuring inclusive progress towards national climate goals.





















Literature Context
Stakeholder Expectations and SME Sustainability Behaviour
Research consistently shows that SMEs experience sustainability pressures differently from large firms, with stakeholder expectations acting as a primary driver. SMEs engage in sustainability through relational expectations from customers, employees and local communities rather than through formal reporting frameworks. By prioritising trust, reputation and personal relationships, sustainability behaviour is shaped by localised legitimacy needs (Jenkins, 2009). SME owners internalise stakeholder expectations into personal values through relational orientation (Murillo & Lozano, 2006).
Building on this, SME sustainability engagement is influenced by managerial values and subjective interpretations of stakeholder signals, resulting in inconsistent and context‑dependent communication (Williams & Schaefer, 2013). Stakeholder pressure is a key driver of SME sustainability and innovation, where SMEs respond informally through everyday interactions rather than formal reporting (Bos-Brouwers, 2010). 
Greenhushing and Strategic Silence 
Greenhushing, described as the deliberate under‑communication of sustainability practices, has emerged as a significant organisational behaviour. Greenhushing as an intentional strategy of silence is driven by fears of scrutiny, accusations of greenwashing, or expectations of perfection. Silence becomes a risk‑management strategy when sustainability actions are incomplete, difficult to measure, or vulnerable to criticism (Font et al., 2017).
Extending this understanding, the concept of selective disclosure shows that organisations will only highlight areas of sustainability they are fully confident in to avoid negative stakeholder reactions (Lyon & Montgomery, 2015). 
A study finds that organisations can engage in low external communication despite internal environmental initiatives due to a lack of confidence and increased uncertainty around greenwashing. It argues that greenwashing is avoided by deliberate under-communication because of implications including legitimacy and vulnerability (Testa et al., 2018). 
SME Preparedness for Net-Zero
Existing research consistently shows that SMEs face structural barriers that limit their ability to engage meaningfully with environmental initiatives. including limited time, financial constraints, lack of technical expertise, and insufficient awareness. Organisations often see environmental management systems as too complex and resource‑intensive for SMEs (Hillary 2004). This leaves SMEs without support to meet environmental expectations. These barriers mirror contemporary evidence that SMEs are misaligned between policy ambition and SME capability. 
Recent evidence shows that unclear UK expectations create a clear skills gap without the capacity or support to meet demands (MacBride-Stewart et al., 2026). This lack of preparedness directly contributes to communication hesitancy. When SMEs are uncertain about their environmental performance or unsure how to measure progress, they are more likely to adopt strategic silence or greenhushing to avoid reputational risk. This aligns with findings that show organisations frequently under‑communicate environmental practices when implementation is incomplete, or confidence is low (Testa et al., 2018).
Signalling, Legitimacy, and Constructed Reality
Signalling theory explains why SMEs may avoid communicating sustainability actions. For example, signals must be credible, observable, and costly to fake. SMEs with limited resources or incomplete sustainability practices may fear misinterpretation or accusations of greenwashing, making silence a safer strategic choice (Connelly et al., 2011). 
Legitimacy theory also provides insight. With legitimacy defined as a socially constructed perception of appropriateness (Suchman, 1995), SMEs may use selective disclosure or silence to protect their reputation when sustainability efforts are uncertain. 
Constructivist perspectives emphasise that organisational reality is created through everyday interactions (Cunliffe, 2003). Managers may interpret stakeholder expectation differently, influencing how sustainability is communicated. This explains why SMEs sustainability communication can be inconsistent, relational and context dependent.








 



Research Aims and Objectives

Research Aim
To explore how Welsh SMEs interpret stakeholder expectations and how these expectations shape sustainability communication, including decisions to engage in greenhushing, strategic silence, and preparedness for net zero transitions. 
Objectives 
· Examine how Welsh SMEs perceive sustainability communication and stakeholder expectations.
· Explore factors influencing decisions to disclose, limit, or withhold sustainability information. 
· Investigate how SMEs experience and interpret greenhushing and strategic silence.
· Assess SME preparedness for Welsh net-zero plans and how this affects communication confidence. 
· Provide recommendations to strengthen SME sustainability communication and policy support. 
















Methodology
Research design 
This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory, interpretivist research design to understand how stakeholder expectations influence sustainability communication and greenhushing behaviours within Welsh SMEs. A qualitative approach is appropriate because the research seeks to explore meanings, perceptions, and socially constructed realities rather than measure fixed variables. The study is grounded in a relativist ontology, assuming multiple realities shaped by individual experiences, and an interpretivist epistemology, recognising that knowledge is co‑created through interaction between researcher and participant. A constructivist theoretical perspective underpins the design, acknowledging that communication behaviours emerge from social, organisational, and contextual influences.
Participants/sample
Participants will consist of SME owners, managers or sustainability leads operating within Wales. A purposive sampling strategy will be used to recruit individuals with direct experience of sustainability communication or decision‑making. This ensures rich, relevant insight exploring greenhushing in Welsh SMEs.
Data collection 
Data will be collected through semi‑structured interviews, allowing participants to discuss their experiences freely while ensuring core topics are consistently discussed. This method supports depth, flexibility, and the ability to probe emerging themes.
Data Analysis 
Interview transcripts will be analysed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s structured phases of coding, theme development and refinement. Themes will be interpreted through the lenses of Stakeholder Theory, Signalling Theory, and Legitimacy Theory to connect participant experiences with established conceptual frameworks.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval will be obtained, and participants will receive clear information sheets and consent forms. Confidentiality, anonymity, and secure data storage will be maintained throughout. A reflexive approach will be used to acknowledge and manage researcher bias, considering how personal background, assumptions and positionality may shape interpretation. Credibility and trustworthiness will be strengthened through transparent decision‑making and careful attention to participant meaning.

Justification
This methodological approach is justified because the study aims to explore subjective experiences, perceptions and socially constructed meanings, which cannot be captured through quantitative measurement. A qualitative, interpretivist design aligns with the relativist assumption that SMEs construct their own realities around sustainability communication. Semi-structured interviews allow participants to express nuanced experiences of stakeholder pressure, greenhushing and net-zero preparedness, while thematic analysis provides a flexible yet rigorous way to identify patterns across narratives. Purposive sampling ensures participants have relevant experience, making the data rich and meaningful. Overall, this approach is both philosophically coherent and practically feasible for an undergraduate project, enabling depth, relevance and alignment within the research aim. 




















Expected Contribution
The contribution of this study will extend greenhushing research into the context of the Wales as a region. The analysis of theories such as stakeholder theory, signalling theory and legitimacy theory may explain or contradict SME communication behaviour while also contributing to interpretivist sustainability communication literature. 
Practical contributions may offer insight into SME barriers, fears and communication needs. This could be used to support Welsh Government and local authorities in designing net-zero support networks. This study may also help SMEs understand how to communicate sustainability more confidently. 
The broader impact of this study may strengthen a more inclusive net-zero transition, while also enhancing transparency and trust in sustainability communication. This may support economic resilience through improved stakeholder relationships. 



















Limitations
The limitations of this study could be the small sample size of participants, leading to reduced generalisability. Similarly, the nature of semi-structured interviews means the data and themes found are self-reported, which may be influenced by social desirability. The study’s focus on Wales may limit the applicability of the study elsewhere, such as the UK, due to different economics and policy. Researcher interpretation may introduce bias despite being mitigated through reflexivity. These limitations will be closely monitored. 























Timeline
[image: ]

The Gantt chart provides a clear, structured, and realistic timeline for completing the dissertation project. It reflects both the logical sequencing of qualitative research and the practical constraints of the academic year. Tasks are organised into distinct phases: preparation, primary research, secondary research, writing and finalisation. This ensures a coherent flow from data collection to analysis and chapter development. Colour‑coding highlights hard deadlines, dependent tasks and flexible soft deadlines, making the chart easy to interpret and follow. The schedule also incorporates supervisor meetings, task dependencies, natural overlaps between chapters and a planned break period, demonstrating careful consideration of workload, feasibility and good project management practice. Overall, the Gantt chart offers a credible and well‑structured plan that supports timely and systematic completion of the dissertation.
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