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ABSTRACT

Sustainability reporting has become increasingly prominent in business, accounting, and regulatory
debates, yet its development among small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) remains uneven,
particularly in the tourism sector. This article examines the current scientific evidence on
sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs from an accounting perspective and identifies the main
conceptual, methodological, and practical challenges associated with its development, with
particular attention to implications for contexts such as Cartagena de Indias. The study adopts a
structured literature review with a critical analytical orientation. An initial open-ended exploratory
search was followed by a focused review of studies published mainly between 2010 and 2026, using
Consensus as the primary search support tool. The review considered literature addressing
sustainability reporting, accounting-related approaches, SMEs, tourism, and selected regional
evidence from Latin America. The findings indicate that sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs
remains an emerging and fragmented field. Many tourism SMEs appear to engage in sustainability-
related practices, but these actions are rarely translated into structured, comparable, and
accounting-oriented reporting systems (Font et al., 2016; Girella et al., 2019; Silveira et al., 2021).
The literature points to persistent barriers, including financial constraints, limited technical
expertise, weak data systems, low regulatory pressure, and the limited proportionality of dominant
reporting frameworks (O’Reilly et al., 2024; Setyaningsih et al., 2024; Steidle et al., 2025). From an
accounting perspective, reporting in SMEs is studied mainly as a disclosure and measurement
practice, an internal organizational process linked to accounting and control systems, and a
professional domain in which accountants and advisory firms play a facilitating role (Rossi &
Luque-Vilchez, 2020; Ortiz et al., 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2022). The article concludes that
sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs should be understood as an emerging accounting and
accountability field whose development depends on proportional reporting tools, stronger
professional support, and more context-sensitive research. The limited evidence available for Latin
America reinforces the relevance of destinations such as Cartagena de Indias as important settings
for future empirical and practical advances (Bunclark & Barcellos-Paula, 2021; Correa-Garcia et
al., 2020; Da Porciuncula & Andreoli, 2023).
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1. INTRODUCTION

Sustainability reporting has evolved from a largely voluntary communication practice into a
strategic dimension of organizational accountability. In business and accounting research, it is
commonly associated with the disclosure of environmental, social, and governance (ESG)
information, the assessment of non-financial performance, and the communication of
sustainability-related risks, impacts, and opportunities to stakeholders (De Villiers et al., 2022; Pizzi
et al.,, 2022). While this evolution has been widely documented in large corporations and listed
companies, its development among small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) remains
considerably less consolidated (Martins et al., 2022; Setyaningsih et al., 2024).

This gap matters because SMEs account for a substantial share of economic activity, employment,
and local value creation. Despite their importance, SMEs often face structural constraints that
hinder the adoption of formal sustainability reporting, including limited financial resources, low
technical specialization, weak internal data systems, and reduced regulatory pressure (Krawczyk,
2021; O’Reilly et al., 2024; Permatasari & Gunawan, 2023). The literature suggests that many SMEs
engage in sustainability-related practices, yet these efforts are not systematically translated into
standardized, comparable, or accounting-oriented disclosure (Girella et al., 2019; Martins et al.,
2022). A persistent gap therefore exists between sustainability practice and sustainability reporting
(Martins et al., 2022; Setyaningsih et al., 2024).

This issue is especially relevant in the tourism sector. Tourism businesses are closely connected to
environmental resources, community relations, labor-intensive service dynamics, and destination
governance. Their sustainability performance therefore affects not only firm-level outcomes but
also territorial development and social legitimacy (Roberts & Tribe, 2008; Ye et al.,, 2025).
However, the available evidence indicates that research on sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs
is still fragmented and underdeveloped (Font et al., 2016; Legendre et al., 2024; Silveira et al., 2021).
Existing studies suggest that many small tourism enterprises adopt sustainability-related actions in
practice, particularly those linked to operational efficiency, local embeddedness, and owner-
manager values, but often do so without producing formal sustainability reports or structured ESG
disclosures (Font et al., 2016; Girella et al., 2019).

From an accounting perspective, this problem is particularly significant. Sustainability reporting is
not merely a communication exercise; it depends on processes of measurement, classification,
control, materiality assessment, and disclosure design (Schaltegger et al., 2022; Pizzi et al., 2022).
In SMEs, these processes are often shaped by simplified management structures, informal
decision-making routines, and limited professional support (Albu et al., 2025; O’Reilly et al., 2024).
Recent literature has begun to examine sustainability reporting in SMEs through lenses such as
sustainability accounting, non-financial disclosure, integrated thinking, management accounting
tools, and the role of accounting practitioners and advisory firms (Ortiz et al., 2023; Rossi & Luque-
Vilchez, 2020; Schaltegger et al., 2022).

The challenge becomes more visible when considering current reporting frameworks. In practice,
SMEs most commonly rely on voluntary, simplified, or adapted forms of reporting, often inspired
by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) or ad hoc ESG indicators (Krawczyk, 2021; Ortiz-
Martinez & Marin-Hernandez, 2021, 2023). More recent developments, including the European
Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) for SMEs and the standards issued by the International
Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB), especially IFRS S1 and IFRS S2, have intensified the
regulatory debate (De Villiers et al., 2022; Milanés-Montero et al., 2025).

The regional dimension deepens this gap. In Latin America, sustainability reporting research has
focused mainly on large corporations, listed entities, and business groups, while empirical evidence
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on SMEs remains limited and fragmented (Correa-Garcia et al., 2020; Husted & De Sousa-Filho,
2018). These limitations make contexts such as Cartagena de Indias especially relevant. As one of
Colombia’s most visible tourism destinations, Cartagena combines strong economic dependence
on tourism with growing sustainability pressures linked to urban development, environmental
management, social inequality, and destination competitiveness. In such a context, tourism SMEs
are central actors in the local tourism ecosystem, yet their sustainability-related practices, reporting
capabilities, and accounting support systems remain insufficiently explored in the academic
literature (Bunclark & Barcellos-Paula, 2021; Correa-Garcia et al., 2020).

Against this background, this article addresses the following research question: What does the
current scientific evidence show about sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs from an
accounting perspective, and what challenges remain for its development in contexts such as
Cartagena de Indias? Accordingly, the objective of this review is to examine the current scientific
evidence on sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs from an accounting perspective and to
identify the main conceptual, methodological, and practical challenges for its development in
contexts such as Cartagena de Indias.

2. METHOD

This study adopts a structured literature review with a critical analytical orientation. The review
examines the current state of scientific knowledge on sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs
from an accounting perspective and identifies conceptual, methodological, and practical challenges
relevant to contexts such as Cartagena de Indias.

2.1 Search strategy

The review began with an open-ended exploratory search intended to identify seminal
contributions, recurring themes, key authors, and the temporal development of the field. This was
necessary because the intersection between sustainability reporting, accounting, SMEs, and
tourism remains fragmented and only partially consolidated in the literature, as noted in prior
reviews and synthesis studies (Martins et al., 2022; Schaltegger et al., 2022; Setyaningsih et al., 2024).
Once the main contours of the field were identified, a more focused corpus was defined.

The search was conducted using Consensus as the primary search support tool, given its usefulness
for identifying peer-reviewed studies, synthesizing recurring findings, and mapping relevant lines
of research across adjacent domains. Search queries were designed in English and combined terms
related to sustainability reporting, sustainability disclosure, ESG reporting, non-financial reporting,
accounting, sustainability accounting, accountability, disclosure, integrated thinking, SMEs,
tourism, hospitality, hotels, and tourism businesses.

The search progressed from broader to more specific questions. Initial queries focused on
sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs. Subsequent searches targeted accounting perspectives on
sustainability reporting in SMEs, the use of reporting and disclosure frameworks, the applicability
of GRI and ISSB-related standards such as IFRS S1 and IFRS S2 to SMEs, and the availability of
evidence from Latin America. Table 1 summarizes the review protocol and overall search strategy
adopted in this study.
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Table 1. Review protocol and search strategy

Component Description

Accounting Perspectives on Sustainability Reporting in Tourism

Article title SMEs: Current Evidence and Challenges for Cartagena de Indias

What does the current scientific evidence show about
sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs from an accounting
perspective, and what challenges remain for its development in
contexts such as Cartagena de Indias?

Research question

To examine the current scientific evidence on sustainability
reporting in tourism SMEs from an accounting perspective and

Objective identify the main conceptual, methodological, and practical
challenges for its development in contexts such as Cartagena de
Indias.

Review design Structured literature review with a critical analytical orientation

Primary search support Consensus

tool

Search approach Open'—ended exploratory search followed by focused corpus
selection

Time scope 2010-2026, with earlier seminal studies included when necessary

Languages English and Spanish

Sustainability reporting; accounting; SMEs; tourism; ESG

Core themes ) : .
disclosure; non-financial reporting

Peer-reviewed studies addressing sustainability
Inclusion criteria reporting/disclosure, accounting-related approaches, SMEs,
tourism/hospitality, or Latin American contextual evidence

Studies without a reporting dimension; studies focused only on
Exclusion criteria large firms without SME relevance; tourism sustainability studies
without accounting/disclosure relevance

Analytical strategy Thematic synthesis

Field development and fragmentation; sustainability practices
versus formal reporting; accounting perspectives; reporting
frameworks and standardization; tourism-specific metrics; Latin
American gaps

Final analytical categories

2.2 Time scope

Because the temporal boundaries of the field were not initially clear, the review started with an
exploratory open-ended logic. After preliminary mapping, the main review prioritized studies
published between 2010 and 2026, while allowing the inclusion of eatlier seminal references when
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necessary for conceptual or historical grounding (Roberts & Tribe, 2008; De Villiers et al., 2022;
Milanés-Montero et al., 2025).

2.3 Eligibility criteria

Studies were included when they addressed sustainability reporting or disclosure, incorporated an
accounting-related perspective, focused on SMEs or transferable SME evidence, examined tourism
or hospitality directly or comparatively, were published in peer-reviewed outlets, and were available
in English or Spanish. Studies were excluded when they focused on sustainability without a
reporting dimension, addressed only large corporations without meaningful SME implications, or
discussed tourism sustainability without reporting, disclosure, or accounting relevance. The study
selection criteria are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for study selection

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Studies addressing sustainability reporting,
sustainability disclosure, ESG reporting, or
non-financial reporting

Studies addressing sustainability in general
without a reporting or disclosure focus

Studies focused exclusively on large

Studies incorporating an accounting-related . . :
p & & corporations without meaningful SME

perspective

implications
Studies focused on SMEs or with findings Tourism sustainability studies without
clearly transferable to SMEs reporting, disclosure, or accounting relevance

Studies focused on tourism/hospitality or
useful for interpreting tourism SMEs
comparatively

Non-academic or non-peer-reviewed sources
used as central evidence

Studies published in English o Spanish Sources lacking conceptual or empirical

relevance to the review objective

Studies published mainly between 2010 and | Purely descriptive texts with no analytical
2026 contribution

2.4 Selection and analytical logic

Because relatively few studies addressed all four dimensions simultaneously—sustainability
reporting, accounting, SMEs, and tourism—the review adopted a layered corpus strategy. The first
level comprised studies directly focused on tourism SMEs and sustainability reporting or disclosure
(e.g., Font et al., 2016; Roberts & Tribe, 2008; Silveira et al., 2021). The second level included
studies on sustainability reporting in SMEs from an accounting or disclosure perspective, even
when not specific to tourism (e.g., Girella et al., 2019; O’Reilly et al., 2024; Rossi & Luque-Vilchez,
2020). The third level incorporated literature on tourism and hospitality ESG/disclosure

frameworks, as well as regional studies from Latin America (e.g., Correa-Garcia et al., 2020; Kim
et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2024; Ye et al., 2025).
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2.5 Data extraction and thematic synthesis

Selected studies were organized through an analytical matrix including bibliographic reference, year
of publication, geographical setting, sectoral focus, SME emphasis, study type, accounting angle,
reporting framework, key findings, barriers and opportunities, and relevance for Cartagena de
Indias.

The synthesis followed a thematic analytical procedure rather than a descriptive inventory. The
final analysis was organized around six themes: field development and conceptual fragmentation;
sustainability practices versus formal reporting in tourism SMEs; accounting perspectives on
sustainability reporting in SMEs; reporting frameworks and standardization challenges; tourism-
specific ESG metrics and disclosure tools; and Latin American evidence and contextual gaps.

2.6 Scope and limitations

This review is structured and analytically guided, but it is not presented as a full systematic review
with meta-analysis. The topic includes conceptual papers, empirical case studies, framework-
oriented contributions, and emerging regulatory literature that are not sufficiently homogeneous
for statistical aggregation (Schaltegger et al., 2022). In addition, the available evidence remains
uneven across regions and sectors, with stronger coverage for European SMEs and large tourism
or hospitality firms than for tourism SMEs in Latin America (Correa-Garcia et al., 2020; Martins
et al., 2022). For this reason, Cartagena de Indias is treated as a context of implication rather than
as a direct empirical setting within the reviewed studies.

3. THEORETICAL AND REGULATORY FOUNDATIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY
REPORTING FROM AN ACCOUNTING PERSPECTIVE

Sustainability reporting can be understood not merely as a communication exercise, but as an
accounting-related practice through which organizations identify, measure, organize, and disclose
information about their environmental, social, and governance impacts, risks, and performance
(De Villiers et al., 2022; Schaltegger et al., 2022). Under this view, reporting is closely linked to
accountability, since it makes visible how firms interpret their responsibilities toward stakeholders
and how they translate sustainability-related issues into decision-useful information (Pizzi et al.,
2022).

A first theoretical lens relevant to this field is stakeholder theory. From this perspective,
sustainability reporting is shaped by the need to respond to the expectations of multiple groups,
including customers, employees, regulators, investors, communities, and supply-chain partners
(Pizzi et al.,, 2022; Ye et al.,, 2025). In SMEs, however, stakeholder pressures are often more
immediate, relational, and localized than in large listed firms. This means that sustainability-related
disclosure may be driven less by capital market demands and more by legitimacy concerns,
customer trust, local embeddedness, and business continuity (Castilla-Polo & Guerrero-Baena,
2023; Font et al., 2010).

A second key lens is legitimacy theory. From this standpoint, reporting is not only about providing
information but also about maintaining or strengthening organizational legitimacy. This
perspective helps explain why some SMEs disclose sustainability-related information even without
formal reporting obligations (Girella et al., 2019; Ortiz-Martinez et al., 2022).

From a disciplinary viewpoint, the literature increasingly frames sustainability reporting within
sustainability accounting and social and environmental accounting. These approaches emphasize
that sustainability-related information becomes meaningful only when organizations develop ways
to identify material issues, generate relevant indicators, connect non-financial matters with
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managerial and financial decision-making, and communicate results in a structured form
(Schaltegger et al., 2022). This issue is closely connected to integrated thinking, understood as the
organizational capacity to connect financial and non-financial considerations in decision-making
(Rossi & Luque-Vilchez, 2020).

The regulatory debate adds another layer. Historically, the most visible framework has been the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), which has played a major role in standardizing sustainability
disclosures across environmental, social, and governance dimensions (De Villiers et al., 2022).
However, its application in SMEs often requires simplification or selective adaptation (Krawczyk,
2021; Ortiz-Martinez & Marin-Hernandez, 2023). More recently, the international landscape has
been reshaped by the standards issued by the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB),
particularly IFRS S1 and IFRS S2. Yet their applicability to SMEs remains contested because they
often assume governance sophistication, emissions measurement capacity, scenario analysis, and
data availability that many SMEs do not possess (Milanés-Montero et al., 2025; O’Reilly et al.,
2024).

Taken together, these perspectives support three propositions that guide this review. First,
sustainability reporting in SMEs should be understood as an accounting and accountability practice
rather than as a purely symbolic communication tool (Schaltegger et al., 2022). Second, the key
challenge is not simply the absence of sustainability concerns in SMEs, but the limited
institutionalization of systems capable of converting those concerns into structured disclosures
(Rossi & Luque-Vilchez, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2024). Third, the regulatory environment is moving
toward greater standardization, but the practical suitability of current frameworks for tourism
SMEs remains uneven and underexplored (Krawczyk, 2021; Milanés-Montero et al., 2025; Ye et
al., 2025).

4. CURRENT EVIDENCE ON SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING IN TOURISM
SMES

The empirical and conceptual literature on sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs reveals a field
that is still emerging, fragmented, and unevenly developed (Font et al., 2016; Martins et al., 2022;
Silveira et al., 2021). While a growing number of studies address sustainability practices in small
tourism businesses, far fewer examine how these practices are translated into formal reporting,
structured disclosure, or accounting-based information systems (Girella et al., 2019; Ye et al., 2025).
Table 3 presents the main characteristics of the studies included in the review.

A recurrent finding is the distinction between doing sustainability and reporting sustainability.
Empirical studies show that many small tourism businesses implement environmentally and
socially oriented practices such as energy efficiency measures, waste reduction, local sourcing,
community engagement, and employee-focused initiatives (Font et al., 2016; Roberts & Tribe,
2008; Silveira et al., 2021). However, these practices are seldom accompanied by formal
sustainability reports or structured ESG disclosures (Girella et al,, 2019; Kim et al., 2024).
Communication tends instead to occur through informal channels, including websites, social
media, customer interaction, or ad hoc narratives (Font et al., 2016; Girella et al., 2019).

The literature identifies multiple motivations that influence both the adoption of sustainability
practices and the likelihood of disclosure. Economically oriented firms may pursue sustainability
for cost reduction and competitive positioning. Legitimacy-oriented firms may respond to
stakeholder expectations and thus communicate their efforts more actively. Values-driven firms
often integrate sustainability into their business identity and may implement a wider range of
sustainability actions (Font et al., 2016). Even so, formal reporting remains selective, narrative, and
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frequently disconnected from standardized frameworks (Girella et al., 2019; Ortiz-Martinez et al.,
2022).

Another important line of research concerns the development of indicators and sector-specific
tools for tourism SMEs. Early contributions proposed sets of environmental, social, and economic
indicators tailored to small tourism enterprises (Roberts & Tribe, 2008). More recent studies have
developed tourism-specific ESG metrics and simplified reporting systems intended to reduce
complexity and align disclosure with SME capabilities (Lin et al., 2024; Silveira et al., 2021; Ye et
al., 2025).

From an accounting perspective, sustainability reporting in SMEs is studied through several
complementary lenses. One line of work focuses on disclosure quality and reporting practices
(Girella et al., 2019; Ortiz-Martinez & Marin-Hernandez, 2021, 2023). Another investigates the
integration of sustainability into internal accounting and control systems (Rossi & Luque-Vilchez,
2020). A third examines the role of accounting professionals and advisory services, highlighting
how accountants and consultants can facilitate data collection, indicator design, and reporting
tormalization (O’Reilly et al., 2024; Ortiz et al., 2023).

At the same time, the literature identifies persistent barriers, including financial constraints,
knowledge and capability gaps, organizational limitations, and regulatory asymmetry, since
reporting obligations typically apply to large or listed firms rather than SMEs (Krawczyk, 2021;
O’Reilly et al., 2024; Setyaningsih et al., 2024). Overall, the evidence suggests that sustainability
reporting in tourism SMEs is moving from a fragmented and largely informal practice toward more
structured forms of disclosure, although significant gaps remain in standardization, accounting
integration, and regional coverage (Martins et al., 2022; Setyaningsih et al., 2024).

Table 3. Main characteristics of the studies included in the review

SM
Author(s) | Country/ E | Study Accounting Reporting | Main
. Sector L
, year region foc | type angle framework | contribution
us
Conceptua Early pr'opo.sz.ll
Roberts . . of sustainability
. Tourism ) 1/ Indicators and | Ad hoc R
and Tribe Tourism | Yes L indicators for
context explorator | measurement indicators .
(2008) small tourism
y enterprises
Shows that
tourism SMEs
g adopt
Font et al. Europe Tourism | Yes | Empirical S‘;j:;::;’ ;lrlltc}l] No formal - sustainability
(2010) p p 3 o framework | practices but do
communication .
not necessarily
formalize
reporting
Girella et SME.S’ Comparati Disclosure GRI-related De@c.)nst.rates
al. (2019) Italy multiple | Yes | ve case aality and looic variation in
' sectors study quatty & SME
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SM
Author(s) | Country/ E | Study Accounting Reporting | Main
. Sector N
, year region foc | type angle framework | contribution
us
reporting sustainability
practices reporting
structure and
formalization
Explains how
. sustainability
Rossi and Integrated reporting can
Ll’lque- SME case SME Yes | Case study thmkmg and .Rep orang emerge through
Vilchez context accounting integration | .
internal
(2020) systems .
accounting
processes
Proposes
Silveira et . Apph?d Indicators and Sectgr— §usFa1nab1hty
Portugal | Tourism | Yes | empirical specific indicators
al. (2021) measurement L
study indicators | adapted to
tourism SMEs
Identifies
Martins et | Internatio Systematlc Broad review . sustalr.labmty
SMEs Yes | literature . Multiple reporting as an
al. (2022) | nal . perspective
review underdeveloped
field in SMEs
Links
Ortlz/— SMEs, Non-financial Non- su§ta1nab ility
Martinez Spain multiple | Yes | Empirical | reporting and financial otientation,
et al. p . F p sz rmin ceportin disclosure, and
(2022) sectors perfo ce eporting firm
performance
Highlights
barriers and
O’Reilly et | SME . |Roleof GRI/ pracfiioners
SMEs Yes | Empirical | accounting simplified | perspectives on
al. (2024) | context . .
practitioners reporting SME

sustainability
reporting

494




Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and Axiology  23(1s)/2026

SM
Author(s) | Country/ E | Study Accounting Reporting | Main
. Sector o
, year region foc | type angle framework | contribution
us
. Provides
Developin Tourism tourism-sector
Lin et al. o ntp and Par Bmoirical ESG ESG BSG
(2024) & county hospitalit | tial P measurement metrics
context measurement
y evidence
Identifies major
Setyanings Internati Reportin barriers to
ith et al. MO | SMEs Yes | Review POTHRg Multiple sustainability
nal barriers .
(2024) reporting in
SMEs
Par
tial
Tourism / Tourism Proposes a
Ye etal . . Framewor | ESG reporting tourism-specific
industry | Tourism | tra . ESG .
(2025) k study design ESG reporting
context nsf framework
framework
era
ble
o Examines SME
Milanés- .
Montero Readiness for preparedness
et al Spain SMEs Yes | Empirical | standards ESRS for sustainability
' adoption reporting
(2025) standards

5. CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR CARTAGENA DE INDIAS

The literature reviewed in this article has direct relevance for Cartagena de Indias, not because the
city is widely represented in the international evidence, but because it exemplifies the type of
tourism-dependent destination in which sustainability pressures are high, tourism SMEs are
economically central, and reporting capacities may be unevenly developed. Cartagena therefore
functions here as a context of implication.

A first challenge concerns the structural role of tourism SMEs within the local economy. In
destinations such as Cartagena, a substantial share of tourism activity is carried out by SMEs
operating in hospitality, food services, transport, travel intermediation, cultural experiences, and
complementary services. Yet, as the broader literature suggests, their sustainability-related efforts
may remain largely undocumented in formal terms (Font et al., 2016; Girella et al., 2019).

A second challenge is the mismatch between sustainability relevance and reporting capacity.
Cartagena faces sustainability pressures typical of highly visited urban destinations, including
environmental stress, resource consumption, waste generation, social inequality, urban congestion,
and tensions between tourism growth and local well-being. These pressures make sustainability
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reporting highly relevant, since reporting can support monitoring, accountability, and better-
informed decision-making (Roberts & Tribe, 2008; Ye et al., 2025). Yet the literature suggests that
SMEs often lack the financial, technical, and organizational capabilities needed to adopt formal
reporting frameworks (O’Reilly et al., 2024; Setyaningsih et al., 2024).

A third challenge lies in the limited proportionality of dominant reporting frameworks. Global and
regional standards such as GRI, ESRS, and ISSB-related standards contribute to the
standardization of sustainability disclosure, but they were not originally designed with the
operational realities of tourism SMEs in mind (Krawczyk, 2021; Milanés-Montero et al., 2025).
At the same time, the literature points to several opportunities. One major opportunity is the
development of simplified accounting-oriented reporting models for tourism SMEs. Cartagena
could benefit from approaches that prioritize a reduced but decision-useful set of indicators,
integrating environmental, social, and basic governance dimensions with manageable data
requirements (Roberts & Tribe, 2008; Silveira et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2025). Another opportunity
concerns the strategic role of accounting professionals and advisory networks (O’Reilly et al., 2024;
Ortiz et al., 2023).

A further opportunity lies in the growing external demand for sustainability-related information.
Even where direct regulation is weak, SMEs may increasingly face indirect pressures from
customers, financiers, platforms, tour operators, corporate clients, and supply-chain partners
(Bunclark & Barcellos-Paula, 2021; Castilla-Polo & Guerrero-Baena, 2023). Finally, Cartagena also
represents a research opportunity. The scarcity of evidence on sustainability reporting in tourism
SMEs in Latin America means that studies focused on Cartagena could make both empirical and
conceptual contributions (Bunclark & Barcellos-Paula, 2021; Correa-Garcfa et al., 2020; Da
Porcitncula & Andreoli, 2023).

6. DISCUSSION

Taken together, the reviewed literature reveals a field marked by expansion but also by persistent
fragmentation (Martins et al., 2022; Schaltegger et al., 2022). Sustainability reporting in tourism
SMEs has gained visibility within broader debates on ESG disclosure, sustainability accounting,
and corporate accountability, yet its conceptual boundaries and practical applications remain
uneven (De Villiers et al., 2022; Ye et al., 2025).

One of the clearest findings is the distinction between sustainability action and formal sustainability
reporting. Tourism SMEs are often described as firms that implement at least some sustainability-
related measures, but these actions do not usually result in structured reporting systems (Font et
al., 2016; Girella et al., 2019). In accounting terms, the central issue is not only whether sustainable
practices exist, but whether organizations can capture, classify, and disclose them in consistent and
decision-useful ways (Rossi & Luque-Vilchez, 2020; Schaltegger et al., 2022).

A second major finding concerns the limited proportionality of existing frameworks. GRI, ESRS,
and ISSB-related standards are part of a broader movement toward formalization and
comparability, but their practical implications for SMEs remain uneven (Krawczyk, 2021; Milanés-
Montero et al., 2025; Pizzi et al.,, 2022). SMEs tend to adopt simplified, partial, or ad hoc
approaches rather than full standard compliance (Girella et al., 2019; Ortiz-Martinez & Marin-
Hernandez, 2023).

This leads to a third insight: the need to distinguish between standardization and standard
suitability. The literature supports the value of common reporting languages, especially for
transparency and legitimacy (De Villiers et al., 2022; Pizzi et al., 2022). Yet it also shows that
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standardization without adaptation can widen the gap between reporting expectations and
reporting feasibility (Krawczyk, 2021; O’Reilly et al., 2024). The most promising direction for
tourism SMEs appears to be the development of simplified, scalable, and sector-sensitive models
that preserve minimum comparability while remaining operationally realistic (Roberts & Tribe,
2008; Silveira et al., 2021; Ye et al., 2025).

A fourth key finding is the underdevelopment of Latin American evidence, particularly in tourism-
related SME settings. Much of what is known about SME sustainability reporting comes from
European contexts, where institutional support, regulatory evolution, and advisory infrastructures
are generally stronger (Martins et al., 2022; Ortiz-Martinez & Marin-Hernandez, 2023). Direct
application of those assumptions to Latin American tourism SMEs may obscure important
contextual differences (Bunclark & Barcellos-Paula, 2021; Correa-Garcfa et al., 2020; Da
Porciuncula & Andreoli, 2023).

Another important point concerns the role of intermediaries. Several studies indicate that
accountants, consultants, small and medium-sized accounting practices, and support institutions
may be critical to the adoption of sustainability reporting in SMEs (O’Reilly et al., 2024; Ortiz et
al., 2023). This suggests that reporting capacity is shaped not only within firms but also through
external ecosystems of advice, training, and legitimacy.

Overall, the literature suggests that sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs is evolving from a
fragmented and often informal practice toward more structured forms of disclosure. However,
this evolution is shaped by tensions between sustainability relevance and reporting capacity,
between global standards and local applicability, and between voluntary communication and
accounting-based disclosure (Krawczyk, 2021; Setyaningsih et al., 2024). Table 4 synthesizes the
main themes identified in the literature and their implications for Cartagena de Indias.

Table 4. Thematic synthesis of the literature and implications for Cartagena de Indias

Relevance
Theme Main findings Main batriers | LPlications for for
tourism SMEs Cartagena
de Indias
Field . .
development The field is emerging Limited direct A structured research .
and not yet . . High
and : evidence agenda is needed
. consolidated
fragmentation
Susta.mablhty Many SMEs engagein |, formality and . .
practices sustainable practices The reporting gapisa | ..
weak . High
versus formal | but do not report them o central issue
: systematization
reporting formally
. .Rep orting depends on Weak accounting
Accounting indicators, controls, Accountants may act .
. . systems and " High
perspectives | and professional D . as key facilitators
limited expertise
support
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Relevance

Theme Main findings Main barriers Imp.llcatlons for for

tourism SMEs Cartagena

de Indias

Frameworks GRI appears more

and W accessible, whereas Complexity and | Simplified and

.. | ISSB/ESRS-related lack of scalable models are High
standardizatio . .
a approaches are more proportionality needed
demanding

Tourism- Sectoral indicators are | Partial or Tourism requires

specific feasible and potentially | inconsistent tailored reporting Very high

metrics useful adoption tools

Latin

American Evidence remains Low empirical More regional studies .
Very high

contextual scarce and fragmented | coverage are needed

gaps

7. CONCLUSIONS

This review examined the current scientific evidence on sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs
from an accounting perspective and identified the main conceptual, methodological, and practical
challenges associated with its development, with particular attention to implications for contexts
such as Cartagena de Indias.

First, the field remains underdeveloped and fragmented. Only a limited portion of the broader
sustainability and ESG literature addresses the specific intersection of tourism, SMEs, and
accounting-oriented sustainability reporting (Martins et al., 2022; Setyaningsih et al., 2024). Much
of the available evidence comes from adjacent areas rather than from a consolidated line of
research devoted to tourism SMEs.

Second, the review shows that tourism SMEs often undertake sustainability-related actions, but
these actions are rarely translated into formal reporting systems (Font et al., 2016; Girella et al.,
2019). The central gap is therefore not only one of sustainability practice, but also one of disclosure,
measurement, and institutionalization (Rossi & Luque-Vilchez, 2020; Schaltegger et al., 2022).
Third, the accounting perspective is essential for understanding this gap. Sustainability reporting
in tourism SMEs depends on internal routines, indicators, materiality judgments, data systems, and
professional support capable of converting dispersed sustainability efforts into structured
information (O’Reilly et al., 2024; Rossi & Luque-Vilchez, 2020).

Fourth, frameworks such as GRI, ESRS, and ISSB-related standards contribute to standardization,
but their practical applicability to tourism SMEs remains uneven (Krawczyk, 2021; Milanés-
Montero et al., 2025; Pizzi et al., 2022). SMEs appear more likely to adopt simplified, partial, or
adapted approaches than full-scale reporting models (Ortiz-Martinez & Marin-Hernandez, 2021,
2023).

Fifth, regional evidence remains limited. In Latin America, most sustainability reporting research
has focused on large corporations and broad ESG trends, leaving SMEs—and especially tourism
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SMEs—underexplored (Correa-Garcia et al., 2020; Husted & De Sousa-Filho, 2018). This makes
destinations such as Cartagena de Indias particulatly significant for future empirical and
methodological contributions (Bunclark & Barcellos-Paula, 2021; Da Porciuncula & Andreoli,
2023).

Three implications follow from these findings. For research, there is a need for more empirical
studies on tourism SMEs in developing and Latin American contexts, including analyses of
reporting quality, materiality, and the role of accounting professionals. For practice, tourism SMEs
may benefit from simplified reporting models supported by accountants, business associations,
and destination-level institutions (O’Reilly et al., 2024; Ortiz et al., 2023). For policy, the design of
sustainability reporting guidance should recognize proportionality so that smaller firms are not
excluded by standards that exceed their capabilities (Krawczyk, 2021; Milanés-Montero et al.,
2025).

In sum, sustainability reporting in tourism SMEs should be understood as an emerging accounting
and accountability field rather than as a marginal extension of large-corporation ESG disclosure.
Its future development will depend on how effectively reporting frameworks, professional support
systems, and research agendas are aligned with the operational realities of smaller tourism
businesses and the specific demands of destinations such as Cartagena de Indias.
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