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Employees as the key to a green future: 
How Europe's SMEs can master the sustainability transformation in 

a playful way? 
 

The sustainability transformation in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is not just a question 

of technology and business models, but also of people. The involvement of employees is crucial to the 

success of this transformation. But how do SMEs in Europe manage to take their employees along with 

them on this journey?  

Strong together: the importance of employee participation 

It is crucial for SMEs to actively involve their employees in the sustainability transformation. In these 

companies, employees are often intimately familiar with daily operations and core processes. Their 

knowledge and experience can make a decisive contribution to implementing sustainable changes 

efficiently and practically. However, it is not only the employees' specialist knowledge that is valuable 

- their acceptance and motivation also play a decisive role. Changes that are imposed solely by company 

management often meet with resistance. However, if employees are involved at an early stage and 

their concerns are taken into account, it is more likely that they will not only accept the new measures, 

but also actively support them. Another important aspect is the potential for innovation that is 

unleashed by involving employees. If employees feel that they are part of the change, they are more 

likely to develop new, creative ideas that can drive the company forward. 

The path to a sustainable corporate culture: successful strategies for SMEs 

SMEs need to take targeted measures to get their employees on board on the road to sustainability. 

Transparent communication is of central importance here. Company management must communicate 
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the goals of the sustainability transformation clearly and comprehensively. This includes not only the 

company's long-term vision, but also specific steps that are being taken to achieve these goals. Regular 

meetings, updates on the intranet and feedback sessions can help to ensure that all employees are 

always up to date and can actively contribute. 

Further training also plays a key role. Sustainability often requires new knowledge and new skills. SMEs 

should therefore invest specifically in the further training of their employees. This can be done through 

internal training, external workshops or e-learning platforms. A good example of this is the German 

company Vaude, which has developed comprehensive training programs to train its employees in 

sustainable practices and thus bring the entire workforce up to the same level of knowledge. 

In addition, incentive schemes and recognition can play a key role in encouraging employee 

engagement. Incentive schemes do not necessarily have to be financial; public recognition or small 

bonuses can also have a big impact. A successful example of this is the Austrian company Grüne Erde, 

which rewards its employees for innovative ideas on waste avoidance and thus promotes a culture of 

sustainability. 

Participatory decision-making is also particularly important. SMEs can use their often less hierarchical 

structure to promote participatory decision-making processes. Employees who are actively involved in 

decisions that affect the company's sustainability feel more responsible and are more willing to actively 

support the changes. 

Ultimately, sustainability must become an integral part of the corporate culture. This requires 

continuous efforts to integrate sustainability into everyday life - from waste separation in the office to 

the sustainable procurement of materials. Dutch textile manufacturer G-Star RAW has successfully 

implemented this by making sustainability a core value of its corporate culture. 

Overcoming hurdles: Challenges in employee participation 

Involving employees in the sustainability transformation is not without its challenges. A common 

stumbling block is resistance to change. Many employees may have concerns about additional 

workload or the need to give up old habits. To overcome this resistance, it is important to clearly 

communicate the benefits of change and take fears seriously. It often helps to make clear the benefits 

for the company, the environment and your own work situation. 

Another obstacle is the lack of resources. SMEs, which often work with limited human and financial 

resources, may find it difficult to finance comprehensive training and participation programs. However, 

external funding and consultancy services can provide valuable support. The EU and national 

governments provide various funding programs that can support SMEs in the implementation of 

sustainability projects. 

Inspiration from practice: successful examples from European SMEs 

Numerous European SMEs show that it is possible to successfully involve employees in the 

sustainability transformation. One notable example is Eosta, a Dutch organic fruit retailer that 

impresses with its strong commitment to sustainability and transparency. Eosta encourages employee 

involvement through regular workshops and internal competitions that reward innovative and 

sustainable ideas. These measures have not only strengthened employee commitment, but have also 

led to measurable successes in the area of sustainability. 

Finally, the long-established German company Faber-Castell is also a pioneer in sustainability 

transformation. The stationery manufacturer has established a comprehensive sustainability program 
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in which employees are actively involved in the process. Through participatory projects and regular 

training sessions, Faber-Castell has succeeded in achieving its sustainability goals while increasing the 

motivation and satisfaction of its workforce. 

Conclusion: Together towards a sustainable future - with fun and commitment 

The sustainability transformation of SMEs is almost inconceivable without the involvement of 

employees. Only if the entire team pulls together can the necessary changes be implemented 

successfully and in the long term. Transparent communication, further training and the active 

involvement of all employees are crucial. These measures not only strengthen motivation, but also the 

sense of responsibility and innovative strength within the company. 

Gamification is a particularly effective tool for involving employees in this process - and this is precisely 

where the Shift2Green project comes in. By using playful elements in eco-challenges, the sustainability 

transformation is made tangible and motivating. Participants can score points in competitions, 

compete with colleagues and other companies and celebrate sustainable successes. This turns an 

abstract challenge into a motivating and unifying experience. 

Gamification helps not only to introduce sustainable practices, but also to anchor them permanently 

in everyday life. By collecting points, badges and rewards, sustainable actions become positive habits. 

At the same time, competitions and group missions promote team spirit and collective responsibility. 

Companies that integrate gamification into their sustainability strategies manage to increase employee 

engagement in a fun way and accelerate the shift towards a greener future. 

With the Shift2Green project and the integration of gamification, the path to greater sustainability 

becomes not only tangible, but also entertaining and rewarding. Whether through eco-challenges, 

playful learning opportunities or community projects - together, SMEs and their employees can make 

a significant contribution to a sustainable future. By turning small steps into big successes in a playful 

way, it shows that the change towards a greener economy does not have to be a burden, but can also 

bring joy and community experiences. In this way, the goal of a sustainable future becomes tangible 

for everyone - a challenge that companies and employees can face together. 
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