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Executive Summary

This report provides an in-depth picture of how 54 selected Albanian businesses engage with
sustainability. For most of these businesses, sustainability action is driven by internal economics
primarily energy and cost savings. More advanced practices are concentrated among firms tied into
EU value chains where buyer requirements and international standards play a stronger role than
Albanian regulation or local consumer demand.

Key messages from the 54 in-depth interviews

Across interviews, managers talk about sustainability mainly in
business terms: keeping the business running, controlling costs,

avoiding waste and protecting local jobs. Terms such as ESG, the

circular economy, or the SDGs are rarely mentioned.

Most businesses can point to concrete actions, especially energy-
saving measures and some basic process improvements. More
demanding changes — to products, packaging, logistics or deeper
social and community work — appear only in a smaller group of
businesses, usually where there is a clear client, quality or tourism
signal behind them.

How deep it goes:
Real effort, fragile systems

Behind these projects, systems are thin. Many businesses rely on
common sense and individual initiative rather than clear roles, written
procedures or regular indicators. More structure is beginning to emerge
in procurement and product design but in governance, HR, incentives
and data use continue to lag behind. Progress is evident but still project-
based rather than fully embedded.



Many managers say they feel that “clients are asking more about
sustainability”, yet almost half report no specific sustainability

requirements in practice. Concrete pressure —such as contractual
clauses, audits, detailed questionnaires and certification expectations
— is concentrated in businesses linked to EU buyers, international group

policies and some public tenders.

Money and weak “green rewards” limit how far firms go

The main limits firms describe are upfront cost, long payback times
and tight cashflow, rather than lack of awareness. Managers also doubt
that customers would pay significantly more for a “greener” product or
service, so they are cautious about investing in data, certification and
communication. As a result, most sustainability efforts focus on quick
savings and efficiency, rather than moving toward deeper system
changes or external transparency.

The survey confirms that Albanian businesses are highly heterogeneous
in how they engage with sustainability. Larger businesses and those
selling into EU markets tend to go further — with more formal systems,
certifications and some checks on suppliers — largely in response to
foreign buyer expectations, group policies or specific tenders. Smaller,

local/regional firms mainly focus on low-cost efficiency improvements

and rarely report clear sustainability demands from their own clients.
Sector also shapes approaches: for example, tourism, hospitality and
agro-processing often see sustainability as part of their identity and
marketing, while micro and small firms in manufacturing or trade frame it

more narrowly, around keeping costs under control.




Introduction and Scope of the Study

Background and policy context

Albanian businesses are operating in a context of growing Sustainability demands. The EU Green
Deal, new product and packaging rules, evolving ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) prac-
tices and new reporting directives are reshaping what is considered “good business” in Europe-
an markets. For Albanian businesses—especially those that export or aspire to access EU value
chains—this is no longer an abstract agenda; it is becoming a concrete requirement for market
access that affects investment decisions, supply chain eligibility and market opportunities.

At the same time, sustainability in the Albanian private sector is not starting from zero. Many busi-
nesses have already invested in more efficient equipment, taken steps to improve waste manage-
ment, or sought to position themselves as responsible employers and local actors. However, much
of this activity remains fragmented and project-based, driven by individual managers, personal val-
ues or donor-funded projects rather than embedded in corporate strategy and governance.

This study, part of the Business Partnerships and Solutions for SDGs (Business4SDGs), a UN joint
project, funded by the Swedish Government, seeks to understand how Albanian businesses are
navigating this transition: how they perceive sustainability, what concrete actions they are taking,
what systems they have in place, and what kind of support they consider most relevant.

Albania’s business environment and sustainability drivers

Albania enters 2025-2026 with solid macro momentum. The World Bank expects GDP growth of
about 3.2% in 2025, following strong growth in 2024, and notes that activity has been supported by
services and construction, with tourism also playing an important role'.

The structure of the economy matters for how firms meet sustainability in practice. Official national
accounts show sizeable shares for agriculture (15.45%) and construction (11.92%), alongside a
large service economy?. In other words, sustainability is often experienced through very concrete
issues: energy use and materials in construction/industry, standards and inputs in agro-processing),
and operating costs and reputation in tourism and related services.

At the same time, many businesses operate in a challenging business environment. Recent diagnostics
highlight ongoing constraints such as informality, weaknesses in business climate and governance, and
challenges linked to the labour market (including difficulties in finding employees). These factors reduce
businesses’ ability to formalise, access finance, and invest in upgrades have longer payback periods?.

1. World Bank 2025, https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/albania/overview.print

2. INSTAT, GDP 2024, https://www.instat.gov.al/media/zxjh5vt4/gross-domestic-product-2023-final-and-2024-semi-final.
pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

3. Albania Country Strategy 2025-2030, https://www.ebrd.com/content/dam/ebrd_dxp/assets/pdfs/comments-on-proposal/
albania/Albania%2BCS_%2BENG%2Bpublication.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com


https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/albania/overview.print
https://www.instat.gov.al/media/zxjh5vt4/gross-domestic-product-2023-final-and-2024-semi-final.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.instat.gov.al/media/zxjh5vt4/gross-domestic-product-2023-final-and-2024-semi-final.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ebrd.com/content/dam/ebrd_dxp/assets/pdfs/comments-on-proposal/albania/Albania%2BCS_%2BENG%2Bpublication.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ebrd.com/content/dam/ebrd_dxp/assets/pdfs/comments-on-proposal/albania/Albania%2BCS_%2BENG%2Bpublication.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Against this setting, sustainability pressure is increasingly coming from outside the local market rath-
er than from domestic consumer demand. Three forces are especially important:

1. EU alignment and accession: Gradual alignment with EU rules is increasing expectations for
how businesses operate and document compliance®.

2. EU value-chain requirements, including Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM):
The EU confirms that the CBAM definitive regime starts on 1 January 2026, and this will
strengthen the need for data and documentation in relevant supply chains °.

3. Finance and incentives: Sustainability investments become more feasible when banks and
IFl-backed programmes help to reduce costs and risk. In Albania, EBRD-supported facilities
include incentives such as cashback® (e.g. up to 10% for MSMEs in some programmes, and
up to 20% for households in Green Economy Financing Facilities (GEFF)-related schemes,
depending on the facility and lender).

Therefore, sustainability is not a separate “nice-to-have” topic for Albanian businesses. It is increas-
ingly linked to competitiveness, market access, cost control, and access to finance-especially for
firms that export, supply EU-linked buyers, or depend on bank lending.

Objectives and key questions

The overall objective of the study is to provide an in-depth picture of how Albanian businesses engage
with sustainability, in order to inform policy and programme design.

More specifically, the study asks:

N Mindsets and awareness — How do business leaders understand “sustainability” and related
concepts such as ESG and the SDGs? Is sustainability seen primarily as a cost, a compliance
burden, a competitive advantage, or a resilience strategy?

N Practices and investments — What concrete investments have businesses made in areas such
as energy, water, waste, logistics, product and packaging? How do these patterns differ by sec-
tor, business size and export orientation?

N Systems and governance — To what extent is sustainability embedded in internal systems (pro-
curement, HR, supplier screening, communication, corporate governance)? Can we identify dis-
tinct levels of system maturity?

N Barriers, plans and support needs — What constraints prevent businesses from deepening or
accelerating their efforts? What are their future plans? What kind of support—financial, regulato-
ry, advisory—do they prioritise from government, banks and development partners?

4. Albania Report 2025, https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/albania-report-2025_en

5. Carbon Border Adjust Movement. https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/carbon-border-adjustment-mechanism_en?utm_
source=chatgpt.com

6. EBRD AND INTESA SANPAOLO BANK ALBANIA https://ebrdgeff.com/albania/en/ebrd-and-intesa-sanpaolo-bank-alba-
nia/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Study Desigh and Sample

This report draws on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 54 businesses. The instrument com-

bined closed questions (for quantification) with open prompts (to capture reasoning).

The sample was purposive, not random, selected to cover:

N The five key sectors within the scope of the Business4SDGs project, chosen to reflect where
sustainability requirements and business practices are most relevant.

N Arange of business sizes (micro, small, medium/large SMEs).

N Different market orientations (EU exporters vs. local/regional businesses).

N A geographical spread, reflecting the concentration in Tirana.

To ensure the study captured businesses already familiar with the sustainability agenda, 12 of the 54
businesses were selected from former applicants to the UNDP SDG Business Pioneers competition.
The remaining businesses were selected to provide diversity across the key sectors.

TABLE 1: SAMPLE COMPOSITION BY SECTOR

Sector Number of businesses Share of sample

Manufacturing / light industry N 20%
Agriculture and agro-processing il 20%
Trade and retail 10 19%

Tourism and hospitality 1 20%
Construction (works and materials) 10 19%
Other services 1 2%

Total 54 100%

TABLE 2: SAMPLE COMPOSITION BY FIRM SIZE

Firm size (employees) Number of businesses Share of sample
Micro (up to 9) 21 39%
Small (10—-49) 15 28%
Medium/Large (50+) 18 33%
Total 54 100%

1"



In terms of markets, roughly one third of businesses sell directly into EU markets (‘EU exporters”), while the
remaining two thirds operate mainly in Albania and neighboring countries (“local/regional” businesses).

These two groups — EU exporters and local/regional businesses — are used throughout the analysis
to highlight how market orientation shapes sustainability - related pressures, actions and systems.

Scope and limitations

This study is not representative of all businesses in Albania. It is based on 54 businesses deliber-
ately selected for diversity and exposure. The findings therefore show how more visible and more
exposed companies are dealing with sustainability, not what every enterprise in Albania is doing.

In each business, only one senior manager or owner was interviewed, so the analysis reflects their
knowledge and perspective. Internal differences within businesses, or views from other depart-
ments and staff, may not be fully captured.

Findings - Business Engagement
with Sustainability

Mindset: How Managers Understand “Sustainability”

When asked “When you hear ‘sustainability’, what comes to mind?”, responses consistently clus-
tered around three themes.

FIGURE 1. WORD MAP OF WORDS ASSOCIATED WITH SUSTAINABILITY
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1. Financial Viability: This was the dominant association. “Economic resilience” (22 mentions)
and “business longevity” (19 mentions) dominate. For many, a sustainable business is simply “a

long-life business.”

“Continuation of the company is a long-term plan, careful management of
water, reduction of losses in the network, and protection of natural resources
for future generations.” [Construction, Medium/Large]

“Economic stability, G=growth, and dedication.” [Construction, Small]

2. Operational Efficiency: This is widely seen as the route to survival. “Operations/quality/effi-
ciency” (10 mentions) and “environmental stewardship” (9 mentions) are described in practical,
operational terms.

“Using cleaner technologies, reducing emissions... and recycling materials
during the production process.” [Manufacturing, Small]

3. Ethical Responsibility: A third cluster includes “social responsibility” (15 mentions) and “gover-
nance/ethics” (11 mentions).

“The company operates by maintaining the balance between profit,
care for the environment, and social responsibility.”
[Trade (Retail), Micro]

This mental model matters for how answers are interpreted. When businesses say that “sustainabili-
ty” is very important for their future, many are not primarily referring to climate targets, ESG scores or
the SDGs, but to business survival and resilience: being able to withstand shocks, control costs and
preserve jobs. In other words, high stated importance reflects the strength of this “viability + efficien-
cy + responsibility” frame, not necessarily a fully developed green or ESG agenda.

13



Low Awareness of EU Policy Frameworks (ESG, SDGs)

When discussion shifts from everyday language to formal frameworks, awareness drops significantly.
For some, the term itself is unfamiliar: “I don’t know.” [Tourism / Hospitality, Small]

FIGURE 2. AWARENESS WITH FORMAL SDGs TERMS
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This finding matters because it highlights a gap between how businesses think about sustainability
practice and how sustainability is framed and communicated in policy and finance. This creates a
barrier - policy-makers and banks often frame requirements in terms of ESG and SDGs, while busi-
ness owners tend to think in more concrete terms such as ISO, HACCP, or general ‘EU rules’.

Perceived Importance: How Important is Sustainability
for the Business?

There is no “awareness” problem around the idea of sustainability. Across the sample, 43 of 54 busi-
nesses (around 80%) rate sustainability as “very” or “extremely important” for their future success, a
pattern that holds broadly across sectors and firm sizes. For some large businesses, sustainability is
seen as fundamental to their business model:

“Long-term investments in economic, environmental, and social

stability.” [Manufacturing, Medium/Large]

But this importance is mostly understood in business-centred terms as described in the previous section.

14



FIGURE 3. PERCEIVED IMPORTANCE OF SUSTAINABILITY FOR BUSINESS SUCCESS AND KEY MOTIVATIONS

I How important is sustainability for your business success in the coming years? (N=54)

30% 50% 17% 4%

| Extremely Very important Moderately 1 Slightly
| important important | important

I Whyisimportant? (N=54)
Cost savings
(energy/materials)

To be stronger than
the competition

- Owner’s
personal/ethical values

Client demand

Legal/inspection [N —
requirement - 70/0
Other ' ”276/707

When asked for their main motivation, approximately half of businesses prioritize operational effi-
ciency and cost savings; about one fourth focus on competitiveness and market access; and roughly
one in five emphasize values and reputation. Legal compliance rarely appears as the primary driver.

So, when businesses state that sustainability is important, they are usually referring to keeping the
business stable, competitive and respectable over time—not about a full green transition agenda.
This explains why investments are concentrated in energy and efficiency projects, while deeper
system changes, data, governance and supply-chain due diligence remain limited.

15



Current engagement: What Businesses are Actually Doing

The interviews show that most businesses are already underway. Almost all have taken at least
some concrete steps, especially on energy use and basic process improvements. This section first
examines these operational and social measures, and then considers the extent to which they are
supported by more stable systems and routines.

Operational measures and projects

Over the past two years, most businesses have taken practical steps, particularly in relation to en-
ergy use. Three quarters of firms (39 out of 54) report some kind of energy-related improvement,
rising to 91% among manufacturers and 89% among large businesses. This fits the cost-first mindset
described earlier: energy is visible on the bill and offers quick, concrete savings.

Energy is usually the first action companies take: it is visible on the bill and easy to explain.

“Expensive energy bills”” [Manufacturing, Micro]
“The idea came after seeing the very high energy bills”
[Tourism / Hospitality, Small]

Behind energy, a next set of practical operational measures emerges. Around half of businesses
(50%) have acted on water, waste management, and have changed internal processes to cut losses
or defects. These figures hide strong sector contrasts: for example, 82% of manufacturing business-
es report action on internal processes, compared to only 27% in agriculture, where practices and
technologies are harder to change.

“We started with energy because we see it directly in the bill. After that, we
went to process losses—if we don’t control those, we can’t stay competitive
with our buyers.” [Manufacturing, Medium/Large]

A third, more demanding tier consists of product/packaging changes (41%) and transport/logistics
optimization (39%). These are less common because they require deeper, systemic adjustments:
rethinking product design, packaging formats, supply routes or service models. Figure 4 (the Sankey
chart) shows how these investments connect and the underlying motivations.

16



FIGURE 4. HOW SUSTAINABILITY INVESTMENTS LINK TO THEIR MAIN BUSINESS DRIVERS

Why firms invest

Linking Sustainability Actions to Their Main Drivers

Investments Drivers

Cost/Savings (72%)
B. Water

C. Waste

Required by law (9%)

D. Transport/Logistics Requested by client (7%)

E. Internal Processes
Reputation (33%)

G. Product/Packaging

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100% because each firm could report several investments and several reasons for those investments.
Each flow shows the share of firms investing in a given area that mentioned that driver.

When asked why businesses took these steps, almost three-quarters of businesses cite cutting
costs or saving money. Only a small minority mention “because the law requires it” (about 6%) or
“because clients asked for it” (around 6%), and about one in four refer to image and reputation (23%).
Therefore, most energy and efficiency investments are still driven by basic economics; external
pressure and branding only start to play a bigger role among the more “strategic” businesses.

The split between local businesses and EU-oriented exporters sharpens this picture. For businesses
serving mainly the domestic market, cost savings are almost the only reason mentioned, with very
little reference to client pressure or legal obligations. Among EU exporters, cost still matters most,
but reputation and buyer requirements appear much more often—especially for product, packaging
and logistics investments. So, the strongest external push for sustainability is coming through export
relationships with EU clients, not from the local market.

17



FIGURE 5. DRIVERS OF SUSTAINABILITY INVESTMENTS: DOMESTIC FIRMS VS EU EXPORTERS

Home / Regional

Investments Reasons

A. Energy (69%)

Cost/Savings (66%)
B. Water (40%)

C. Waste (37%)

1 Required by law (6%)

D. Transport/Logistics (26%)
Requested by client (6%)

E. Internal Processes (31%)
Reputation(23%)

G. Product/Packaging (31%)

EU Exporters

Investments Reasons

A. Energy (83%)

Cost/Savings (52%)
B. Water (72%)

C. Waste (67%)

D. Transport/Logistics (44%) Reputation (32%)
E. Internal Processes (78%)
Requested by client (6%)

G. Product/Packaging (61%) Required by law (10%)

Left % show share of firms investing in that area
Right sides show % of stated reasons for all investment
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Social and community contribution

On the social side, most businesses see their main contribution in very local terms: “providing jobs”.
The vast majority (45 out of 54) chose “local employment” as their key social impact when asked
what they do for the community. More active forms of engagement — such as systematic local pur-
chasing, support to schools or regular community events — are still rare.

Larger businesses and those more visible in their communities are somewhat more likely to mention
donations, sponsorships or organized initiatives, while most small firms focus mainly on keeping

people employed and the business running.

How Deeply is Sustainability Built in?

When asked to classify their own engagement on a simple scale (“strategic”, “occasional”, “only
when obliged”, “not started”), many managers chose the “strategic” option. However, the review
suggests that this self-image is often aspirational. Some firms that describe themselves as “strategic”
still operate with very basic structures once we look at roles, procedures and data.

FIGURE 6. SELF-PERCEIVED STRATEGIC ENGAGEMENT IN SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES

43%
§\\\\\\\\"////%

19%
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L) Strategic: We have a set plan and are spending money/time on concrete project (e.g, energy saving)
As an obligation: Actions are mainly taken when we are required
Occasionally: We do some simple things but they are disconnected
Not started: We are still studying the topic or have not taken serious actions

o)
’ Other priority: Not a priority for the moment

For this reason, the analysis in this section focuses mainly on what systems are actually in place,

rather than on how firms label themselves.
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System maturity: roles, procurement and processes
Behind the concrete actions, the underlying management systems remain shallow. To interpret this,
the study uses a five-stage system maturity ladder:

TABLE 2. SUSTAINABILITY MANAGEMENT MATURITY LADDER

Stage Label Description

No specific roles, rules or indicators for sustainability;

SEER 6 Ad-hoc isolated actions based on common sense.
Aware, but Sustainability is discussed and valued, but there are no
Stage 1 . o
informal clear procedures, responsibilities or targets.

Basic structured Simple rules, checklists or indicators exist (e.g. energy,

Stage 2 . accidents), but they are used inconsistently and are not
practice
yet part of a full management cycle.
Sustainability is reflected in documented procedures,
Stage 3 Managed procurement and supplier criteria, regular measurement
9 performance and dashboards, and is discussed in management
meetings.
Sustainability is built into strategy, investment decisions,
Strategic and product development and performance evaluation, often
Stage 4 . . . :
integrated aligned with standards or buyer requirements (e.g. ISO,

EU clients).

The maturity chart shows that systems are uneven across the sample. Around 45-50% of busi-
nesses fall in Stage O—1. These firms have no clear roles or rules for sustainability, or report that they
“only talk about it” without defined responsibilities or indicators. This is where most micro and small
businesses sit.

Roughly 15-20% are at Stage 2 (basic structured practice). They track a few indicators (usually en-
ergy, sometimes waste or accidents) or use simple checklists, but sustainability is not yet managed

as a coherent system.

About a quarter of businesses reach Stage 3 — managed performance, and only around 9-10% are
close to Stage 4 — strategic and integrated.

20



FIGURE 7. SUSTAINABILITY SYSTEM MATURITY ACROSS CORE BUSINESS FUNCTIONS (STAGES 0-4, N=54)

17% 32% 15%

Procurement

15% 17% 22%

Supplier
Screening

17% 28% 15%

Design
19% 13% 11%
e . e

15% 24% 9%

Stage 0: Ad hoc ) Stage 1: Aware but informal Stage 2: Basic performance structure

© Stage 3: Managed performance ) Stage 4: Strategic and integrated

N Forclear roles and HR/bonus, around 40—43% of businesses (=22-23/54) are still at Stage O (ad
hoc) with no defined responsibility or HR link to sustainability; only about one third are in Stage
3—4, where roles and criteria are formalized.

N In procurement, supplier screening and product design, roughly 40-50% of businesses are
already in Stage 3—4, using documented criteria (lifecycle costs, environmental or social require-
ments) for purchasing, supplier selection or product/packaging decisions.

However, even here gaps remain. When buying new equipment, about 30% of businesses admit
they do not consider long-term operating costs (such as energy consumption), or that these do not
influence the final decision. In the supply chain, 19 of 54 businesses say they do not use environ-
mental or social criteria to screen suppliers, or only “prefer” greener suppliers when everything else
is equal—without making trade-offs on price or delivery.
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This means that for many businesses, sustainability is still project-based rather than process-
based. Ideas often arise from individuals or chance exposure, not from strategy:

“The idea was born from the head of production, who noticed that significant
parts of materials end up as waste, increasing costs.” [Manufacturing, Small
business]

“We were on a visit to France... they saw the apples and we decided to
implement the new juice process here too.”
[Agriculture / agro-processing, micro business]

This ad-hoc approach is unreliable. This extends to the supply chain: 19 out of 54 businesses do not
use environmental or social criteria to screen suppliers, and those that do are mainly forced to by
external partners.

Monitoring and Data Use: From Gut Feeling to Management

Monitoring practices mirror this uneven system maturity. Around two-thirds of businesses (=36 of 54)
say they track at least one indicator such as energy use, water, waste or scrap. Yet only about one
third (=18 businesses) routinely use these data to steer decisions; another third collect data mainly
for reporting purposes, and roughly a quarter (13—14 businesses) admit they do not collect or use
such data at all.

FIGURE 8. WHICH SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS DO FIRMS MEASURE REGULARLY? (N=54)

Greenhouse gas emissions
(CO,), even approximately Share of waste
sent for recycling

Energy consumption
(e.g., total kWh or kWh per unit of product)

Number of employee
training hours

Total water consumption (m?)

Number of workplaceaccidents
or other OHS indicators

22



The interviews highlight three distinct ways businesses use (or do not use) data:

1. Strategic / operational use (top of the ladder)

Among the more mature businesses, data are clearly treated as a management tool:

“The data we collect on energy consumption, water losses and waste
management are used for strategic and operational decisions that increase
efficiency and the company’s sustainability.”

[Manufacturing, Medium/Large business]

“On one of our production lines, data analysis showed that material losses
were highest at a specific assembly stage. Based on this information, it
was decided to automate the assembly phase and install more precise
meters, reducing losses by up to 20% and improving product quality.”
[Manufacturing, Small business]

2. Basic/ reporting use (middle of the ladder)
A second group measures mainly for reporting or general awareness:

“The data are used only for periodic business reports; we collect them to
see how much we spend, but we don't really use them to make decisions.”
[Manufacturing, Medium/Large business]

“We collect them to see how much we spend.”
[Agriculture / agro-processing, Micro business]

3. No data use (base of the ladder)
Finally, a sizeable group—predominantly smaller businesses—openly acknowledge they do
not use data at all:

“We don’t collect this kind of data... we don’t use them.”
[Agro-processing, Micro business]

This suggests that system maturity is mixed rather than uniformly low or high. Procurement, suppliers
and product design are moving fastest towards more structured practice, driven by cost pressures
and market requirements. Governance, HR and incentives lag behind, while monitoring and data use
remain the missing middle. Unless more businesses move from gut feeling and isolated projects to
data-informed management cycles, sustainability will remain real but fragile: visible in projects, but
not yet firmly embedded in day-to-day decision-making.
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Market Signhals and Client Demands

The previous sections showed that most businesses see sustainability as important, and many
have already taken some steps, even if their systems are still quite basic.

On the demand side, however, the picture is mixed. In general terms, 30 out of 54 businesses agree
with the statement that “clients are increasingly asking for environment-friendly products”. Yet when

asked about their own experience, almost half (24 out of 54) say they have had no such requests

so far from clients, Medium/Large buyers or partners.

“No, clients do not have much information about sustainable products.”
[Manufacturing, Small]

“We don't have any such request.” [Agriculture/ Agro-processing, Micro]

FIGURE 9. MARKET SIGNALS AND CLIENT REQUESTS ON SUSTAINABILITY/RESPONSIBILITY (N=54)

I Signals from the market (N=54)

Are your clients increasingly Do you see your competitors doing
asking for “environmentally friendly” more for the environment (e.g., saving energy,
products/services? better packaging, recycling)?

I Requests encountered from clients, large buyers or partners related to responsibility (N=54)

Clients request certifications
(e.g. ISO 14001/Global G.A.P/Green Key)

There are “green” criteria
in tenders/contracts

Buyers send ESG questionnaires
Recyclable packaging is required

No such requests so far
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This gap between a general feeling of pressure and the lack of concrete, contractual demands mat-

ters. Many businesses feel that “something is coming” — from the media, talk about EU green rules

or public debate — but most are not yet dealing with hard requirements in their contracts, such as

environmental clauses, due diligence questionnaires or regular audits.

For many businesses still focused on the domestic market, explicit pressure has not yet arrived:
“Until now they haven't asked us for anything, because we have worked with

domestic traders, not foreign ones.”

“We don't have any such request.”’

Some also note that their customers are not yet informed enough for such demands:

“No, clients don’t have much information about sustainable products.”

At the same time, the answers from a smaller but significant group of businesses show what future
market pressure is likely to look like as Albanian businesses move deeper into EU value chains.

A domestic corporate client buying vehicles made fuel use and emissions a formal selection criterion:

“A company in Albania wanted to purchase vehicles... and emphasized
fuel consumption and gas emission criteria. Thanks to meeting these
requirements, we won the contract.

Along-term supplier partner aligned purchases with its own ESG policy, asking for detailed informa-
tion and checking investments:

“...asked for more detailed information on our sustainability practices and
energy management... they saw that we had installed solar panels and had
significantly reduced our energy consumption from the grid, which was in
line with their internal ESG policies.”
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Public procurement integrated sustainability into technical tender specifications:

“One of our clients, a public institution... requested that the design

and construction of the building meet high standards of natural lighting,
thermal insulation and material recycling. This requirement was set out in the
technical specifications of the tender!”

International buyers and tour operators use sustainability as an entry condition:

“A large international client in the automotive sector asked suppliers to
demonstrate sustainability practices in production... reducing waste, using
recyclable materials, and having environmental certifications such as ISO
14001 or similar”

"

“Our German client asked for the ISO certificate before signing the contract.

“An agency that promotes ‘eco-tourism’ requested cooperation only with
establishments that follow environmentally friendly practices... in the end
they praised us for our commitment to separating waste.”

These examples act as “early warning signals” of where demand may move for a much larger
group of businesses over the next few years: from soft reputation considerations to hard conditions
embedded in tenders, audits and contracts.

Taken together, the responses to the open questions point to a transition in progress rather than

a contradiction:

N  For now, a majority of businesses still experience sustainability mainly as an internal agenda
(cost, risk, values), with little direct pressure from clients.

N At the same time, a growing minority—mostly larger and more externally exposed businesses—al-
ready face concrete, often sophisticated demands on energy, emissions, waste and certification.

The policy risk is that many SMEs interpret the current absence of explicit requests as a sign that

“clients don’t care”, when in fact the experiences of more exposed businesses suggest what is likely
to come next as EU rules and buyer practices gradually cascade through supply chains.
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Overall, the interviews draw a clear distinction between internal cost pressure and external sustain-
ability demands. Day to day, managers mostly talk about energy prices and competitiveness. When
they describe harder, more specific expectations on sustainability (clauses, audits, questionnaires),
these almost always come from foreign buyers, international group policies or particular public ten-
ders, rather than from their regular domestic clients. Within this sample, the clearest sustainability
signals that businesses recognize as such are linked to EU markets and international brands.

Barriers, Future Plans, and Support Needs

The Financial barrier

The patterns described above—limited systems, uneven demand and an efficiency-first vision—sit

on top of a very simple constraint: money. For most businesses, the main obstacle to going further

on sustainability is clearly financial.

N 33 outof 54 businesses (71%) cite upfront cost as a major barrier. This is especially pronounced
among medium-sized businesses (12 of 15) and in Trade and Construction.

N 17 out of 54 (31%) businesses point to a long payback period, highlighting cash-flow constraints
and concern about how quickly investments will return.

By contrast, very few businesses see this as an information problem (only 2 mention “lack of infor-
mation”) or a staffing problem (4 mention “lack of staff”). The central issue is access to capital, not
awareness or motivation.

FIGURE 10. MAIN BARRIERS TO SUSTAINABILITY INVESTMENTS: UPFRONT COST DOMINATES (N=54)

I When do you think about new investments to improve sustainability
what are the biggest barriers that make this difficult?

Upfront cost- The initial [ .o/
eveions (Y 61
Long payback-The payback (AN

period is too long 310/0

Suppliers-Local supploers [y -
do not offer suitable solutions 170/0

Techology/Adaptation-Difficulty ——c...... 0~
integrating new technology o)

into existing processes 15 /0
Permits/Regulations

Difficulties with permits and 0
administrative regulations 15 /O

Staff/Capacity-We lack qualified

personnel or the necessary time 70/0
Other priorities-We need to focus =~ éb’/’ B
resources on other business areas (o}

Information/Know-how
We lack sufficient information 0
on the best options 4 /0
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The “Green Premium”: A Market Myth?

Businesses consistently frame sustainability in economic terms: saving energy, reducing risk and
staying competitive. Their views on pricing and communication align with this picture.
Managers rarely see “green” as something the market will explicitly pay more for.

When asked how much more customers would realistically pay for a clearly more environment-
friendly product or service:

N 8 businesses (15%) state “0% (no premium)”.
N 14 businesses (26%) respond “don’t know”, signaling a lack of experience or uncertainty.
N  The most common estimates are modest: 1-3% (13 businesses; 24%) and 4-5% (11 businesses; 20%).

FIGURE 11. HOW MUCH MORE WOULD CUSTOMERS REALISTICALLY PAY FOR A CLEARLY MORE
ENVIRONMENT-FRIENDLY PRODUCT/SERVICE?

Don’t know
1-3% premium

4-5% premium

0% premium

Very few believe that clients would accept a price increase above 5% purely because a product is
“greener”. For most, the business case remains cost-based, not value-based: sustainability is something
you do to cut costs, reduce risk and keep contracts, not something you can safely charge extra for.

This belief that the market does not reward “green” has a direct consequence: businesses do not in-
vest in proving or communicating their sustainability credentials. If customers will not pay more, there
is little incentive to spend on the “software” of sustainability—data, certification, labelling, marketing.
Why spend money on the “software” of sustainability (data, certification, marketing) if you believe
customers won’t pay for it?

This is clearly reflected in future plans: improving “green” communication is a low priority, with only
11 out of 54 businesses planning to invest in it.
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Future Plans: An Efficiency-First Vision

Looking ahead to the next two years, businesses plan to stay broadly on the same course. Consis-
tent with the economic and efficiency-first view of sustainability, most intend to focus on incremental
improvements rather than a step-change in systems or strategy.

As the “Future plans” chart shows, priorities cluster around hardware and operational efficiency:

FIGURE 12. PLANNED SUSTAINABILITY ACTIONS AND BUDGET LEVELS FOR THE COMING PERIOD (N=54)

Future plans (n=54) Planned budget

7777777777 300/0 200/0

New Investments to 440/0 D - No g]g/lﬁgte%ent

e S
! ° - 41% % ///é

Pilot new "green"

technologles 280/0
Improve "green" s 00

communication %
20% ///
Invest In better g 20% ///“

data collection 130/ <€25,000
o >€25,000

N 24 of 54 businesses plan new investments to improve efficiency (energy, equipment, processes).
N 22 businesses want to build stronger partnerships (often with buyers, banks or donors).
N 15 businesses aim to pilot new “green” technologies.

By contrast, system-strengthening actions attract far less attention: only 20% plan to improve “green”
communication, and just 13% expect to invest in better data collection and monitoring. Many busi-

nesses are looking first at machines, not management systems:

N  Only 7 businesses plan to invest in better data collection and monitoring.
N Only 11 businesses plan to improve “green” communication.

Many businesses are looking first at machines, not management systems. As one medium-sized
retailer put it:

“We are looking to buy a plant that recycles waste.”
(Trade/ Retail, Small business)
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This efficiency-first vision is also constrained by narrow budgets. The “Planned budget” chart shows
that around 20% of businesses plan no sustainability investment at all, 30% expect to invest less than
€25,000, and another 30% “don’t know” what they will spend. This leaves only about one in
five businesses with a defined budget above €25,000.

Put together, these patterns suggest that, even where sustainability is seen as important for keeping
the business efficient and competitive, financial constraints limit how far businesses can move be-
yond small, incremental improvements.

Support Needs
When asked what kind of help they need, businesses give a very consistent answer: they want sup-
port that reduces the financial risk of investing, not more information materials.

FIGURE 13. WHAT SUPPORT DO BUSINESSES PRIORITISE TO ADVANCE SUSTAINABILITY INVESTMENTS?
(N=54)

I What businesses say
they need the most

Fiscal facilities (e.g. tax reductions)

Grants or low-interest loans

Technical training

o

Clear standards and
regulatory alighment

N 41 0of 54 businesses (76%) ask for grants or low-interest loans.

N 39 businesses (72%) ask for fiscal facilities (e.g. tax reductions).

N Only 14 businesses (26%) prioritize clearer standards and regulatory alignment,
and 10 businesses (19%) emphasize technical training.
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As one medium tourism business put it briefly:

“Seek funds from relevant subjects.” [Tourism/ Hospitality, Small]

Businesses want to keep improving efficiency, but with very limited budgets. They see access to
affordable finance and fiscal incentives as the key to moving ahead.

Firm Typologies: Size, Sector and Market Orientation

The survey confirms that Albanian businesses are highly heterogeneous in how they engage with
sustainability. Engagement, systems and pressure vary strongly by size, sector and market orientation.
This section summarizes these differences and highlights what they mean for the green transition.

Typologies by Firm Size

A. Micro and Small Businesses (up to 9 employees)

M  Micro and small businesses (21 out of 54) are the backbone of the sample, but they work with
very tight margins. When owners discuss sustainability, they mostly refer to business survival:
keeping the business open, retaining staff, and not wasting energy or materials.

N  Onthe maturity ladder, most of them are at Stage 0—1. They take sensible action — change lights,
reduce waste, reuse leftovers — but they almost never have formal rules, clear responsibilities
or set targets.

M Monitoring is basic. Many simply look at invoices and monthly costs, rather than using regular
indicators or dashboards.

N For this group, upfront cost often stops everything. Several state they have no planned sustain-
ability investments, and no real idea of what amount would be realistic for them.

N Very few feel direct pressure from clients. They mostly sell to the local market, where traders

and final customers rarely ask about “green” issues. For them, sustainability is still an internal
business choice about costs and risks, not something the market clearly demands.
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. Medium-Sized Businesses (10-50 employees)
Medium businesses (15 out of 54) are at a turning point. They usually have enough staff and
structure to think more long-term, but they also feel strong pressure on costs and risk.

Many of them describe themselves as “strategic” on sustainability and have at least some plans
and budgets. On the maturity ladder, a good part of this group reaches Stage 2-3.

They are often the ones who start building simple systems: basic KPIs, written procedures, some
checks on suppliers. But they still struggle with cash flow and payback time for each investment.

Medium businesses talk a lot about upfront costs and long payback as their main barriers. For
them, the issue is less about “understanding” sustainability and more about how to finance each
new step.

At the same time, they are more exposed to outside demands than micro businesses — espe-
cially when they are part of regional or EU supply chains. Buyers and partners increasingly ask
questions about energy use, waste, product quality or certifications, so these businesses feel
both the push to move forward and the financial strain of doing so.

. Large Businesses (50+ employees)
Large businesses (18 out of 54) are, as expected, the most advanced when it comes to systems,
data and dealing with outside demands.

Many of them describe themselves as “strategic” on sustainability, and a good share reach
Stage 3—4 on the maturity ladder — especially in procurement, supplier checks and product
development.

They are more likely to have ISO certifications, written procedures and dedicated people or
units working on sustainability. Monitoring data (energy, waste, quality, etc.) are used more reg-
ularly to guide decisions.

These businesses are also the most exposed to international buyers, investors and group-level
policies. For them, sustainability is increasingly about market access and reputation, not just
saving money.

Even so, their budgets are not unlimited. Many answer “don’t know” when asked about future
sustainability spending, because the costs are often built into wider investment programmes
(new equipment, new lines, building upgrades) rather than shown as a separate “sustainability”
line in the budget.
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Typologies by Sector

A. Manufacturing

N Profile: This sector is the most structurally advanced. They have the highest rate of “Strategic”
engagement (55%). Their focus is not just on simple efficiencies but on re-engineering their core
business: they are #1in taking action on Internal Processes (82%) and Product/ Packaging (64%).

N Integration: This is the only sector where sustainability is consistently embedded into produc-
tion. 82% use “recognized labels & standards” (like ISO). They lead in measuring OHS (45%) and
Employee Training (45%).

N Barriers: The sector’s barriers reflect its higher level of maturity. While “Upfront cost” (45%) re-
mains a factor, the most frequently cited challenge is “Technology/Adaptation” (36%)—the high-
est of any sector. They are not stuck on if they should invest, but on how to integrate complex
new technologies without disrupting production.

B. Agriculture / Agro-processing

M Profile: This sector presents a paradox. Firms in this sector show the firmest belief in sustain-
ability’s importance (45% rate it “Extremely important”), likely reflecting their direct vulnerability
to climate and resource quality.

N Identity: They define themselves by their “green” credentials. Their qualitative responses were
the clearest on this: “We are a certified organic farm” “Bio products that are analyzed every
month”, and “Use of organic fertilizers”.

A The “Doing” Gap: Despite this deep-seated belief, they are the most constrained. They are the
most likely to say it's an “Other priority” (36%) and are the least likely to have taken action on
Energy (36%).

N Barriers: Their management systems are the least formalized. They are the most likely to have
“No such bonuses” (55%), do “No formal reporting” (64%), and “Don’t collect” (36%) data. Their
barriers are “Upfront cost” (64%) and “Suppliers” (27%).

N This sector is uniquely vulnerable: Sustainability is central to their identity and business model,
but they lack the capital and formal systems to invest in the “industrial” side of it (e.g. energy,
machinery).

C. Trade (Retail)
N Profile: This sector is defined by its direct link to the public. They feel the most direct consumer
pressure, with 80% reporting that clients are “increasingly asking” for “green” products.

N Motive & Action: Their response is pragmatic and operational. Their motive is high on “Cost-sav-

ing” (80%), and their actions are focused on in-store, customer-facing efficiencies: Energy (80%),
Water (70%), and Transport/Logistics (60%).
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Integration: Their role is as a distributor, not a producer. A high of 30% state they “do not design/
create products”. Their sustainability focus is therefore on their own operations, not the products
they sell.

Barriers: Their barriers are financial. Their margins are often thin, making cash flow critical. They
have the highest concern for “Long payback” (60%) and high “Upfront cost” (70%).

D. Tourism / Hospitality

N Profile: This sector’s “product” is an experience, making reputation and perception paramount.

Their qualitative responses reflect this, citing “traditional cooking” “a green environment, clean
air”, or being the “only company certified for sustainable tourism” as their unique strengths.

Motive & Action: Their motives are balanced between “Cost-saving” (64%) and
“Reputation” (36%). Their actions are also balanced: Energy (73%) and Internal Processes (55%).

The “Premium” Problem: This sector is investing in its image, being the most likely to undergo
an “external audit or a certification process” (45%) (e.g. Green Key, Travelife). However, they are
deeply uncertain if this pays off. They have the highest “Don’t Know” rate (45%) when asked if
customers would pay a “green premium”.

This sector is investing in sustainability as a marketing and quality signal, but they are flying
blind, lacking clear market data that this investment will yield a financial return.

E. Construction

N Profile: This sector’s operations are project-based, and their sustainability practices reflect this.

They are highly active in on-site efficiencies like Energy (90%) (e.g. generators, tools) and Waste
(60%) (e.g. construction debris).

Integration: This sector showed the clearest signs that sustainability is not yet a formal, central-
ized corporate function. They had the highest rates of “Don’t Know” for formal reporting (30%)
and future budgets (50%). They also had the highest rate of “| don’t understand the question”
(20%) regarding “greenwashing”.

This does not mean they are not acting. It means their sustainability practices are managed on a

site-by-site, project-by-project basis. The central corporate office likely does not have this data
consolidated. Sustainability is an operational reality for them, but not yet a corporate one.
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EU Exporters vs. Domestic/ Regional Businesses
A final cross-cutting pattern is the difference between EU exporters and domestic/ regional
businesses.

EU Exporters are more likely to:

N Face formal demands for certifications, energy and waste practices, or ESG information.
N Investin ISO and other standards, Stage 3—4 systems, and structured data.

A  See sustainability as part of market access and competitiveness.

Domestic/regional businesses often:

N  Report that no client has explicitly asked for sustainability practices.

M  Emphasise that customers “don’t have much information” about sustainable products.

N Treat sustainability mainly as internal efficiency and risk management, not yet as a market condition.

In this sense, EU exporters are experiencing today what many domestic businesses are likely to face
tomorrow as EU rules and buyer practices cascade through value chains.

Conclusions and next steps

The Albanian private sector is at an important turning point. Across the 54 in-depth interviews, there
is a strong consensus that sustainability matters (43 of 54 firms). Yet this is not translating into broad,
deeper change and a clear gap remains between intent and investment.

The evidence suggests this gap is not primarily about awareness. It is driven by financial barriers
and by weak market rewards for “green” improvements. Many businesses do not see a clear price
premium, and a sizeable group report no concrete client requests. This creates a “two-speed” situa-
tion: larger and EU-linked firms move faster because they face buyer requirements and can mobilise
resources, while many smaller, local-market firms stay focused on low-cost efficiency actions and
postpone upgrades with longer payback periods.

For policymakers, this implies that the priority is not to convince businesses that sustainability is im-
portant, but to make it feasible. The most effective next steps are:

(i) reduce the cost and risk of investment (especially for SMEs),
(ii) provide practical, targeted support (simple tools, examples, and guidance), and

(iii) strengthen basic management routines—so sustainability moves from one-off projects to stan-
dard business practice that supports competitiveness.
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For Government and public institutions

N

Explain sustainability in business terms: lower bills, fewer risks, better market access (use
simple SME guidance).

Keep incentives stable and simple: multi-year support for energy efficiency/clean tech; avoid
frequent rule changes.

Use public tenders to set expectations: a few clear, proportionate criteria and standard templates.

Build practical skills and advisory support: short trainings and basic services (audits, efficiency
checks, export/ EU readiness support).

For banks and financial institutions

Y]

N

N

Make SME finance easier: simple green loans/ credit lines, risk-sharing, and clear eligibility.
Combine money with help: audit » investment plan = check results.

Ask for “light” data at first: a small set of basic indicators, not full ESG reporting.

For business associations and intermediaries

N

]

]

Create simple sector checklists: minimum compliance, quick savings, and “EU market readiness.”
Organise peer learning: exporters/ large firms help suppliers with basic requirements.

Offer shared services: group training, pooled audits, support for certification, model templates.

For development partners and programmes

A

N

Support both equipment and management basics: simple KPIs, supplier checks, basic procedures.

Reward verified results: incentives linked to proven savings (energy/ water/ waste), not only
spending.

Provide targeted EU/ CBAM readiness support for the most exposed sectors and suppliers.

For businesses

N

Start with quick wins you can measure: energy, waste, maintenance losses; review a few KPIs
monthly.

Assign responsibility and write the basics: 3—5 simple procedures (buying equipment, waste
handling, safety, supplier checks).

If EU-linked, prepare proof: basic traceability and data; add requirements into procurement
and contracts.
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