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ABSTRACT

The study of the relationship between the integration of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises
(SMEs) with external stakeholders (e.g., NGOs, academia, the regulator, or communities) and the
implementation of green and social practices in SMEs’ supply chains has received little attention in
the literature. Hence, this research studies whether Green Supply Chain Management (GSCM)
practices and more disruptive innovations involving the redefinition of the supply chain’s strategy
are influenced by firms’ integration with this type of stakeholders. A survey questionnaire with 50
items drawn from the literature was applied to a convenience sample of Colombian SMEs. Experts
previously evaluated a pilot instrument in terms of face validity, and then a survey pretest was
conducted. Lineal regression analysis was performed on single scores computed for latent variables
validated through factor analysis. Results show that the integration between SMEs and the
community influences both GSCM and disruptive practices, and there is also some evidence for the
positive effect on the latter originated in the integration with NGOs. Finally, there is no evidence
that integration with the regulator influences either the development of GSCM practices or
disruptive innovations.

Keywords: Sustainability, stakebolder integration, SMESs, environmental innovation, social sustainability,
sustainable supply chain

1. Introduction

Currently, environmental and social issues have become great challenges for
regulators, companies and civil organizations (Tamayo Orbegozo, Vicente Molina, &
Villarreal Larrinaga, 2016). This situation has increased the interest of societal actors in
the adoption and implementation of Green Supply Chain Management (GSCM)
practices as a way to achieve sustainable development (Testa & Iraldo, 2010). Likewise,
socially- and environmentally-oriented innovation has become a well-studied and applied
field (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014). Initially, companies were considered as the main
polluting agents but, thanks to environmental management and eco-innovation, they
have become a fundamental part of the solution to these problems (Aragbén Correa,
Hurtado Torres, & Garcia Morales, 2005). In research, the number of studies about
environmental and social supply chain management has increased, as well as the aspects
related, e.g. determining factors, performance outcomes, relationships with firm
stakeholders, etcetera (Chen et al., 2017; Diabat, Kannan, & Mathiyazhagan, 2014;

| "Master student in Industrial Engineering, at Universidad Nacional de Colombia in Bogota.

| 2PhD student in Engineering - Industry and Organizations at Universidad Nacional de Colombia in Bogota.
|3Associate Professor, Department of Systems and Industrial Engineering at Universidad Nacional de
Colombia in Bogota.



132 European Journal of Sustainable Development (2018), 7, 4, 131-145

Schoéggl, Fritz, & Baumgartner, 2016; Seuring & Miiller, 2008).

However, many of these studies have focused on large companies, without considering
the importance of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) in sustainable
development. These companies correspond to about 90% of the total industry and
contribute to around 50% of pollution (Aragén Correa et al., 2005). Some authors argue
that SMEs do not engage in eco-innovative practices for different reasons, such as low
management skills, dependency on people to survive, limited technology and lack of
financial resources required for knowledge update (Bos-Brouwers, 2010). In contrast,
other authors argue that smaller firms are in a better position than larger ones to
innovate radically and compete in sustainable market niches (Schaltegger & Wagner,
2011).

Nevertheless, SMEs innovate differently, and they may encounter advantages for
innovation in features such as their entrepreneurial style, a simple and flexible
organizational structure led by its owner or manager, shared vision, stakeholder
management and strategic proactivity (Aragén-Correa, Hurtado-Torres, Sharma, &
Garcia-Morales, 2008). Finally, SMEs can become focal companies for GSCM or
Sustainable Supply Chain Management (SSCM) (Carter & Rogers, 2008; Gold, Seuring,
& Beske, 2010; Seuring & Miiller, 2008) by achieving sustainability-oriented innovations
(Klewitz & Hansen, 2014).

In most cases, GSCM practices are adopted by “follower” SMEs as a response to
consumer and client pressures or induced from other supply chain members that have
started a GSCM initiative (i.e., “leaders” or “focal” companies) (Testa & Iraldo, 2010).
However, when SMEs participate actively in a collaboration network, either with
members of the supply chain, regulators, academia or NGOs, they can obtain different
benefits such as motivation, technological support, donations, free consulting, and others
(Aragén-Correa, Hurtado-Torres, Sharma, & Garcfa-Morales, 2008; Bianchi, 1998; Bos-
Brouwers, 2010a; Klewitz & Hansen, 2014a; Lawrence, Collins, Pavlovich, &
Arunachalam, 2006; Moreno-Mantilla, 2007; Rodgers, 2010; Rondinelli & London,
2003).

In this sense, supply chain collaboration has become a key relational capability that
facilitates strategic formulation and execution of environmental practices in the chain
(Chin, Tat, & Sulaiman, 2015; Gunasckaran, Subramanian, & Rahman, 2015). At the
same time, it promotes mutual learning, developing relations between government,
companies and their supply chain partners, and favoring the solution to pressing
environmental problems (Chin, Tat, & Sulaiman, 2015).

For these reasons, stakeholders are relevant as drivers of the environmental proactive
behavior of companies (Neelam, Suresh, & Sharma, 2014). However, stakeholders do
not have the same importance or exert the same pressure on companies (Betts,
Wiengarten, & Tadisina, 2015; Delmas & Toffel, 2004). On the one hand, internal
stakeholders (e.g. operational employees, administrative employees and shareholders)
exert a greater impact on internal environmental management (Betts, Wiengarten, &
Tadisina, 2015; Ni, 2012). On the other hand, there are external actors which are
subdivided into primary stakeholders, i.e. commercial buyers, consumers, suppliers,
competitors (Neelam et al.,, 2014), and secondary stakeholders, such as environmental
groups, community leaders, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), media and
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regulators (Delmas, 2009).

Secondary external actors are characterized by their lack of control over the critical
resources of the organization (Buysse & Verbeke, 2003; Ni, 2012). However, they have a
great influence on the companies’ environmental behavior, because they play an
important and positive tole to obtain competitive advantages (Delmas, 2009). So,
according to Sharma and Vredenburg (1998), the firm should have “the ability to
establish trust-based collaborative relationships with a wide variety of stakeholders,
especially those with non-economic goals” (Aragén-Correa, Hurtado-Torres, Sharma, &
Garcfa-Morales, 2008; Sharma & Vredenburg, 1998).

Yet, many companies have not treated with equal validity the claims of stakeholders
without an economic stake in the chain (Pagell & Shevchenko, 2014). In addition, it is
often difficult to identify which secondary stakeholders are likely to play a role in the
success of radical innovation (Fliaster & Kolloch, 2017; Pagell & Shevchenko, 2014).
However, past empirical studies revealed the importance of advocacy groups (e.g. pro-
environmental, anti-globalization, pro-safety, etc.), intergovernmental organizations, as
well as local residents associations, property owners, or citizen action committees, among
other (Fliaster & Kolloch, 2017). Therefore, this research aims to understand whether
the integration of Colombian SMEs with external secondary stakeholders influences the
implementation of environmental and social practices in the supply chain. By answering
this question, we can extend our knowledge of the process of adopting GSCM practices
in SMEs, particulatly in the context of an emerging economy such as the Colombian.
The following section of this article corresponds to the literature review and the research
questions. Then, the methods section details the data and sampling procedure, the
operationalization of the variables of the study through a survey questionnaire, and data
analysis techniques. The article continues with the main findings and a discussion of the
results, and ends with the conclusions and suggestions for future studies.

2. Theory Framework

According to de Lange (2010), the Resource-Based View (RBV) of the firm and
stakeholder theory are two of the most used theories to study sustainability in
organizations. Likewise, according to some authors, these theories are frequently used in
theoretical articles related to SSCM (de Lange, 2010; Touboulic, Walker, Batlow, &
Pettigrew, 2011). In accordance to this, we have found that the guiding framework
offered by these theories for the purposes of the present study is relevant, along with
complementary insights from the GSCM (Srivastava, 2007) and sustainable innovation in
SMEs (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014) literatures.

Drawing from the RBV, Hart (1995) explains competitive advantages obtained from an
improved environmental performance. The so-called Natural Resource-Based View
(NRBV) proposes three key strategic environmental capabilities: pollution prevention,
product stewardship and sustainable development. Fach of these strategies is a source of
competitive advantages and is based on various key resources (Hart & Dowell, 2011).
The main objective of pollution prevention is emission and waste reductions, and it is
supported by the key resource of “continuous improvement” (Hart, 1995). Product
stewardship is located in a second level; its driving force is the reduction of
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environmental costs and impacts throughout the life cycle product and its key resource is
“stakeholder integration” (Betts, Wiengarten, & Tadisina, 2015; Hart, 1995). Finally, the
third level in this triad corresponds to sustainable development, which seeks to reduce
the environmental burden from business growth and development (Betts et al., 2015).
Hart & Dowell (2011) have subdivided the latter into two related capabilities: clean
technologies and base of pyramid.

In connection with our study, the evaluation of the extent of implementation of product
stewardship practices seem relevant, as these refer to environmental practices displayed
at the supply chain level that can also be traced back in the GSCM literature. For
companies, this suggests taking an environmentally proactive stance, directed upstream
to suppliers and downstream to customers, in order to minimize the environmental
impact of the entire supply system and improve its performance (Buysse & Verbeke,
2003; Hart, 1995; Vachon & Klassen, 2008). Beyond practice, for research there is the
implication that GSCM practices have an antecedent in the strategic resource of
stakeholder integration, as posed by Hart (1995) in the NRBV.

GSCM can be defined as the incorporation of environmental thinking in Supply Chain
Management (SCM) (Gandhi, Mangla, Kumar, & Kumar, 2015), through the
development of practices that encompass both internal and external activities (Vachon &
Klassen, 2006). Furthermore, GSCM takes into account the entire life cycle of the
product, from its design (eco-design), selection and supply of materials (green
purchases), its manufacture, delivery to consumers (green distribution), and end of life
management (reverse logistics) (Gandhi, Mangla, Kumar, & Kumar, 2015; Zhu, Sarkis, &
Lai, 2008).

Implementation of environmental practices in SCM can be motivated by internal or
external factors (Testa & Iraldo, 2010). For example, cognitive pressures such as
customer requitements encourage companies to behave based on cultural affinity. In
contrast, regulators exert coercive pressures through strict environmental standards,
imposing sanctions/fines for non-compliance or requitements to publicly disclose
information on the environmental impact of the organization (Testa & Iraldo, 2010).
Another example is the normative pressure exerted by community and environmental
stakeholders, which motivate companies to carry out these strategies in order to earn
social legitimacy and improve their reputation (Testa & Iraldo, 2010).

However, beyond the drive for action, the cooperation with other actors in the supply
chain increases the ability of firms to continuously pursue sustainability-oriented
innovations (Gandhi, Mangla, Kumar, & Kumar, 2015). From the point of view of
innovation theory, eco-innovation is defined as the production, application or
exploration of goods, services, processes, corporate methods, organizational or
management structures, new or significantly improved, for the firm and/or consumer,
which allows to achieve the reduction of environmental risks, pollution and negative
impacts caused by the use of resources (de Jesus Pacheco et al., 2016; Hojnik & Ruzzier,
2016). That is, eco-innovation encompass all changes, radical or incremental, that address
sustainability objectives such as waste management, eco-efficiency, emission reduction,
recycling and eco-design (Cainelli, De Marchi, & Grandinetti, 2015).

According to Schumpeter (1942), large companies are more innovative, while small
companies are less likely to achieve environmental innovations (del Brio & Junquera,
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2003), due to financial and human resources limitations (Mir & Feitelson, 2007), and the
lack of adequate strategic management (Gerstenfeld & Roberts, 2000). However, another
strand of research emphasizes on the innovation facilitators found in SMEs. For
example, smaller firms have a business style with simpler organizational structures (Bos-
Brouwers, 2010b; Darnall, Henriques, & Sadorsky, 2010), they are dominated by their
owner-managers, and therefore can be strongly driven by value (Knight & Jenkins,
2009). In addition, SMEs usually have more capacity for adapting to environmental
changes (Sroufe, Curkovic, Montabon, & Melnyk, 2000).

Stakeholder Theory defines stakeholders as those individuals or groups that exert
influence or can be affected by the organizational reach (Mainardes, Alves, & Raposo,
2011). In environmental management, stakeholders are drivers of environmentally
proactive behavior (Neelam et al., 2014). Secondary external actors do not have control
over the critical resources of the organization; however, collaboration with stakeholders
such as the regulator and environmental NGOs seems crucial in the construction of
environmental standards or norms, as well as in the establishment of voluntary
agreements (Buysse & Verbeke, 2003). Collaboration with the regulator, NGOs, clients
and suppliers seem effective to improve the environmental performance of a company
(Albino, Maria, & Pontrandolfo, 2012).

Regarding collaboration with NGOs, Oeclze et. al (2016) suggested that this is crucial for
organizational learning. According to Rodriguez and Wiengarten (2017), NGOs can
implement supplier development programs to attack sustainability challenges. In terms of
supplier development for sustainability, Liu et al. (2018) propose that mutual
involvement and changing roles can be achieved through strategic collaboration, adaptive
management or organizational learning of both buying firms and NGOs.

Another important secondary actor is the academy. This actor has not been widely
studied, but its role as a driver for the adoption of an environmental focus in companies
R&D and human capital training is well known (Khalili, Duecker, Ashton, & Chavez,
2015). Rodriguez & Wiengarten (2017) found that knowledge brought through Research
and Development (R&D) cooperation from public research institutions has a positive
significant direct effect on environmental innovativeness capability. Other previous
research found that R&D cooperation with universities enhances environmental
innovation (De Marchi, 2012; Ghisetti & Pontoni, 2015).

Perkmann and Walsh (2007) suggest that there are several interaction channels between
universities and firms. They can undertake research projects together, e.g. consulting,
contract research transactions, set human resource transfer programs between
organizations, etc. (Perkmann & Walsh, 2007). However, this type of collaboration is
prone to show their effects in the medium or long term (Albino et al., 2012). From
another perspective, Klewitz et al. (2012) theorize that collaboration networks with
research institutes, agencies and universities are essential to activate all kinds of eco-
innovation in SMEs. These initiatives can improve the SMEs’ organizational learning and
their absorption capacity.

Another type of external stakeholder is society in general. These stakeholders include
environmental groups, the community, the media and the syndicates, but are not limited
to them. Each of these groups can mobilize public opinion in favor or against (Eesley &
Lenox, 2006). Henriquez and Sadorsky (1999) evaluated the perceived importance of
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different groups of stakeholders and found that the regulator, primary consumers,
shareholders and the local community affect corporate environmental management
practices, especially the contents of environmental action plans.

In conclusion, stakeholder theory has emphasized the importance of key stakeholders,
their claims and an analysis of their interests. From the GSCM and NRBV perspectives,
several authors have found that in order to move towards product stewardship, the
company must not only coordinate their activities with supply chain actors, but also to
integrate the perspectives of key external stakeholders, such as environmentalists,
community leaders and regulators (Betts, Wiengarten, & Tadisina, 2015; Hirsch-Hadorn,
Bradley, Pohl, Rist & Wiesmann, 2006, Darnall, Henriques, & Sadorsky, 2010; Neelam,
Suresh, & Sharma, 2014; Ni, 2012).

Other authors have gone further and suggested that an adequate collaboration with non-
traditional stakeholders in the innovation process can lead to radical innovations and
new business models (Hart & Sharma, 2004; Klewitz & Hansen, 2014; Parrish & Foxon,
2006). Hart and Sharma (2004, p. 13) theorized that the identification of business
contexts that “are the reverse of those in which the business currently operates” (e.g.,
communities affected by pressing social issues such as population growth, lack of
education or lack of vital public services) can generate imagination and ideas about
potential new product and business innovations.

Based on the previous introduction and literature review, we propose the following
research questions: Does stakeholder integration influence the extent of implementation
of GSCM practices in Colombian SMEs? Does stakeholder integration influence the
extent of implementation of sustainable innovations of a more disruptive nature in
Colombian SMEs?

3. Methods
3.1 Sampling and Data

Based on the research framework and the research questions, the data collection
follows a web survey strategy. The questionnaire targeted SMEs’ managers, selected by
convenience non-probabilistic sampling (Creswell, 2005), following two general criteria:
company origin (only Colombian), and company size (between 11 to 200 employees,
according to Colombian law). A 52-item questionnaire operationalizes three theoretical
dimensions: GSCM practices (Green Jr, Zelbst, Meacham, & Bhadautia, 2012; Vachon &
Klassen, 2008), advanced sustainable practices (Marshall, McCarthy, Heavey, &
McGrath, 2014), and stakeholder integration (Plaza—Ubeda, de Burgos-Jiménez, &
Carmona-Moreno, 2010). The questionnaire was pre-evaluated by academic and industry
experts, in order to verify content validity (Imle & Atwood, 1988; Polit, Beck, & Owen,
2007). Then, the resulting questionnaire was pre-tested (Forza, 2002; Imle & Atwood,
1988) by a first sample of SMEs, which was obtained from the Colombian Exporting
SMEs Directory, 2017. From this, the items were reduced from 65 to the 51 that were
finally used in the study.
Before applying the questionnaire, a "theoretical population" was defined (Trochim,
1999). This included Colombian SMEs that are involved in knowledge transfer with a
public or private organization. Next, a "sampling frame" was delimited with the aid of
the National Association of Industrial, Administrative and Production Engineering
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Students —ANEIAP by its Spanish initials. This Association gave us data from 1300
Colombian SMEs, which have employed practitioners or graduates of ANEIAP and or
have been part of programs where knowledge is transferred. The previous sampling
frame met the "completeness and accuracy" criteria typically demanded in sampling
selection, because all these SMEs have the inter-organizational knowledge transfer
element in common.

The response rate was 7.3%. A total of 95 firms provided valid answers: 58 (61.05%)
with a number of employees between 11 and 50, classified as small firms, and 37
(38.95%) medium size firms, which employ between 51 and 200 employees. 37 firms out
of the total (38.95%) belong to the manufacturing sector, 41 firms (43.16%) to the
service sectot, and the 17 remaining (17.89%) belong to other activities.

3.2 Variables

a. Stakeholder Integration (STK_INTEG)

This latent (i.e., non-observable) variable assesses the frequency of implementation of integration
practices or routines between SMEs and a secondary key stakeholder, selected among four
options: community, NGOs, academia, or regulator. This variable consists of three dimensions:
knowledge of stakeholders (KNOW_STK), operationalized by 4 items (i.e., observed variables);
interaction between stakeholder and the company (INT_STK), with 7 items; and adaptive
behavior (ADAP_STK), with 4 observed variables (Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2010). We used a five-
point Likert scale, where 1=Never, 2=Rarely, 3=Sometimes, 4=Often, 5=Always (Vagias, 2000).
b. GSCM Practices (GSCM_PRAC)

This variable aims to evaluate the frequency of implementation of GSCM practices, considering
four dimensions: internal environmental management IEM_SME), composed by 6 items; eco-
design (ED_SME), with 5 items; green purchasing and supply collaboration (GPURC_SME),
with 7 items; and collaboration with clients (CLIEN_SME), with 7 items. As in the previous
variable, the same five-point Likert scale was used.

c. Supply Chain Redefinition Practices (SCRED_PRAC)

This construct has had little prior research, especially in the context of SMEs. It aims to study the
degree of implementation of disruptive environmental (SCRED_ENVIR) and social
(SCRED_SOC) practices in SMEs, which implies the re-definition of the supply chain strategy
(Marshall et al., 2014; Pagell, Mark and Wu, 2009). The first variable consists of 4 items, while the
second of 7 items. The Likert scale is (1 = not considering it, 2 = planning to consider it, 3 = currently
considering it, 4 = initiating implementation, 5 = implementing it successfully) (Zhu & Sarkis, 2000).

d. Control variables

To reduce the possibility of obtaining spurious relationships, several control variables have been
included in the statistical analysis: firm size expressed as the natural logarithm of the number of
employees (LN_EMP), whether the firm possesses any certifications on quality or environmental
management (CERTIF), and the economic sector (SECTOR).

3.3 Data Analysis

On the one hand, after organizing the data, missing cases were searched and the
presence of atypical values was assessed (Hair et al., 2010). None of these two scenarios
were found. On the other hand, based on the verified survey data, exploratory factor
analysis (EFA) using SPSS® was applied to validate the theoretical constructs (factors).
Later, we calculated pairwise correlation coefficients between the independent variables,
finding low correlation values. Latent variables scores for the first and second order
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variables wetre calculated in LISREL®; the obtained scores are standardized, which
means that each variables has a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one. Using
these scores, a linear regression model was developed to assess the relationship between
the level of stakeholder integration and the implementation of GSCM and disruptive
practices, performing a separate regression for each type of key secondary stakeholder, as
declared by the firms in the questionnaire.

4. Results

The EFA allowed validating two of the constructs in its original structure, i.e.
GSCM practices (GSCM_PRAC) and stakeholder integration (STK_INT). With regard
to GSCM_PRAC, all 25 items were valid and distributed into four factors (IEM_SME,
ED_SME, GPURC_SME and CLIEN_SME), the way it was predicted from the
literature review. The four factors extracted explain 74.21% of the total variance. In the
case of STK_INT, the exercise yielded a reduction from 14 to 12 items organized in
three factors (KNOW_STK, INT_STK and ADAP_SME), which explain 80.12% of the
total variance.
In contrast, because SCRED_PRAC is a much less studied construct in the literature,
and has not been validated in several studies, the results are different in comparison to
the predicted model. This construct resulted in three factors extracted, which explain
71.98% of the total variance. These factors were renamed as SCRED_SOC,
SCRED_ENVIR and SCRED_PRORES. The SCRED_PRORES factor comprises two
items previously belonging to the construct SCRED_SOC, and related to product
responsibility (SCRED_SOC1 y SCRED_SOC2) (see Appendix A).
Table 1 and Table 2 show the results of linear regression analysis. Regarding the
GSCM_PRAC variable, statistically significant relationships between this and INT_STK
(1%), LN_EMP (10%), SECTOR (5%) and CERTIF (5%) were found in MODEL 1
only. In the rest of models, the dependent variable does not have a relationship with the
independent ones. Regarding the SCREAD_PRAC variable, in the first model, a
statistically significant relationship was found between the dependent variable and
INT_STK (5%). In the second model, SCREAD_PRAC was found to have a statistically
significant relationship with ONG (10%) and CERTIF (10%). And, in the third model,
the same variable has statistically significant relationships with LN_EMP (1%) and
SECTOR (5%).

Table 1. Results from Linear Regression of GSCM practices

Dependent Variable: GSCM_PRAC
Independent Variables MODEL 1 MODEL2 | MODEL3 | MODEL 4
(COMMUN) (NGO) (KNOWL) | (REGUL)

CONSTANT -0,670* -0,031 0,678 -0,624
INT_STK 0,437+%* 0,551 0,180 0,169
LN_EMP 0,210* 0,155 -0,335 0,073
SECTOR -0,839** 0,608 0,834 0,246
CERTIF 0,740** 1,283 0,623 0,126
R? 0,599 0,545 0,316 0,129

N 26 9 22 38

* Significant at 10%  ** Significant at 5%  *** Significant at 1%
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Table 2. Results from Linear Regression of sustainability-oriented innovations (supply chain

strategy redefinition)

Dependent Variable: SCREAD_PRAC

Independent Variables MODEL 1 MODEL 2 | MODEL3 | MODEL 4
(COMMUN) INGO) (KNOWL) (REGUL)

CONSTANT -0,434 -0,518 1,746%+* -0,843%
INT_STK 0,4207%* 0,699* 0,162 0,224
LN_EMP 0,162 -0,033 -0,693%+* 0,117
SECTOR -0,634 0,882 1,306** 0,052
CERTIF 0,582 1,566* 0,092 0,173
R2 0,371 0,760 0,435 0,145
N 26 9 22 38

* Significant at 10% ** Significant at 5% *** Significant at 1%
5. Discussion

The results from the linear regression models show evidence for the effect of
SMEs’ integration with the community on the extent of implementation of both GSCM
and supply chain redefinition practices. This can be explained from the perspective of
stakeholder integration as a process. Stakeholder integration starts with the acquisition of
knowledge about the stakeholder and its demands; then, the company
interacts/collaborates with its stakeholders; and, finally, the firm modifies its strategy and
procedures to adapt to the stakeholder’s demands (Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2010).
According to our linear regression results, the integration between the SMEs that interact
with the community has a major influence on GSCM practices. This is similar to what
was found in the literature regarding the influence of societal stakeholders. According to
Doh & Guay (20006), the influence of the neighboring community or environmental
leaders on the firms’ social and environmental behavior has been growing. Also, Sajjad,
Eweje, & Tappin (2015) conducted an exploratory case study and found that community
and customers’ expectations were highlighted as prime external triggers for SSCM
implementation.
Likewise, several authors point out that product stewardship implies an organizational
capacity not only to coordinate the functional groups within the firm, but to also
integrate the perspective of key external stakeholders, such as environmentalists and
community leaders (Betts, Wiengarten, & Tadisina, 2015; Buysse & Verbeke, 2003,
Darnall, Henriques, & Sadorsky, 2010, Delmas, 2009, Delmas & Toffel, 2004, Neelam,
Suresh, & Sharma, 2014, Ni, 2012). Thus, the original relationship proposed by Stuart
Hart in 1995 is supported by our results: “The companies that adopted product-stewardship
strategies will evidence inclusion of external stakeholders in product-development and planning processes”.
For the group of firms that integrate with NGOs, the results provide some evidence for
the effect of such integration on the implementation of sustainable practices—
environmental and social—involving a redefinition of the supply chain strategy. Some
authors have highlighted the importance of NGOs as drivers of environmental and
social practices displayed by the firm internally and at its supply chain, in a direct or
indirect form (Ubeda, de Burgos Jiménez, & Urefia, 2011). These authors affirm that
companies that adopt advanced environmental strategies usually establish collaboration
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with stakeholders such as the regulator and environmental NGOs in the construction of
environmental standards or norms, and the establishment of voluntary agreements
(Buysse et al., 2003).

The collaboration between enterprises and NGOs encourages environmental innovation,
resulting in higher operational efficiency, as well as new technologies or new green
products (Stafford et al., 2000). In the same way, this type of collaboration represents a
knowledge source about creative ways to rethink operational activities, as well as
addressing stakeholder concerns (Rondinelli and London, 2003). Collaboration with
environmental NGOs can help enhance corporate green image (Hartman and Stafford,
1997, Kumar and Malegeant, 2006; Stafford and Hartman, 1996). Finally, Albino et al.,
(2012) showed that inter-organizational collaboration with NGOs is beneficial for a
company’s overall environmental performance, the management of its environmental
footprint, and the environmental reputation of the company.

For the group of firms that integrate with the community, there is strong evidence for
the positive effect of quality or environmental certifications on the implementation of
GSCM, and some evidence for the effect of this same variable on the implementation of
disruptive practices. The implementation of quality management systems or other
voluntary schemes of certification is related with the adoption of green innovative
activities, being mote effective than public subsidies (Cuerva, Triguero, & Cobreoles,
2014). Moteover, the certification (e.g., in an Environmental Management System) is an
external motivator for firms that are looking for best practices to follow (Daddi et al.,
20106).

There was strong evidence suggesting that for the companies that see the regulator as
their key stakeholder, this relationship does not have an effect in promoting GSCM and
disruptive practices. This result can be explained from institutional theory, which
considers the SME-regulatory dyad given by a coercive mechanism (Zhu, Sarkis and Lai,
2013). In contrast, for the company-community integration couple (Zhu, Sarkis, & Lai,
2013) and the company-NGO (Sancha, Longoni, & Giménez, 2015), the institutional
mechanism is normative. In other words, the integration with the regulator functions as a
coercive driver (Kauppi & Hannibal, 2017) that leads to compliance with the norm, but
does not explain the implementation of GSCM or disruptive sustainable practices. A
previous study carried out in Colombia had shown that the friendlier the regulator policy
style towards innovation is perceived, the greater the importance companies assign to the
regulator’s contribution to the solution of their environmental problems (Moreno-
Mantilla, 2007). Our results could then indicate that the policy style of the regulator in
Colombia does not favor eco-innovation, at least at the SMEs level.

Conclusions

This research attempted to answer whether SMEs’ integration with secondary
stakeholders influences the implementation of sustainable practices in the supply chain,
for the context of an emerging economy. The study followed a web sutrvey strategy for
data collection and data analysis was developed through exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) and linear regression methods. We found strong evidence for the effect of
Colombian SMESs’ integration with the community on the implementation of both
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GSCM practices and sustainable practices involving a redefinition of the supply chain
strategy. There is also some evidence for the effect of NGOs-SMEs integration on the
implementation of disruptive sustainable practices. However, we found no evidence that
integration with the regulator influences the development of any of these types of
practices.

One of the contributions to the literature is our finding that the integration with the
community has a positive effect on the implementation of GSCM practices and
disruptive innovations, in the context of an emerging economy. In particular, regarding
disruptive sustainable practices, sufficient support for such relationship has not been
found in the SMEs innovation literature. Therefore, it is necessary to deepen the
investigation of why and how integrating with the community generates an effect on the
development of sustainable disruptive practices in SMEs. From our study, we can
propose that this type of relationship is instrumental in order to implement practices
such as local soutcing, fair trade, inclusive business, or close loop supply chain. This
implies that the company makes the neighboring community part of its supply chain, for
instance through the implementation of supplier development programs when its
suppliers are constituted by community members.

Another contribution to the literature is the evidence regarding the influence of the
NGO-SMEs dyad in deployment of supply chain redefinition practices. The literature so
far focused on how integration encourages environmental innovation, but of a more
incremental nature. Again, it is necessary to analyze more deeply how integration with
NGOs affects the development of this type of practices, through the analysis of
mechanisms such as inter-organizational transfer of knowledge.

With respect to contributions to practice, the results of this research can serve as a guide
for entities such as the government or NGOs to design their policies aimed at linking
Colombian SMEs in networks and alliances that promote sustainable development, not
only to comply with international and local standards, but also to jointly design new
sustainable innovations that go beyond the continuous improvement approach.

A limitation of this research is that moderating or mediating effects that may affect the
relationship under study were not considered. Recent research in business management
assumes that it is unlikely that performance relationships of environmental protection
practices can be explained with a single model (Aragbén-Correa & A. Rubio-Loépez, 2007;
Lépez-Gamero, Molina-Azorin, & Claver-Cortés, 2009; Wagner, 2007). Thus, the
incorporation of contingent factors endogenous or exogenous to the SMEs is
recommended for future works.

Another limitation of our study has to do with the conceptualization of relationships. As
most previous studies, following stakeholder theory, to better understand how value is
created and distributed, we adopted as unit of analysis the dyadic relationship between a
SME and the key stakeholder. However, to better describe how organizations respond to
stakeholders, the multiple and interdependent interactions that simultaneously exist in
stakeholder environments must be considered (Fliaster & Kolloch, 2017). Following
Fliaster & Kolloch (2017, p. 4), we believe that future research should then focus on
exploring the impact of network ties of primary and secondary stakeholders on the
implementation of sustainable innovations. For instance, SMEs with simultaneous
evidence of development of advanced sustainable practices and integration with non-
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economic stakeholders could be studied using a multiple case study strategy.
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