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Abstract 

China’s current development model presents an over-emphasis on short-term economic gains 

over long-term sustainable development. As business activities play a crucial role in creating 

and solving such problems, firms are increasingly encouraged to take the initiative to contribute 

to the future. However, most companies in emerging economies are competing in the world 

market based on cost advantages. These firms, being predominantly small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) with limited resources, tend to favour short-term financial gains over long-

term sustainability. It is clear that firms with a short-sighted focus on economic gains are not 

truly sustainable and those aiming for sustaining success need to balance various sustainability 

initiatives to meet current targets without compromising future prosperity. This chapter aims 

to provide insights on the status quo of sustainable development in the context of emerging 

economies’ manufacturing sector. A systematic review of theories and empirical studies was 

conducted to clarify the research pathways on sustainability. Case studies with eight Chinese 

automotive companies were also carried out, and future research directions are proposed based 

on the findings. 

 

Keywords: Sustainable practices; capabilities; performance; empirical evidence; China; case 

study. 

 

1. Theoretical perspective on corporate sustainability (CS) 

CS is defined as “development that meets the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders 

expectations (such as shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, the local communities, 

etc.), without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders” [15], in 

accordance with the official definition of sustainability by [53]. From the definition, a 

sustainable company should have the ability to create profit for its shareholders while 

protecting the environment and improving the lives of all stakeholders [44]. Three pillars 

jointly support sustainability, namely, environmental integrity, economic prosperity and social 

equity [4] with the intersection being true sustainability. It is the balanced development and 

healthy interaction of these three dimensions that ensures the sustainable development of 

business and the society.  

 

Organizational theories mainly play two types of roles in existing sustainability research. The 

first stream of theories, including the stakeholder theory and the institutional theory, are mainly 

used to explain firms’ adoption of sustainability initiatives from an external perspective. The 



second group of theories, including the Resource-based View (RBV), the Natural Resource-

based View (NRBV), the Practice-based View (PBV), and the Dynamic Capabilities View 

(DCV), are employed to explain the internal motivation of firms’ adoption of sustainability. 

The following section presents a detailed review of these theories and how they have been used 

in studies on sustainability.  

 

1.1 External drivers of CS 

Stakeholder theory 

Stakeholder theory proposes that firms survive and make profits by satisfying different 

stakeholder groups [12]. Stakeholder pressures are widely proven to be a major driver of CS. 

[12] believes that firms can improve their bottom line by properly responding to stakeholder 

concerns. According to [20], there is a positive relationship between stakeholder pressure and 

firms’ adoption of environmental management practices. [13] also provide empirical support 

for the positive impact of stakeholder pressure on firm environmental proactivity. Further, [1] 

report that stakeholder pressure, legislation and perceived benefits have a direct influence on 

the implementation of environmental manufacturing practices and firm performance. 

Stakeholder pressure, therefore, plays a crucial role in the formation of corporate change 

toward sustainability. 

 

Institutional theory 

Different from stakeholder theory, institutional theory explains the way in which external 

institutional forces influence firms’ adoption of an organizational practice [43]. [14] identify 

three forms of mechanisms through which isomorphic change takes place, namely, coercion, 

mimesis, and norms. Institutional theory has been widely applied to studies on CS. For example, 

[58] found that both international and domestic coercive, normative and mimetic pressures 

have forced Chinese firms to achieve their diverse objectives of sustainability.  

 

1.2 Internal motivations of CS 

Resource-based View (RBV) 

As a dominant paradigm in strategic management, the RBV has been increasingly extended to 

other research fields such as operations management, marketing, and management sub-

disciplines, like human resource management and entrepreneurship [26]. The origin of the 

RBV dates back to [39] who argued that a firm’s internal growth and external expansion 

through merger, acquisition and diversification are due to the manner in which its resources 



are employed. [5] first formalizes the RBV and explains how valuable, rare, inimitable and 

non-substitutable (VRIN) resources can provide organizations with a competitive advantage. 

It is believed that when internal resources of an organization can be leveraged to help guard 

against external forces that may have a negative influence on performance, this organization is 

likely to enjoy a competitive advantage over its competitors [7].  

 

The RBV is one of the most widely adopted theoretical lenses in sustainability-related 

management research. [4] justifies the applicability of the RBV in the context of CS with three 

points. Firstly, it has been well proven that CS can affect firm performance. Secondly, 

investment of financial and/or human resources are required for firms to shift towards 

sustainability. Thirdly, new opportunities such as international experience, capital management 

capabilities, and organizational slack can be created through changes in technology, legislation, 

and market forces from corporate sustainable development. Researchers use the RBV to 

explain the relationship between the environmental/social sustainability and business 

performance (e.g., [46]). The RBV serves as the optimal theoretical basis for studies on the 

potential competitive effects of sustainability strategies. 

 

Natural Resource-based View (NRBV) 

[24] point out that the constraints imposed by the natural environment have been ignored by 

the RBV and on this basis the Natural Resource-based View (NRBV) is proposed. The NRBV 

argues that business organizations are dependent on, and in the meantime constrained by, 

resources offered by the natural environment to prosper and flourish [52]. Firms need to 

develop the capability to exploit and preserve natural resources to achieve superior 

performance [24]. The NRBV mainly connects with sustainability in terms of the 

environmental dimension. From the NRBV perspective, the development of the green 

capabilities motivates firms to shift from the reactive to the proactive end of environmental 

spectrum, in which they develop preventive approaches instead of using end-of-pipe solutions 

to deal with environmental problems [19]. However, from a sustainability perspective, the 

NRBV is fragmented because it ignores the social [30] and the economic dimensions. More 

importantly, the synergistic effect of a simultaneous implementation of different kinds of CS 

practices on capability development is not captured in the NRBV.  

 

The Practice-based View (PBV)  



Recently researchers have started to question the applicability of the RBV in studies looking at 

contemporary issues. [6] believe that the RBV is not appropriate when explaining performance 

differences across firms that are a result of the implementation of the same practices. A practice 

refers to “a defined activity or set of activities that a variety of firms might execute” [6]. 

Different from the central argument of the RBV, which suggests that a firm’s competitive 

advantage comes from the possession of VRIN resources, the PBV believes that operational 

and management practices are in no way valuable, rare, inimitable, or non-substitutable [6] and 

their performance implications are not the same as sustained competitive advantage.  

Practices as standard procedures [56], are publicly available without any “isolating 

mechanisms” [6]. Literature provides empirical evidence that the effective implementation of 

some publicly available practices leads to tremendous performance improvement (e.g., [57], 

[23]). This contrasts with the proposed independent variable specified in the RBV. On the other 

hand, firm or business unit performance improvement does not equal “sustained competitive 

advantage”, the dependent variable in the RBV. “Advantage” implies comparisons with peers, 

and “sustained” needs further specification on the exact time length. In fact, very few empirical 

studies have measured competitive advantage or sustained competitive advantage [6]. From a 

review of 55 empirical articles using the RBV as the theoretical lens, [35] found that the 

majority of them (93%) used performance as the dependent variable. Only 16% of the reviewed 

articles used competitive advantage as the dependent variable and even fewer used sustained 

competitive advantage (2%). This summary indicates the misunderstanding in the capture of 

RBV outcomes in existing empirical studies. Based on [6], the PBV is the optimal lens through 

which the effect of CS practices on performance is examined.   

 

Dynamic Capabilities View (DCV) 

Capabilities are “high-level routines or bundles of routines” which refer to “organizational 

processes that utilize clusters of resources to achieve desired outcomes” [38]. The DCV was 

developed from the RBV of the firm. The RBV is criticized as being “static” which neglects 

the influence of the dynamic market [16]. That is, it generally relies on protecting and 

leveraging existing resources [42] and fails to address how future resources can be created, and 

how the currently-possessed resources can be refreshed according to the new requirements of 

the changing environment [2]. According to [8], in the current business environment which is 

dynamic and highly competitive, the real source of competitive advantage lies in a firm’s ability 

to consistently meet environmental changes, as well as to change the industry structure. It is 

not the VRIN resources per se that create and maintain a competitive advantage; instead, it is 



the firm’s capability to constantly update its resources and operational capabilities to keep pace 

with the changing environment that is the key to success [9].  

 

[49] define dynamic capabilities as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure 

internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments”. Such 

capabilities are path-dependent, and are shaped by the decisions made by an organization 

throughout its history, the assets it holds and its leaning activities [2].  

 

The DCV has been increasingly applied to the context of CS. [42] explains the impact of ISO 

14001 on firm emission performance based on the DCV. He found that early adoption of ISO 

14001 to be associated with lower emissions; the longer a facility operates ISO 14001, the 

lower its emissions. As found in [42], early adoption of ISO 14001 and the continued use of 

path dependent learning to strengthen the application are considered as crucial ways to build 

dynamic capabilities. Similarly, [27] identify a positive relationship between firms’ dynamic 

capabilities (the adoption of advanced technology, experiences with inter-firm relations, and 

capacity for product innovation) and environmental management practices. [55], through an 

in-depth case study of the Chinese leading Telecom company, Huawei, find empirical evidence 

that dynamic capabilities (dynamic scanning, identification, and reconfiguration) facilitate 

firms’ strategic change toward sustainability (which involves the implementation of various 

sustainable practices). According to [55], firms with higher levels of dynamic capabilities are 

more effective in detecting stakeholder requirements, seizing sustainability opportunities to 

meet rapidly changing needs and reconfiguring the existing functional capabilities for corporate 

sustainability. 

 

2. Review of empirical studies on CS 

An increasing body of empirical research has investigated sustainability from the Triple-

Bottom-Line (3BL) perspective [17]. Instead of regarding CS as simply environmental or social 

issues, these studies acknowledge the coexistence of all three dimensions of sustainability. 

Some attempt to clarify the specific practices in each dimension [3]. Others focus on the impact 

of environmental and social sustainability on economic or overall sustainability performance. 

In general, CS practices have been found to be positively related to sustainability performance 

with different levels of strength and time required ([11], [21], [31]), and firms need to properly 

balance the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of CS to maintain the optimal 



sustainable operations in the context of stiff market competition [50]. A summary of such 

studies is presented in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: examples of empirical research on CS 

Authors Relationship Addressed Main Findings 

Chang and Kuo, 2008 CS & FP CS positively relates to FP. 

Pullman et al., 2009 EP and SP & performance CS practices improve quality 

performance, which in turn lead to 

better cost performance. 

Gimenez et al., 2012 Green & 3BL 

Social & 3BL 

Internal EP positively relate to 3BL 

performance while internal SP 

positively relate only to social and 

environmental performance. 

Kurapatskie and Darnall, 

2013 

CS & FP Both lower- and higher-order 

sustainability activities positively 

relate to FP.  

Govindan et al., 2014 Lean, resilient and green supply 

chain management and supply 

chain sustainability 

Green supply chain management 

practices positively associate with 

supply chain sustainability. 

Luzzini et al., 2015 Sustainability commitment & 

3BL 

Sustainability commitment 

positively relates to firm 

collaborative capabilities, and firm 

collaborative capabilities positively 

relate to 3BL performance.  

Tomsic et al., 2015 CS & Economic performance CS positively relates to the economic 

performance of SMEs. 

Wu et al., 2015 Integrated lean, EP and SP& 

sustainability performance 

The implementation of the integrated 

sustainability practices has stronger 

impact on the 3BL performance than 

individual practice implementation. 

(FP: financial performance; EP: environmental performance; SP: social performance) 

 

3. Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative approach based on case studies. The case companies were 

drawn from a population including companies of varying sizes, ownership types, and supply 

chain positions. In order to better capture the long-term CS development, firms with an 

operating time of less than five years are not considered.  

 



A total of eight (8) samples were drawn from the population. Both primary and secondary data 

were obtained from the case companies. Primary data were collected from semi-structured 

interviews with managers and experienced operations staff. In addition to primary data, 

secondary data such as company annual reports (when available), CSR reports and other 

internal materials were also provided by the case companies. Relevant news releases (both 

negative and positive) on the case companies were also used to supplement the collected 

information. Triangulation of data sources enhanced the reliability of the research findings [16]. 

 

3.1 Case company profiles 

For ethical reasons, and in order to encourage respondents’ openness, the real names of the 

case companies and the interviewees are not revealed at any stage of the research. Therefore, 

A, B, C, D, E, F, G, and H are used to refer to them respectively. Brief introductions of the case 

companies are given below and in Table 2. 

 

Company A is a Chinese private enterprise established in 1987. The automotive business is 

only one of the sectors in which it operates, and others include travel and construction. 

Hereafter Company A refers to the automotive section of the organization. Its main products 

include seating systems, exterior and interior decoration systems, air conditioning systems, 

lighting systems, etc.. Currently, A has seven major production bases in China and four sales 

and aftersales service centres across the world. Over 1,500 workers are employed and the 

company is ISO 14001, TS16949 and ISO 9002 certified.  

 

Company B was established in 1992 and has grown steadily ever since. It was started as a small 

and humble factory in Ningbo City, the Yangtze River Delta. In 1997, the company 

amalgamated its branches to form the Group, which was later (in 2005) listed on the Hong 

Kong Stock Exchange. Currently, Company B is a leading auto supplier in China in design, 

manufacturing and sales of structural body parts, roof racks, seat frame systems, trims and 

decorative parts of passenger vehicles. It supplies to world-renowned automotive companies 

such as Ford, GM, and Nissan, and its customers represent over 80% of the total global auto 

market share. To date, Company B has established an extensive production network in 

mainland China with production facilities in eastern, southern, northern and central China. It 

has also established overseas design and sales centres in the USA, Germany, and Japan, and 

production plants in developing countries such as Mexico and Thailand. Company B currently 

employs over 7,000 workers and it is TS 16949, ISO 14001, ISO 18001 and ISO 9001 certified.  



 

Table 2: Case profiles 

Case Size Age Position Location  Product Interviewee 

A 1,500 33 Tier-1 Ningbo seating systems, exterior 

and interior decoration 

systems, air conditioning 

systems and lighting 

systems 

CEO and operations 

manager 

B 7,300 28 Tier-1 Ningbo Body structural parts, trims 

and decorative parts  

Operations manager 

C  18,000 23 End 

assembler 

Ningbo Passenger vehicles Production and 

logistics staff 

D 5,000 18 End 

assembler 

Beijing Passenger vehicles Experienced operations 

staff 

E 5,000 27 End 

assembler 

Zhengzhou Passenger vehicles Operations manager; 

design staff; R&D 

staff; head of CSR 

department 

F 16,000 23 Tier-1 Shanghai Seating systems for 

passenger vehicles 

Engineer and 

experienced operations 

staff 

G 195 29 Tier-1 Ningbo Clutch booster pump CEO 

H 100 14 Tier-2 Ningbo Dashboard skin Operations manager 

 

Company C is a private Chinese auto company whose headquarter is located in the Yangtze 

River Delta. The company began business in 1997 and is now ranked among the top 10 

automotive enterprises in China with employee numbers of over 18,000. Company C has 

manufacturing bases distributed widely in China and overseas design canters in Sweden, Spain, 

and the US. The company has obtained the Environmental Management System Certification 

ISO 14001:2004 and Quality Management Systems Certifications of ISO 9001 and 

TS16949:2009. 

Company D, a joint venture established in 2002, has experienced continued growth in terms of 

sales and revenue. It is located in the Bohai Sea Region where it currently has three assembly 

plants, three engine plants, and a technological centre. The company pays special attention to 

the control of environmental impact of its production process by engaging in various 

environmental programs such as cleaner production and solid waste management. In terms of 



social responsibility, Company D emphasizes support for education and sport, desert 

management and philanthropic donations. The company employs over 5,000 workers and is 

ISO 14001 certified.  

 

Company E, established in 1993 jointly by a Chinese vehicle assembler and a leading foreign 

automotive company, is located in Zhengzhou City, in central mainland China. Currently, it 

has over 5,000 full time employees. Its main products are pickup trucks and sport utility 

vehicles (SUVs). The company has capabilities in R&D, supply chain management, production 

and manufacturing, and sales and service. Company E is ISO 14001 and ISO 9001 certified. 

Company F is a leading producer of vehicle seating systems in China with employees 

numbering over 16,000 all over China. It is a joint venture established in 1997 with 

headquarters located in Shanghai, the Yangtze River Delta. The company is QS 9000, ISO 

9001 and ISO 14001 certified.  

 

Company G is a small private enterprise located in Ningbo, in the Yangtze River Delta. 

Established in 1991, the company has been growing steadily. Its main product is clutch booster 

pumps. There are about 200 full time employees currently working for the company, 15 of 

which are technicians. The company has obtained ISO 14001 and ISO 9001 certificates. 

 

Company H is a foreign company. Its China branches are located in Shanghai and Ningbo, in 

the Yangtze River Delta. The company has a history of more than 200 years, and its first China 

plant was established in 2006 in Ningbo. To date, the company has five plants across mainland 

China. In this study, Company H is used to refer to the Ningbo plant only, who has 

approximately 100 full time employees currently. 

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted following the guidelines shown in Table 3. General 

questions aim to capture the basic information of the case companies, which is useful for cross-

case comparisons. After the general questions, firms were asked to provide information on 

motivations, benefits, and support achieved through the implementation of each sustainability 

practice. They were also asked to provide the time it took for them to realize the desired benefits 

of implementing these practices.  

 

 

 



 

Table 3: List of interview questions 

General questions: 

1. What is the ownership type of your organization (private, joint venture, state-owned or 

foreign)? 

2. What is the number of full-time staff in your organization? 

3. How long has your organization been in operation? 

4. Is your organization implementing CS practices? If yes, what are they? 

Sustainability practices, capabilities and performance (asked in the sequence of lean, green 

and social):  

1. What do sustainability practices mean to you? What are the sustainability practices your 

organization is currently implementing? 

2. Why did your firm begin to implement CSpractices? 

3. What are the specific CS practices your organization is currently implementing? 

4. How does your organization implement the CS practice? (What support is given to the 

implementation, etc.) 

5. What benefits have you realized from implementing each of these CS practices? (Both tangible 

and intangible) 

6. (If the interviewee mentions benefits related to intangible aspects) How does it influence the 

performance of your organization? 

7. How long did your firm realize the benefits of implementing CS practices? What has happened 

after your organization realized the benefits? 

 

3.2 Data analysis 

Using content analysis, both within- and cross-case analyses were applied to the data collected 

from the case companies. Content analysis is defined as “a systematic, replicable technique for 

compressing many words of text into fewer content categories based on explicit rules of coding” 

[34]. The outcome of content analysis is simplified and organized information of each case 

company, which makes cross-case comparative analysis easier.  

 

The procedures of data analysis are as follows. First of all, based on the research questions, 

common themes were developed: 

• motivations for sustainability practice implementation; 

• specific sustainability practices currently implemented;  

• supports for the better implementation of sustainability practices; 



• short-term benefits of sustainability practices; 

• long-term benefits of sustainability practices; and  

• time length for the desired benefits to be realized. 

 

The next step is the data coding process. The coding of qualitative data followed [25]. At the 

first stage, the interviews were transcribed and anonymized for code development. Then, both 

inductive and deductive approaches were used to develop codes. Deductive codes were first 

developed based on literature, including “motivations of CS practice implementation”, “CS 

practices implemented”, “operational improvement and innovation capabilities”, and “short- 

and long-term benefits”. After all deductive codes were identified, a codebook was developed 

where relevant information from the interview transcripts was summarized and entered.  

 

The next stage of coding development is inductive. All the transcripts and notes were revisited 

for novel concepts and ideas. Inductive codes such as “how short- and long-term sustainability 

influence each other”, “role of product in sustainability”, “influence of companies’ position in 

the supply chain on sustainable development” were further identified. Finally, only those 

closely relevant to the research objectives were added to the codebook. 

 

The second round of coding is more structured. It is done in order to rate the companies in 

terms of sustainability practice implementation, capabilities and sustainability performance 

based on a comprehensive list of items identified from the literature (Table 4). Items in each 

category were divided into short- and long-term ones based on opinion of the interviewees. 

Codes of “high”, “medium” and “low” are created for this purpose. For sustainability practices 

and capabilities, if a company reports more than 60% of the items in each category, it is coded 

as “high” in terms of this category. Similarly, a coverage of 40% to 60% of the items is coded 

as “medium” and that below 40% is “low”. For sustainability performance, if a company 

reported an increase rate of more than 30%, it is coded as “high”. 10% to 30% is “medium” 

and an increase of less than 10% is coded as “low”. The coding results are summarized in Table 

5. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 4: List of sustainability practices, capabilities and performance 

CS Practices 
Short-term CS practices 

([21], [47]) 

• Lot size reductions 

• JIT/continuous flow production 

• Pull system 

• Cellular manufacturing 

• Cycle time reductions 

• Focused factory production systems 

• Agile manufacturing strategies 

• Quick changeover techniques 

• Bottleneck/constraint removal 

• Reengineered production processes 

• Competitive benchmarking 

• Quality management programs 

• Total quality management 

• Process capability measurements 

• Formal continuous improvement program 

• Predictive or preventive maintenance 

• Maintenance optimization 

• Safety improvement programs 

• Planning and scheduling strategies 

• New process equipment or technologies 

• Self-directed work teams 

• Flexible, cross-functional workforce 

• ISO 14001 certification 

• Reduce raw material quantity 

• Reduce raw material variety 

• Avoid hazardous/harmful/toxic materials 

• Internal environmental policy 

• Reduce emissions 

• Reduce discharges 

Long-term CS practices ([21], 

[39], [46]) 

• Solid wastes recycling 

• Packages recycling 

• Wastewater recycling 

• Waste prevention 

• Waste reduction 

• Waste management 

• Employee welfare 

• Employee training and self-development 

• Equality (female, the disabled, the minority) 

• Working and living conditions improvement 

• Employee satisfaction 

• Quality of the products 

• Customer care 

• Customer education on environmental and safety issues 

• Customer satisfaction 

• Fair and transparent transactions 

• Supplier education on sustainability issues 

• Effective communications 

• Philanthropic activities 

Capabilities 



Improvement 

([37], [55]) 

• Continuously standardized production processes 

• Continuously simplified production processes 

• Continuously reduced waste and variance 

• The use of the past successes and failures in improving processes 

continuously 

• Continuous improvement 

• Process management 

• Leadership involvement 

Innovation 

([37], [55]) 

• Innovations created that made the prevailing processes obsolete 

• Innovations created that fundamentally changed the prevailing 

processes 

• Innovations created that made the existing expertise in prevailing 

processes obsolete 

• Search for new technologies 

• Cross-functional product design 

• Processes and equipment development 

Sustainability Performance 

Short-term sustainability 

performance [56] 

• ROA 

• ROS 

• Cost reduction & sales increase from sustainable practices 

• Reduction of air emissions 

• Reduction of wastewater generation 

• Reduction of solid waste disposal 

• Reduction of consumption of hazardous/harmful/toxic materials 

• Reduction of energy consumption 

Long-term sustainability 

performance [32] 

• Improvement of long-term profitability 

• Improvement of social reputation 

• Improvement in number of social awards 

 

Table 5: Summary of coding results 

Company Sustainability practices Capabilities Sustainability performance 

A Short-term: medium 

Long-term: high 

Short-term: medium 

Long-term: low 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: medium 

B Short-term: medium 

Long-term: high 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: medium 

Short-term: high  

Long-term: medium 

C Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

D Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

E Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: medium  

Short-term: high 

Long-term: high 

F Short-term: high 

Long-term: medium 

Short-term: medium 

Long-term: medium 

Short-term: high 

Long-term: medium 

G Short-term: low 

Long-term: medium 

Short-term: medium  

Long-term: low 

Short-term: high  

Long-term: medium 

H Short-term: high Short-term: high Short-term: high 



Long-term: medium Long-term: medium Long-term: medium 

 

4. Findings 

4.1 Within-case analysis 

Within-case analysis results reveal the status quo of the sustainable development of each case 

company. Questions on motivations for adopting sustainability practices reflect the firms’ 

perceived stakeholder pressures and their desired benefits. Specific sustainability practices 

currently implemented show the depth and breadth of firms’ sustainability involvement. 

Support given to the implementation of sustainability practices provides information on the 

capability-building efforts of the case firms. Benefits (both tangible and intangible) realized 

from the implementation of each sustainability practice reveal the causal relationship between 

sustainability practices and capabilities and/or performance. Lastly, the time it took for the 

firms to realize the desired benefits associated with the implementation of sustainability 

practices reflects the applicability of the time featured sustainability concept in the real business 

context. It also provides supporting evidence for the categorization of short- and long-term 

sustainability. Findings are summarized in Table 6.  

 

Table 6: Summary of findings 

  Motivation Support Benefit Time 

A Short-term Successful auto 

companies 

Environmental and 

safety regulations 

Strong leadership support 

Training existing people  

Hiring external people who 

have relevant knowledge  

Visiting other auto companies 

regularly 

Frequent internal 

communications 

Enhanced product quality 

More skilled and 

competent staff 

Gradually standardized 

process 

Cost savings 

The firm has 

been 

experiencing 

the benefits 

continuously 

since 

implementation  

Long-term Self-motivated, the 

firm’s sense of 

responsibility 

Effective information sharing 

with stakeholders  

A fixed budget for social 

purpose  

Support from the local 

community 

Employee loyalty 

Stable cooperation with 

suppliers 

Years 

B Short-term Successful auto 

companies and the  

environmental and 

safety regulations 

Leadership support 

Experts from outside 

Regular training programs 

Frequent internal and external 

communications 

Formation of problem-solving 

team  

Waste reductions 

Standardized processes 

Strengthened 

relationships with 

customers 

Cost savings 

Business increase 

Within a year 

of 

implementation 

Long-term Sense of 

responsibility of the 

firm 

An increasing budget for 

social purpose 

The establishment of various 

facilities such as a gym for 

employees  

Strong employee loyalty 

Better corporate 

reputation in the local 

community 

No specific 

time length 

given  

C Short-term Successful auto 

companies 

Leadership support; 

External and internal learning 

and communications; 

Improved product 

quality; 

Simplified processes; 

Improvement 

can be seen 

every day since 



Environmental and 

safety regulations 

Competitors 

 Increased sales and 

productivity; 

A better position in the 

world marketplace 

the 

implementation 

Long-term Sense of 

responsibility and 

the belief in giving 

back to society 

The need to 

enhance the 

company’s 

reputation  

A fixed proportion of profit 

goes to social use 

Better responsiveness to 

market changes 

The attraction of talent 

Strengthened stakeholder 

relations 

Increased sales and 

customer loyalty 

Began to 

realize the 

desired 

benefits in 2 to 

3 years  

D Short-term The home company 

Environmental and 

safety regulations 

The competitors 

Leadership support 

External and internal learning 

and communications 

 

Standardized process and 

enhanced product quality 

Reduced costs and 

increased profit 

Strengthened customer 

and supplier relations 

Immediately 

after the 

implementation 

and the 

benefits are on-

going 

Long-term The right thing to 

do 

The need to 

promote the brand 

A fixed proportion of profit 

goes to social use 

Strengthened stakeholder 

relations 

Increased sales 

High level of employee 

and customer loyalty 

2-3 years 

E Short-term Successful auto 

companies 

Environmental and 

safety regulations 

Leadership support 

External and internal learning 

and communications 

Standardized process and 

enhanced product quality 

Reduced costs and 

increased profit 

Strengthened customer 

and supplier relations 

Improvement 

can be seen 

every day since 

implementation 

Long-term Competitors 

Sense of 

responsibility 

The need to 

promote the brand 

A fixed proportion of profit 

goes to social use 

Strengthened stakeholder 

relations 

Increased sales 

High level of employee 

and customer loyalty 

Increased visibility of the 

brand in China 

No specific 

time given  

F Short-term Successful auto 

companies 

Environmental and 

safety regulations 

Leadership support 

External and internal learning 

and communications 

Standardized process and 

enhanced product quality 

Reduced costs and 

increased profit 

Strengthened customer 

and supplier relations 

Benefits are 

perceived on a 

continuous 

basis 

Long-term Stakeholder 

pressures 

Sense of 

responsibility 

A fixed proportion of profit 

goes to social use 

Strengthened stakeholder 

relations 

Increased sales 

High level of employee 

and customer loyalty 

More than 5 

years 

G Short-term Successful auto 

companies 

Training existing people 

Hiring professionals 

Frequent communications 

with other organizations 

Constantly standardized 

processes 

Reduced costs  

2 to 3 months 

Long-term Stakeholder 

pressures (local 

government) 

Development stage 

of the firms 

Leadership support Satisfaction of 

government requirements 

No benefits to 

the firm 

perceived so 

far  

H Short-term Successful auto 

companies 

Environmental and 

safety regulations 

and internal 

environmental 

policy from the 

home company 

The highly 

polluting nature of 

Leadership support 

Frequently communications 

with other branches of the 

company 

Standardized process and 

enhanced product quality 

Reduced costs and 

increased profit 

 

Immediately 

after 

implementation 



the raw material 

(chemical) 

Long-term Self-motivated 

Requirements of the 

home company 

A fixed budget for employee 

welfare 

Strong employee loyalty No definite 

length of time 

can be 

mentioned. 

Can be seen 

gradually 

 

Lean practices have been mentioned by all companies as an important part of CS. As shown in 

Table 6, almost all the case companies were motivated by the successful cases (mostly Japanese 

auto firms) of lean practices implementation. Firms implement various lean practices for the 

pursuit of waste reduction, efficiency enhancement, and profit improvement. The respondents 

reported that their organizations began to realize the desired benefits in two months to one year 

following the appropriate implementation. They also pointed out that the benefits of lean 

practices become more profound with the deepening of lean implementation. This is because 

improvement is a never-ending task and the more deeply a firm engages in lean practices, the 

more benefits it will realize. To better implement lean practices, companies usually need to 

learn by sending people to successful companies where they can observe best practice. 

Companies also engage in formal training programs organized by specialized agencies. Lean 

experts are among the top talent that every firm seeks to employ. In addition to learning from 

successful companies and training agencies, information sharing sessions happen frequently 

among peer firms. Internal learning is also important for lean implementation. All case 

companies reported the establishment of a lean group composed of one staff member from each 

department. They meet regularly (once or twice a month) to discuss existing problems, 

achievements, and possible ways for further improvement. Past experience (both success and 

failure) plays an important role in internal learning. All these actions reflect the leadership 

support and resource allocations for lean implementation by the case firms. The benefits of 

lean implementation mentioned by the interviewees include: gradually standardized processes; 

enhanced efficiencies; reduced variances and waste; improved cost savings; the development 

of a responsible and saving organizational culture; improvement in product quality; quicker 

responsiveness to change; development of skilled personnel; improved problem-solving 

capability; simplified processes and procedures; increased driving forces to develop better 

products and processes; and enhanced competitiveness in the marketplace. While some of these 

benefits can be seen as tangible (such as performance improvement), others are more intangible 

(suck as capabilities improvement).  

 



Another crucial aspect of CS reported by the interviewees is green/environmental management. 

The implementation of green practices by the case firms resulted from a combination of 

external pressures and an internal drive. Both national and regional environmental regulations 

have been pressuring auto companies to adopt reactive environmental activities such as the 

end-of-pipe solutions to emissions and sewage, noise control, and solid waste management. 

Environmental Management Systems (EMS) certifications such as ISO 14001 have been 

obtained mainly due to customer requirements, especially those from western countries. Some 

case companies such as C, D, and H are more proactive in the environmental aspect. They 

voluntarily design more environmental-friendly products, have replaced traditional fuel-

consuming equipment with a natural gas equivalent, and engage in recycling wherever possible. 

For the reactive, regulation-driven environmental actions, firms reported that they can realize 

the benefits in one to six months. However, it is uncertain how proactive and voluntary 

environmental practices to be translated into actual benefits. Organizational support such as 

leadership attention and resource investment (funds, people, and time) are needed for the 

implementation of environmental practices. The realized and desired benefits of environmental 

actions reported by the case companies include the compliance of environmental regulations, 

stakeholder satisfaction and corporate image upgrading, the attraction of more environmentally 

conscious customers, more efficient processes, reduced waste, the development of new 

products and process which have environmental features, cost savings, and a better natural 

environment for humans, including for the next generation. Like lean, while some of the 

benefits are associated with enhanced tangible performance, others can be interpreted as 

operational improvement and innovation capabilities.  

 

Social responsibility is also seen as an important element of CS, according to the interviewees. 

Similar to environmental practices, the implementation of socially-responsible practices is 

mainly a result of stakeholder pressures, though some interviewees mentioned the social 

responsibility of relatively mature firms. The time needed for firms to realize the benefits of 

implementing social activities varies from half a year to “never”, as reported by the 

interviewees. For employee-related practices such as training firms can experience enhanced 

worker productivity immediately after they are trained. The adoption of practices aimed at 

ensuring employee working safety has even faster benefits in terms of regulation compliance. 

However, for philanthropic donations made by the firms, though a better corporate image could 

be expected, only three case companies perceive a benefit (C, D and E), while the remainder 

engage in this activity only because of coercive pressures. Benefits of social practice 



implementation reported by the interviewees include: increased worker productivity; the 

development of new (human- and environmental-friendly) products/processes; strengthened 

stakeholder relations; enhanced employee loyalty; improved customer satisfaction; improved 

corporate reputation; as well as increased sales and thus revenue.  

 

Based on information provided by interviewees, lean practices and regulatory environmental 

practices are usually seen as short-term sustainability as they show quicker benefit realization. 

On the other hand, proactive environmental practices and social practices are long-term 

sustainability practices whose benefits are relatively longer-term and uncertain. Table 7 

summarizes the short- and long-term CS practices currently implemented by the case 

companies. 

 

Table 7: Summary of short- and long-term sustainability practices 

Case 

Company 

Short-term CS practices 

implemented 

Long-term CS practices implemented 

A • 6 sigma (failed) 

• TPM (regular checking and 

maintenance of equipment) 

• JIT 

• Inventory management 

• ISO 14000 

• Cooperation with third-party 

organizations for the collection of 

usable parts 

• Regular systematic training for all 

employees 

• Employee working condition improvement 

• Accommodation, food and daily supplies 

for employees 

• Constant introduction of talent 

• Better compensation for multi-skilled 

workers 

• Equal treatment to all employees 

• Fair and transparent cooperation with 

suppliers; no delay in payment 

• Provide monthly support for local residents 

over 60 years old 

B • Problem and waste identification 

• JIT 

• 6 sigma 

• 5s 

• TQM 

• An emphasis on continuous 

improvement 

• Emissions and noise control 

• The use of energy-efficient equipment 

• ISO 14000, 18001 

• Regular training for employees 

• Equal treatment of women and the disabled 

• Employee caring center  

• Multiple channels for employee voice 

• Establishment of plants near customers 

• Transparent cooperation with suppliers 

• Customer first 

• Special support for education, orphans and 

the disabled 

• Philanthropic donations to disaster areas 

C • Waste and problem identification 

• TQM 

• PULL 

• SPC 

• Regular maintenance of machines and 

other equipment 

• Inventory management (3-day 

inventory) 

• Cell production 

• The development of environmentally-

friendly interior parts 

• Regular training for employees  

• Constant improvement of the working 

conditions and accommodation 

• Regular customer surveys 

• Special customer caring programs 

• Strategic supplier management 

• Special support for education 



• ISO 14001 

• The avoidance of harmful raw 

materials wherever possible 

• Waste recycling (cooling water only so 

far) 

• Replacement of some fuel-using 

equipment by natural gas equivalent 

• Philanthropic donations to disaster areas 

• Community services (free vehicle 

checking, public lectures, etc)  

D • PULL 

• TQM 

• TPM 

• SPC 

• Equipment layout 

• Inventory management (1-4-hour 

inventory) 

• The reduction of emissions (CO2 and 

VOC) 

• The reduction of harmful and toxic 

materials 

• The reduction of solid waste 

• The reduction of energy use 

• Heavy investment on sewage 

management 

• 100% recycling of industrial waste 

• ISO 14001 

• Multiple ways for employees to voice 

opinions/concerns 

• Continuous improvement of employee 

welfare 

• Various training for employees; 30 

credits/year required 

• A specialized department for customer to 

voice complaints and satisfaction 

• Transparent purchasing procedures 

• Philanthropic donations to disaster areas 

• Special support for education, sport, and 

the arts 

E • Strict quality management procedures 

• JIT  

• PULL 

• TPM 

• TQM 

• SPC 

• Inventory management 

• ISO 14001 

• Regular employee training 

• Employee satisfaction enhancement efforts 

• Customer satisfaction enhancement efforts 

• Transparent relationships with suppliers 

• Tree planting 

• Contributions to desert management 

• Donation of products wherever needed 

• Charity fund 

F • Pull 

• Layout  

• Regular maintenance of equipment 

• Quality management 

• 5s 

• 0 inventory for finished products; a-

weekly inventory for raw materials 

• JIT 

• Multi-skilled workers 

• Compliance with environmental laws 

and regulations 

• Proper control of the use of harmful 

but necessary materials 

• LCA 

• Sewage and solid wastes handled by 

third-party organizations 

• Filter applied to emissions 

• Recycling of packages 

• ISO 14000, 18000 

• An emphasis on employee working 

safety 

• Employee welfare improvement based on 

performance 

• Training for the self-development of 

employees 

• Employee working condition improvement 

• Multiple ways for employees to get their 

voice heard 

• Specialized department for customer 

voices to be heard 

• Transparent co-operation with suppliers; 

supplier selection based on capabilities and 

price 

• Philanthropic donations to society and 

special support for education 

G • Just begun to implement lean practices 

• JIT delivery (establish plants and 

transfer warehouses near customers) 

• A whole set of salary management system 

• Equal treatment of the disabled and female 

employees 

• Regular training for employees 



• Design the motions from a technical 

perspective 

• The identification of wastes and 

problems 

• Waste control 

• A-monthly inventory (necessary) 

• ISO 14000 

• Compliance with environmental laws 

and regulations 

• Random environmental audit by local 

government 

• Cooperation with local third-party 

organizations to deal with sewage 

• Customer voice and demands heard 

• Philanthropic donations and support for the 

local community 

 

H • TPM 

• Inventory management (safe 

inventory) 

• Compliance with internal 

environmental and government 

regulations 

• Regular environmental audit from 

headquarters 

• Systematic procedures to control 

harmful gas and sewage 

• A fixed budget for employee safety and 

welfare 

• Specially designed training for all 

employees 

• The company basically has no suppliers as 

a raw material producer itself 

• No special activities for society or the local 

community because the company believes 

a responsible organization should first treat 

their own employees well 

 

4.2 Cross-case comparison analysis 

The within case analysis results reveal differences among the case firms in terms of 

sustainability practice implementation, capabilities, and sustainability performance. Several 

company characteristics have been found to be associated with these differences, namely, 

position in the automotive supply chain, organization size, and age. Thus, cross-case 

comparative analysis was applied between end assemblers and parts suppliers, larger firms and 

smaller firms, as well as older companies and younger companies for more in-depth insights. 

 

Auto end assemblers VS parts suppliers 

In terms of position in the supply chain, C, D, and E are end assemblers, Companies A, B, F, 

and G are tier-1 suppliers and Company H is a tier-2 supplier. As presented in Table 8, 

differences were identified between these end assemblers and suppliers mainly in terms of 

motivations for long-term sustainability practice implementation, long-term sustainability 

practices commitment and the associated benefits. 

 

Table 8: Summary of major differences between end assemblers and tier-1 suppliers 

and tier-2 suppliers 

Differences End assemblers Suppliers 

Motivations for 

long-term 

The customer is a major driver to adopt 

long-term sustainability practices. They tend 

Suppliers’ implementation of long-

term sustainability is mostly driven 



sustainability 

practice 

implementation 

to be more proactive in order to satisfy the 

requirements of the environmentally- and 

socially-conscious consumers. At times 

their long-term sustainability activities even 

extend beyond the demand of customers, 

through which they try to communicate 

their sustainability values to those 

customers. Due to the higher levels of 

visibility of end assemblers’ long-term 

sustainability efforts to their end customers, 

except for the intangible benefits (new 

product/process development), they tend to 

have more tangible benefits, such as 

increased sales, than do suppliers.  

by coercive forces such as 

regulations and the local 

government because their 

customers are OEMs, for whom 

sustainability features are not a 

significant criterion in selecting 

suppliers. Compared with OEMs, 

suppliers experience less tangible 

and intangible benefits from the 

adoption of long-term sustainability 

practices.  

Long-term 

sustainability 

practice 

implementation 

It has been found that OEMs have a bigger 

coverage of long-term sustainability 

practices ranging from different 

stakeholders with a heavy emphasis put on 

customers. Instead of pure social 

responsibility, long-term sustainability is a 

way for OEMs to communicate with 

customers. 

Suppliers are more focused on 

employees in terms of long-term 

sustainability. Besides, society-

related practices such as 

philanthropic donations are the 

result of coercive forces. 

Benefits of long-

term sustainability 

practice 

implementation 

Tangibles: increased productivity, sales and 

profitability. 

Intangibles: innovation capability 

development; enhanced customer and 

employee satisfaction and loyalty; 

strengthened stakeholder relations; better 

responsiveness to changes; and better 

corporate image.  

Tangibles: not experienced. 

Intangibles: more skilled workers; 

higher employee loyalty; the 

satisfaction of governmental 

requirements; a more harmonious 

society. 

 

Short-term sustainability practices are found to be important for both automobile manufacturers 

and parts suppliers, which is understandable because to reduce cost remains the fundamental 

goal of any for-profit organization. Both groups of companies acknowledge the importance of 

lean practices in continuous improvement and waste minimization, and they are all making 

efforts to implement the various practices in the lean management system. 

 

It has been found that automobile manufacturers and parts suppliers differ in terms of 

motivation, focus, and benefit for implementing long-term sustainability practices. According 

to the interviewees, since automobile manufacturers face the end customers directly, and 

suppliers mainly deal with their downstream supply chain partners, they are confronted with 

different levels of sustainability challenges given the different level of coverage of stakeholder 

groups. As consumers are becoming more environmentally- and socially-conscious in recent 

years, the social image of the company is one of the most important factors to influence 

customers’ purchase intentions [36]. In response to this practical problem, automotive 

manufacturers were found to engage in various long-term sustainability practices, and through 



effective media exposure, they are also making efforts to promote and publicize such activities. 

However, parts suppliers face less intensive pressures in this aspect because they are assessed 

and selected by their customers (the upstream supply chain partners) based on factors including 

cost, quality, capabilities, efficiency, and strategic co-operation. Sustainability, especially 

long-term sustainability, is not a serious concern. As a result, facing less intensive stakeholder 

pressures, tier-1 and tier-2 parts suppliers tend to do the minimum in terms of long-term 

sustainability, i.e., what is required by their customers. There is insufficient driving force for 

them to adopt long-term sustainability practices.  

 

The different levels of emphasis on long-term sustainability result in different levels of 

operational capabilities, especially innovation capability developed between automobile 

manufacturers and parts suppliers. The ultimate performance outcomes also vary. In general, 

automobile manufacturers have reported a higher level of operational innovation capability 

than parts suppliers. Although there are different sources for organizational innovation 

capability, the implementation of practices which involve different stakeholders, such as long-

term sustainability practices in this study, play a key role [29]. Another possible reason for the 

low level of innovation capability of parts suppliers identified in the case studies is the strict 

supplier management systems in which any changes made by the suppliers to any aspect of the 

production need to be reported to the focal companies for approval in advance. This, on the 

one hand, maintains the stability of the production and product quality; on the other hand, it 

hinders the development of the innovation capability of the suppliers. Parts suppliers usually 

do not perceive the positive effect of long-term sustainability practices on performance. As a 

result, they do not have sufficient motivation to implement long-term sustainability practices, 

and have not experienced any benefits associated with such implementation.  

 

Large companies VS small companies 

Among the eight case companies, A, B, C, D, E, and F are large companies with employee 

numbers over 1,000, and Companies G and H are small companies with less than 300 

employees. Differences in both short- and long-term sustainability commitment and the results 

of implementation were identified between these two groups of cases, and are summarized in 

Table 9.  

 

Table 9: Summary of major differences between large firms and small firms 

Differences Large firms Small firms 



Sustainability 

commitment 

Large firms exhibit higher levels of 

commitment to both short- and long-

term sustainability.  

Due to resource constraints, smaller firms 

tend to focus more on short-term 

sustainability and they usually start from the 

very basic level then move forward 

gradually.  

Results Large firms were found to have more 

benefits from the implementation of 

sustainability practices, both tangible 

and intangible.  

Small firms usually perceive no benefits 

from implementing long-term sustainability 

practices. 

 

Company size is measured by the number of full-time employees in the organization. 

Accordingly, the case companies are divided into two groups. The large company group 

consists of Companies A, B, C, D, E, and F and the small company group contains Companies 

G and H. In terms of short-term and long-term CS practices, in general the larger firms were 

found to be more committed than the smaller ones. It is worth noting that the automobile 

manufacturers are all large companies, therefore the direct pressure from the end customers is 

a stronger motivation for them to adopt CS. The different level of resource availability is found 

to account for the different levels of sustainability commitment and the subsequent capability 

and sustainability performance.  

 

Larger firms are believed to have greater resource availability than their smaller counterparts 

[48]. Thus, in terms of investing in both short- and long-term sustainability practices, larger 

firms tend to be more proactive. On the other hand, smaller firms, with limited resources, have 

to be extra cautious when making these types of decisions. They tend to start small from the 

short-term sustainability practices as an attempt to minimize risks. Case study findings support 

this argument. Consequently, the extent of capability development and performance 

improvement reported by larger firms is higher than that of the smaller firms.  

 

Older companies VS younger companies 

Companies A, B, E, and G are grouped as old companies with an age of over 25 years. 

Companies whose operating time is less than 25 years are grouped as young companies, and 

Companies C, F, D, and H belong to this group. As indicated in Table 10, old companies and 

young companies were found to differ in terms of sustainability commitment (both short- and 

long-term), and the benefits achieved from sustainability practice implementation. 

 

Table 10: Summary of major differences between old firms and young firms 

Differences Older firms Younger firms 



Sustainability 

commitment 

Older firms were found to have higher 

levels of sustainability commitment, both in 

terms of breadth and depth. 

Younger firms have a primary 

emphasis on short-term 

sustainability.  

Benefits Older firms have experienced more benefits 

from implementing long-term sustainability 

practices. 

No benefits have been perceived 

from the implementation of long-

term sustainability practices. 

 

It is not surprising that older companies exhibit higher levels of commitment to both short-term 

and long-term sustainability, nor that they have achieved more benefits from the implementing 

such practices compared with their younger counterparts. As sustainability practices in this 

study are management systems rather than isolated practices, it is reasonable that they become 

more systematic as firms continue to invest in the systems. This is consistent with [41] who 

hold that firms become more efficient as they grow; they gradually find out what they are good 

at and specialize accordingly.  

 

A general belief held by the case companies is that companies should focus on capital 

accumulation and expansion in the early years of establishment. During this time, firms tend 

to be more reactive in terms of long-term sustainability due to having limited resources to invest 

in long-term practices. They gradually move towards the proactive end of the spectrum as they 

grow. As expressed by the interviewee from Company G, society and the firm support each 

other. The firm initially takes from society, but when it reaches a steady phase gives back.  

 

4.3 Propositions  

According to the case study findings, implementing sustainability practices brings firms 

varying levels of benefits on different time scales. Specifically, sustainability practices with 

more certain and quicker benefits include various lean practices and reactive, regulation-driven 

environmental practices. On the other hand, sustainability practices with less certain and 

longer-term benefits include proactive environmental practices such as environmental design 

and most socially-responsible practices. The benefits reported by the case companies as a result 

of the implementation of both types of sustainability practices can be interpreted as enhanced 

operational improvement and innovation capabilities and sustainability performance, though 

interviewees did not specifically use such terms. Thus, a causal relationship between the 

implementation of sustainability practices and the development of operational capabilities and 

sustainability performance of the firms can be proposed. In addition, several factors including 

firms’ position in the supply chain, size and age were identified as potential influences on the 



drivers, commitment levels as well as the results of sustainability practice implementation. As 

a result, the following propositions are proposed: 

P1: The implementation of short-term and long-term sustainability practices significantly 

contributes to the improvement of short-term and long-term sustainability performance of the 

firm. 

P2: The implementation of short-term and long-term sustainability practices significantly 

contributes to the development of operational improvement and innovation capabilities. 

P3: Operational improvement and innovation capabilities are significantly associated with the 

short-term and long-term sustainability performance of the firm.  

P4: Firm characteristics including position in the supply chain, firm size, and age affect firms’ 

sustainability commitment level and the benefits realized. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Sustainability has come to one of the top priorities for all countries especially emerging 

economies in recent years. This study found empirical evidence that practices in lean, green, 

and social management systems are currently being implemented by Chinese automotive 

manufacturing firms as an attempt to be more sustainable. Firms realized varying levels of 

benefits from implementing these practices depending how they are implementing it, resource 

commitment, and other supporting structure and/or activities. It is obvious that manufacturing 

sector of emerging economies such as China is moving towards sustainability due to internal 

and/or external motivations, and both tangible and intangible benefits can be expected from 

implementing sustainability practices. However, firms do need to have a long-term mind-set 

when making decisions regarding sustainability so that short- and long-term benefits can both 

be secured.  
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