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This paper explores the role of ‘focal organisations’ in stimulating eco-innovation at the locus of greatest environ-
mental impacts within a consumption and production system (CPS). Focal organisations by definition have con-
siderable power in these systems. We combine insights from the innovation studies literature with the
sustainable/green supply chain literature to explore how focal organisations exercise this power in pursuit of sys-
tem-wide sustainability. Through a case study of the milk CPS in the UK, we illustrate different strategies of the
focal organisations to stimulate incremental eco-innovation along existing trajectories. We also show how, de-
spite focal organisation support, radical eco-innovation is inhibited by inherent path dependencies and other in-
stitutional dimensions of the CPS. By demonstrating the complementarities of positioning the case study findings
within two synergistic literatures, this paper contributes theoretically by extending and elaborating eco-innova-
tion studies. It also has a practical utility for policy makers seeking to chart a path to more sustainable CPS by re-
lying on focal organisations.
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1. Introduction

One of the UN's sustainable development goals for 2030 is to ensure
sustainable Consumption and Production Systems (CPS) (UN, 2015). A
CPS encompasses all activities transforming energy and basic resources
into a particular good or service, distributing it to users, its use and (in
some cases) its eventual management as waste. For Lebel and Lorek
(2008:244), a sustainable CPS is one inwhich the “transformation of en-
ergy andmaterialsmaintains or improves humanwell-being (or utility)
without irreversibly reducing the environmental resources”. Previous
studies have shown that eco-innovation (Rennings, 2000), in particular
radical eco-innovation, has a crucial role in contributing to more sus-
tainable CPS (Boons and Wagner, 2009; Carrillo-Hermosilla et al.,
2010; Vergragt et al., 2013). Other studies have found that collaboration
between organisations is a significant determinant of successful eco-in-
novation initiatives (De Marchi, 2012; Cainelli et al., 2015). The eco-in-
novation activities of organisations are verymuch in the foreground of a
sustainable CPS.

The dynamics of eco-innovation within CPS have often been studied
from an innovation systems perspective (van den Bergh et al., 2011;
Vergragt et al., 2013), helping us understand the long-term co-evolution
and co-dependency between actors, networks and institutions, and sus-
tainable change at a bounded systems level. However, system level

analyses are limited in the extent to which they allow the researcher
to explore in depth how individual organisations can collaborate with
others to stimulate eco-innovation at parts of the CPS where
environmental impacts are highest. The sustainable/green supply
chain literature offers more sophisticated insights into how individual
organisations can manage relations with suppliers to pursue higher en-
vironmental performance (Suering andMuller, 2008; Carter andRogers,
2008). The definition of a sustainable/green supply chain is close to (but
more linear than) the conceptualisation of a sustainable CPS (Roscoe et
al., 2016),1 but the literature is often vague about how individual orga-
nisations strategically stimulate either incremental or radical eco-inno-
vation (Mylan et al., 2015; Roscoe et al., 2016), and there is little
appreciation of how these strategies are affected by the evolutionary
and co-dependent characteristics of the CPS.

By combining evolutionary insights from the innovation systems lit-
erature with strategic insights from the sustainable/green supply chain
management literature, this paper aims to understand better the collab-
orative strategies of individual organisations to stimulate eco-innova-
tion and contribute to more sustainable CPS. We focus on how
organisations (referred to as ‘focal organisations’ by virtue of their buy-
ing power and position in the CPS) can, given the commitment to do so,
stimulate eco-innovation at stages of high environmental impact in the
CPS. Informed by secondary review, semi-structured interviews and
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many informal discussions within a single setting (a case study of the
UK milk CPS) we demonstrate the complementarities of positioning a
study of eco-innovation within two synergistic literatures.

Our case shows how focal organisations can strategically stimulate
incremental eco-innovation along established trajectories. The blending
of innovation systems with sustainable/green supply chain manage-
ment thinking raises questions, however, about the extent to which
focal organisations can exert their influence to bring about more radical
change in the CPS. This matters because although we know that the cu-
mulative effect of incremental eco-innovation can be significant, the na-
ture of incremental innovation does not match the urgency of the UN
2030 goal. This paper extends our understanding of the dynamics of
eco-innovation at the systems level and the strategies of individual or-
ganisations to exercise their power in pursuit of CPS-wide sustainability.
It responds to the call of Boons and Wagner (2009) for more research
into inter-level linkages in studies of eco-innovation.

2. Literature Review

Over the last twenty years, eco-innovation has been investigated
widely. Despite multiple definitions, differences of opinion about
whether intention matters, and mixed evidence of the determinants of
eco-innovation, there is much agreement on the fundamentals. Eco-in-
novation essentially comprises new ideas, behaviours, products and
processes, applied or introduced by actors, which contribute to a reduc-
tion of environmental burdens or to ecologically specified sustainability
targets, relative to existing approaches (Rennings, 2000). As distinct
from environmental innovation and conventional innovation, eco-inno-
vation improves both environmental and economic performance
(Ghisetti and Pontoni, 2015). Eco-innovations that significantly im-
prove the environmental performance of goods or production processes
are known as radical eco-innovations; eco-innovations with a smaller
effect, often improving continuously the environmental performance
of goods and extant processes along existing trajectories are known as
incremental eco-innovations (Wagner and Llerena, 2011). Of the two
types, studies show that incremental eco-innovations are more com-
mon than radical eco-innovations (Hellstrom, 2007); they are less
risky, less uncertain, less costly. In contrast, radical eco-innovations
are at odds with the incumbent system and must overcome economic,
social and institutional lock-in (Carrillo-Hermosilla et al., 2010). By
their very nature, radical innovations offer the best hope of more sus-
tainable CPS emerging in the long term.

Eco-innovations stem from a social processwithinwhichmany indi-
viduals and organisations participate (Boons and Wagner, 2009). In al-
most all CPS – except those dominated by vertically integrated
organisations – eco-innovation requires collaboration between organi-
sations. We know that knowledge and know-how are important inputs
into the innovation process and there is evidence that for eco-innova-
tion the source of this knowledge and know-how tends to stem from
outside the organisation (Horbach et al., 2013; Triguero et al., 2013;
Ghisetti and Pontoni, 2015). Collaboration between organisations with-
in CPS (e.g. customers, suppliers, competitors) and beyond (e.g. univer-
sities and public research centres; consultancies and private research
centres) is crucial for eco-innovation (De Marchi, 2012; Cainelli et al.,
2015; Bossle et al., 2016).

Analyses of how CPS become more sustainable have been
approached from several vantage points (Vergragt et al., 2013). These
have been mainly from an economic or sociological perspective of sci-
ence and technology, rooted in the ‘sectoral systems of innovation’
(SSI) literature (Malerba, 2002), ‘technological innovation systems’
(TIS) literature (Carlsson and Skankiewicz, 1991) or ‘socio-technical
systems’ (STS) literature (Geels and Schot, 2007). Whilst all three ap-
proaches differ in their treatment of changing system boundaries and
the roles of actors (e.g. organisations, technologies), networks (e.g. en-
ergy and transport infrastructures; networks of knowledge diffusion)
and institutions (e.g. formal institutions such as government policies,

regulation, standards; informal institutions such as practices, life styles
and behaviours) (Coenan and Diaz Lopez, 2011), all acknowledge the
inter-dependence and co-evolution of these elements in creating new
paths for innovation and constraining it to existing ones, shaping both
the direction and pace of change in the system.

All three approaches have been used to study the dynamics of eco-
innovation. The SSI approach, for example, has been employed to
study the adoption and diffusion of eco-innovations in specific sectors,
such as energy efficient technologies in the construction industry
(Faber and Hoppe, 2012; Kiss et al., 2013). TIS has been used to study
emerging eco-innovations such as carbon capture and storage (van
Alphen et al., 2010; Lai et al., 2012), where it has proved useful in iden-
tifying the factors that facilitate (and hinder) the breakthrough of
complex technologies. The STS approach has been widely used to
study long-term transitions toward more sustainable systems such as
energy (e.g. Yuan et al., 2012; Hansen and Nygaard, 2014; Haley,
2014). Innovation systems approaches help us understand the dynam-
ics of sustainable transition at a CPS level: the long-term co-evolution
and co-dependency between actors, networks and institutions, and sus-
tainable change at a bounded systems level. However, with their focus
on the systems level, they aremore limited in analysing the role of agen-
cy and in particular the strategies of individual organisations for collab-
oration, which we noted earlier has a crucial bearing on the successful
outcome of eco-innovation initiatives. To achieve a better understand-
ing of the collaborative strategies used by individual organisations to
stimulate eco-innovation and contribute to more sustainable CPS, we
must look beyond the innovation systems literature. It has been ac-
knowledged previously that exploring the connections between the
systems and firm strategy levels enhances our understanding of both
(Coriat and Weinstein, 2002; Boons and Wagner, 2009; Coenan and
Diaz Lopez, 2011; Flanagan et al., 2011). To that end, the sustainable/
green supply chain literature offers some useful insights.

Sustainable supply chain management (encompassing green supply
chain management) has been defined as the “management of material,
information and capital flows as well as cooperation among companies
along the supply chain while taking goals from all three dimensions of
sustainability (economic, environmental and social) into account”
(Suering and Muller, 2008, p1700). Increasingly researchers have
moved away from the simplistic, linear supply chain concept in favour
of industrial supply networks (Roscoe et al., 2016), bringing the frame
of analysis closer to the conceptualisation of a CPS. The sustainable/
green supply chain literature is useful in identifying individual organisa-
tions able to stimulate eco-innovation at high environmental impact
stages of the CPS, and unpacking the strategies they use. Seuring and
Muller (2008, p1699) count ‘focal’ organisations as those that usually
“rule or govern the supply chain… provide direct contact to the custom-
er… and design the product or service offered”. Similarly, Huber (2008,
p1985) refers to ‘focal’ organisations as entities that can stimulate eco-
innovation by virtue of their “unique position [in the CPS] in that they
combine a high degree of supply power with an equally high degree
of demand power”. Likewise, for Leppelt et al. (2011, p1), focal
organisations “own or govern a supply chain… [and]… rely on a com-
plex, interconnected supply base” to improve the sustainability of the
CPS. For van Bommel (2011) and Beske et al. (2013), notions of
power, position and cooperation capabilities are key to focal organisa-
tion engagement in sustainable supply chain management strategies.
The focal organisation's control over critical resources (e.g. brand
name and reputation), its management of the innovation process, and
its external orientation are also important (Gereffi, 1994; Gereffi et al.,
2005; Henriques and Sharma, 2005; Vurro et al., 2009; van Bommel,
2011; Beske et al., 2013).

Analysis of how this power and influence manifests itself in specific
strategies to stimulate eco-innovation is often more implicit than ex-
plicit in the sustainable/green supply chain literature. Huber (2008,
p1985) ascribes ‘focal power’ to stimulating eco-innovation upstream
in CPS but does not detail the actions of focal organisations, save their

162 P. Dewick, C. Foster / Ecological Economics 143 (2018) 161–169



https://isiarticles.com/article/152605

