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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine how corporate environmental management strategies at
different environmental management maturity (EMM) stages are influenced by institutional forces in the
service sector organizations of a developing country.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors used a multiple case study approach in this study.
Institutional isomorphic pressures (coercive, mimetic and normative) at different EMM stages were used as
the analytical framework.
Findings – The study finds coercive pressures largely shape the corporate environmental management
strategies at the reactive stage while mimetic pressures have the greatest influence on the internal integration
stage. Combined mimetic and normative pressures influence the environmental strategies at the external
integration stage. Further, it emphasizes the importance of various institutional pressures in propelling the
organizations in the developing countries to benefit from higher levels of EMM.
Originality/value – This paper offers a new theoretical approach that highlights the importance of
considering the institutional influence of the top-down process of diffusion and simultaneous counter-process of
invention by which the lower level organizational actors shape and change their environmental management
practices for corporate EMM.
Keywords Corporate environmental management maturity, Developing countries, Institutional theory,
Service sector, Sustainable management strategies
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
There is growing attention to current global environmental problems whose scope and scale
have expanded considerably over the past decades ( Jabbour, 2010; Mysterud, 2017;
Welford, 2013). Since many researchers consider companies to be responsible for many of
these environmental and social problems (Herold and Lee, 2017; Schaltegger and Wagner,
2011; Schaltegger et al., 2016; Sonenshein, 2016), there is growing regulatory and social
pressure on businesses expanding their corporate responsibility to include environmental
and social issues at all levels of operation (El-Kassar and Singh, 2018; González-Benito and
González-Benito, 2006; Judge et al., 2010; Maialle and Jabbour, 2014; Lee et al., 2017;
Ormazabal and Sarriegi, 2012; Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011; Sonenshein, 2016). These
demands have taken environmental sustainability into the boardrooms of corporations
worldwide (Calza et al., 2016; Dixon-Fowler et al., 2017; Landrum, 2017) while making
corporate environmental management an important function of companies in contributing
toward sustainable development (Buysse and Verbeke, 2003; Fujii and Managi, 2016). This
has further been influenced by shareholder activists who are motivated not only by financial
drives but also by social reasons ( Judge et al., 2010). Alongside this practical importance,
corporate environmental management has also been subject to extensive research over the
decades covering a wide spectrum. An important strand of research that still interests
academics and practitioners alike is the taxonomies of the development of corporate
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environmental management practices (Ferreira et al., 2017; Hunt and Auster, 1990; Jabbour
et al., 2010, Jabbour and Santos, 2006; Kolk and Mauser, 2002; Ormazabal et al., 2017;
Ormazabal and Sarriegi, 2012; Shrivastava and Hart, 1995). Most of these studies attempt to
systematize and classify corporate environmental management practices into different
phases of development based on the level of environmental management integration. These
phases, referred to as maturity, development or evolutionary stages, reflect a higher level of
environmental management integration over time encompassing a wide range of
organizational activities while investing substantial organizational resources in them.
Despite the global importance of corporate environmental management, most of the
environmental management maturity (EMM) studies so far have focused only on developed
countries, except Brazil (see Ferreira et al., 2017; Jabbour et al., 2010; Jabbour, 2010). This is
an important factor to consider since developing countries face greater difficulties than
developed countries in dealing with environmental (and social) problems due to inadequate
environmental legislation, weak governance systems, widespread poverty, institutional
capacity for the purpose and social infrastructure (Christmann and Taylor, 2002;
Gunarathne et al., in press; Herzig et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2017; Patnaik et al., 2017;
United Nations, 2017). Further, developing countries are under immense pressure to deal
with a variety of environmental problems while achieving economic growth (Hiroyuki,
2001). This is important in a context where the emerging economies or developing countries
the world over have undertaken many market reform activities to facilitate the integration
of domestic markets with global markets (Singh et al., 2018). The institutional context and
the pressures exerted by these institutions for sustainability in these countries are different
to those of developed countries but so far they remain largely unexplored (Lee and
Schaltegger, 2018). Thus, this study aims to address how the institutional pressures on
companies in developing countries influence the adoption of environmental management
practices at different stages of EMM taking Sri Lanka as the focus.

The importance of this study can also be grounded on its focus on the
non-manufacturing sector, and service sector in particular (Merchant and Gaur, 2008). Owing
to their visible impact, most research on corporate environmental management practices has
focused on manufacturing industries (Foster et al., 2000; Gunarathne and Lee, 2015;
Lucas and Wilson, 2008; Moreno et al., 2004). Therefore, environment-related questions in
service sector firms have not yet been addressed adequately though they play a significant role
in both developed and developing countries (Foster et al., 2000; Moreno et al., 2004; Salzman,
2000). On the other hand, understanding the environmental impact of the service sector is much
more difficult as it covers a much more heterogeneous collection of economic activities (Moreno
et al., 2004) than manufacturing firms. Similarly, understanding the sources of competitive
advantage of service firms is still an important area for empirical research (Merchant and Gaur,
2008). For instance, how service firms can embed environmental sustainability in generating
competitive advantage has not yet been subject to investigation. This paper aims to contribute
to filling this lacuna in knowledge by focusing on the hotel sector in Sri Lanka.

Important contributions of the paper are as follows: first, the paper offers new theoretical
insights into how various institutional pressures influence EMM. Although EMM and
institutional influence on corporate environmental and sustainability management has been
discussed widely, albeit in isolation (Bansal, 2005; Campbell, 2007; Jabbour et al., 2010;
Kolk and Mauser, 2002; Ormazabal and Sarriegi, 2014; Primc and Čater, 2016; Windolph,
Schaltegger and Herzig, 2014), how various institutional pressures shape the environmental
management practices of the organizations at different intensity levels of environmental
management (as identified by their maturity stage) has not yet received academic attention.
Second, the study offers insights from South Asia contributing into the paucity of studies on
corporate environmental management in developing countries. This is important as most of
the corporate sustainability and environmental management studies have focused on
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developed countries ignoring the global importance of environmental and sustainability
management (Gunarathne and Lee, 2015; Lee and Schaltegger, 2018). Hence, understanding
how corporate contributions (or resistance) to sustainable development in some regions such
as South Asia (known as SAARC)[1], which currently has one of the highest economic
growth rates in the world (World Bank, 2017) in their pursuit of economic development
is important.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the literature review
followed by the research methodology in Section 3. Section 4 presents the findings and
results of the study. Section 5 provides the discussion, Section 6 the implications and
Section 7 the conclusions.

2. Literature review
2.1 Corporate environmental management maturity
Corporate environmental management strategies, methods and tools constitute a positive
contribution to environmental sustainable development (Cramer, 1998, Ormazabal and
Sarriegi, 2014). Along with the developments in organizational practices, researchers have
shown a keen interest in studying corporate environmental management practices. They
reveal while some companies embrace ecologically responsible behaviors with advanced
processes, there are companies in seemingly similar circumstances that are still
experimenting or not even complying with existing regulations (Bansal and Roth, 2000;
González-Benito and González-Benito, 2006; Ormazabal et al., 2017). Hence, they point to the
importance of considering different levels of organizational adoption and development in
environmental management (Buysse and Verbeke, 2003; Clemens, 2001; Maialle and
Jabbour, 2014; Murillo-Luna et al., 2011; Ormazabal and Sarriegi, 2014; Ormazabal et al.,
2015; Park and Ahn, 2012, Primc and Čater, 2016).

Various classifications methods or taxonomies have been proposed to analyze corporate
EMM. They can be broadly divided into progressive/developmental (maturity or evolutionary)
models and non-progressive/non-sequential (or typologies) models (González-Benito and
González-Benito, 2006; Hass, 1996; Kolk and Mauser, 2002). The development models this
study deals with focus on how organizations integrate the environmental variable into their
management activities while classifying companies according to their stage of environmental
management evolution ( Jabbour and Santos, 2006). These “maturity staging models
deconstruct the operating processes of a firm, with each stage representing a more effective
and efficient use of the firm’s resources for achieving the firm’s goals” (Ormazabal et al.,
2017, p. 28). These diverse developmental models range from environmental reactivity in
which companies only meet the regulatory requirement to environmental proactivity in which
companies take voluntary measures to reduce the environmental impact (González-Benito and
González-Benito, 2006). An exhaustive literature review based on the content analysis method
(see Gaur and Kumar, 2018 for more details on conducting a literature reviews using content
analysis) on EMM reveals that an increasing number of development models have been
proposed over the last three decades (see Table I).

As Table I shows, there are diverse viewpoints on the number of stages and
characterization of each stage. However, they all show that the evolution of environmental
management tends to go through similar patterns in virtually all companies (Ormazabal and
Sarriegi, 2012). After analyzing the above taxonomies, it was decided to follow the
taxonomy of Jabbour and Santos (2006) for two reasons. First, their taxonomy is based on a
systematic analysis of similar taxonomies (Maialle and Jabbour, 2014) and second, the
applicability of this taxonomy has been empirically tested in several studies (Ferreira et al.,
2017; Jabbour et al., 2010; Jabbour, 2015; Teixeira et al., 2012). Table II shows some of the
salient features of the Jabbour and Santos (2006) corporate EMM model (see Table II).
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2.2 Institutional theory
The adoption of sustainability management practices (or even corporate socially responsible
behaviors) has been often explained through institutional theory (Bansal, 2005; Boiral, 2002;
Campbell, 2007; Judge et al., 2010; Patnaik et al., 2017; Windolph, Schaltegger and Herzig,
2014). In this study too, we were motivated to use institutional theory as our theoretical
model as it provides rich insights into the adoption of environmental management
strategies/practices in the organization of a firm (Bansal, 2005; Campbell, 2007; Delmas and
Toffel, 2004; Kang and Lee, 2016) such as the hotel industry which is the subject of this
study. In order to systematize the different strands of institutional theory, Scapens (2006)
suggests three categories, namely, new institutional economics, which identifies the
structures used to govern economic transactions; new institutional sociology (NIS), which
considers the institutions in the organizational environment that shape organizational
structures and systems; and old institutional economics, which focuses on the institutions
that shape the actions and thoughts of individual human agents. Since the focus of this
study is on identifying how institutional pressures in the hotel field shape the environment-
oriented organizational structures and systems at different EMM stages, we use NIS as the

Author(s) Development stages of environmental management

Hunt and Auster (1990) Beginner, fire fighter, concerned citizen, pragmatist, pro-activist
Roome (1992) Non-compliance, compliance, compliance-plus, leading edge, excellence
Azzone and Bertelè (1994) Stable, reactive, anticipatory, proactive, creative
Venselaar (1995) Reactive, active, proactive
Hart (1995) Prevention of prevention, environmental management in products,

sustainable development
Shrivastava and Hart (1995) Band-aid, more serious, deep change
Berry and Rondinelli (1998) Non-compliance, compliance, beyond compliance
Buysse and Verbeke (2003) Reactive strategy, prevention of pollution, environmental leadership
Cagno et al. (2005) Control of pollution, prevention of pollution
Rothenberg et al. (2005) Regulatory, gross emissions, efficiency, life cycle
Jabbour and Santos (2006), Jabbour
et al. (2010)

Functional specialization, internal integration, external integration
(Reactive, preventive and proactive)

Murillo-Luna et al. (2011) Passive, attention to legislation, attention to stakeholder, total
environmental quality

Garces-Ayerbe et al. (2016) Laggards, initiated, proactive, eco-innovative
Ormazabal and Sarriegi (2012),
Ormazabal et al. (2015, 2017)

Legislation fulfillment, training, systematization, eco2, eco-innovative,
leading green company

Primc and Čater (2016) Reactors, defenders, analyzers, prospectors

Table I.
Different
environmental
management
maturity stages

Functional specialization
stage Internal integration stage External integration stage

Focus Complying with
regulations or stakeholder
expectations

Better utilization of inputs and
initiation of projects in
environmental management

Exploring the opportunities
for improving the
competitiveness in the
external context

Company
perception

Additional cost of
compliance

Tool for improving
eco-efficiency

Means of achieving
competitive advantage

Role and support of
top management

Limited Linked to the improvement of
eco-efficiency

Continuous

Source: Adapted from Jabbour et al. (2010, p. 1054)

Table II.
Salient features
of environmental
management in
companies
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analytical framework of this study. According to NIS, structural changes in organizations
can occur as a result of processes that homogenize organizations, which process is called
isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). There are three mechanisms through which
institutional isomorphic changes occur: coercive isomorphism that stems from political
influence and the problem of legitimacy; mimetic isomorphism resulting from standard
responses to uncertainty; and normative isomorphism, associated with professionalization
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).

Coercive isomorphism results from both formal and informal pressures exerted on
organizations by other organizations upon which they are dependent (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983). Powerful stakeholders such as regulators, foreign investors, non-governmental
organizations, standardization agencies, industry norms, parent companies and rating
organization can exert coercive pressure on organizations to follow sustainability practices
(Bansal, 2005; Amran and Haniffa, 2011; Windolph, Schaltegger and Herzig, 2014).
Such pressures may be felt to be force, persuasion or invitation to join in collusion (DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983). By complying with expectations, standards, guidelines of standard
organizations and sustainability rating agencies, companies attempt to receive social
legitimacy through sustainability management (Windolph, Harms and Schaltegger, 2014).

Mimetic isomorphism can be induced by uncertainty and consequently organizations
model themselves on other organizations as a convenient source of practices (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983). Sustainability management tools, approaches and principles that often
overwhelmingly appear in academic research create uncertainty for practitioners
(Windolph, Schaltegger and Herzig, 2014). In such situations, organizations may follow
the practices followed by a significant number of organizations (Abrahamson, 1991). This
mimicry of corporate sustainability can take place indirectly through employee transfer or
turnover, or explicitly by sustainability organizations such as consulting firms or industry
trade associations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Windolph, Schaltegger and Herzig, 2014).
According to Grob and Benn (2014), these would include voluntary reporting frameworks
such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and environmental management systems.

Normative isomorphism stems primarily from professionalization (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983), deriving from professional networks, corporate sustainability associations and education
and training (Bansal, 2005; Campbell, 2007; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Windolph, Schaltegger
and Herzig, 2014). Hiring of individuals from the same industry, recruitment of staff from a
narrow range of training institutions and common promotion practices and skill-level
requirements for particular jobs can result in normative isomorphism (Grob and Benn, 2014).

By combining corporate EMM with NIS theory, we use the following framework, which is
synthesized as the core analytical framework of this study (see Figure 1). This figure is built on
the notion that the organizational field is the unit of analysis in institutional theory. Figure 1
also embodies the top-down process of diffusion and the simultaneous counter-process of
invention by which lower level organizational actors shape and change the contexts within
which they operate (Scott, 2008). Figure 1 also highlights that due to the complex interaction
between institutional pressures and organizational units at different EMM stages, there will be
different forms of corporate environmental management practices.

3. Research method
In this study, we selected travel and tourism sector as our industry since it is an important
economic sector in the global economy that creates jobs, drives exports and generates wealth.
The World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) (2017) reports that this sector contributed
10.2 percent of global gross domestic product and generated one in ten of the world’s total
jobs. Environmental sustainability is crucial to this sector as the survival of tourism relies
heavily on the quality of the natural and physical environment (Hashimoto, 1999). Further, the
importance of the tourism sector for global sustainable development was highlighted when
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the United Nations designated 2017 as the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for
Development (WTTC, 2017). While tourism plays a crucial role in achieving many of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) such as achieving inclusive and sustainable economic
growth, reducing poverty, improving resource efficiency and reducing climate change and
promoting peace and diversity, the industry faces the growing challenge to sustainably
manage an expected 1.8 bn international tourists in 2030 (United Nations World Tourism
Organization, 2017).

The data for this study were collected as part of an ongoing research project that
explored corporate environmental management practices in Sri Lanka based on a case study
approach as the research question was concerned with a contemporary real life phenomenon
of organizational and managerial issues (Myers, 2003; Yin, 2009). We selected three hotel
groups for analysis, hereafter referred to as Hotel Group 1, Hotel Group 2 and Hotel Group 3.
These three hotels are in different corporate EMM stages and were categorized according to
the EMM stage based on the situation that best describes them. Three situations were
described for each of the three EMM stage and the descriptions contained several
characteristics that enabled determining the EMM stage (see Table III).

Hotel Group 1 is a well-known hospitality group in Sri Lanka and we selected three hotels
in Negombo. Hotel Group 2 belongs to one of the largest diversified conglomerates in
Sri Lanka and we selected two hotels in Colombo. Hotel Group 3 also belongs to a diversified
conglomerate in Sri Lanka and we selected two hotels, one in Sigiriya and the other in
Negombo. Thus, we selected seven hotels in different geographical locations of the country.
All these hotel groups are listed on the country’s Stock Exchange and the clientele
comprises a mixture of local and international up-end tourists.

We visited all the hotels in Hotel Groups 1 and 2 and the hotel in Sigiriya in Hotel Group 3.
During our visits, we mainly interviewed the general manager, the hotel’s naturalist or
environmentalist and the chief engineer of each hotel during January 2017 to May 2017.
In Hotel Group 2, we interviewed the health and safety manager who handles waste
management. The interviews with the general managers were relatively short and lasted
about 20 minutes on average. We had in-depth interviews with chief engineers and the
naturalist/environmentalist. The duration of these interviews ranged from 40 minutes to
2 hours. Most of them were electronically recorded with their consent for later analysis.
During our on-site observations, we observed the physical evidence pertaining to the
operation of environmental management practices such as boilers, chillers, sewerage

Organization’s EMM

Functional specialization

Internal integration

External integration

Organizational field

Coercive
pressures

Mimetic
pressures

Normative
pressures

Corporate
environmental
management

practices

Diffusion
imposition

Invention
negotiation

Figure 1.
Analytical framework
of the study
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treatment plant, kitchen, laundry, hotel rooms, lobby, etc. Depending on the practical
feasibility, we further interviewed a few guests and various other hotel staff (accountant in
Hotel Group 3, quality assurance manager, department managers, chief steward, and
members of the hotel’s Green Committee) as a means of cross-checking and confirming the
practices so as to increase the research validity of our findings. We also referred various
internal records of the hotels for collecting secondary data. These internal records included
monthly and weekly energy records, project proposals, Green Directory, waste collection
sheets, waste disposal records, etc. Finally, we also interviewed an officer of the
Central Environmental Authority (CEA) representing regulators. These interviews were semi-
structured with open-ended questions. We also referred other online data such as websites of
the hotels, acts, annual reports, etc. As a mean of triangulation, we used
non-participative observations, physical inspections of artifacts and content analysis of the
documents (Chan, 2009; Golafshani, 2003; Yin, 2009). The collected data were analyzed based
on the analytical framework developed in the study.

4. Findings and analysis
4.1 Coercive pressures on environmental management practices
There are certain legislations that influence the environmental management practices of the
hotel sector of Sri Lanka. Among them the environmental protection license (EPL) that
every hotel has to obtain from the CEA on an annual basis is important (Government
Information Centre, 2014; Gunaruwan and Josep, 1999). When this license is issued, CEA
evaluates how wastes, especially waste water and effluents, are disposed of. The gazette
notification with regard to the issue of EPL for emission or disposal of waste is as follows:

No person shall discharge, deposit or emit waste into the environment or carry on any prescribed
activity […] in circumstances which cause or are likely to cause pollution, or noise pollution.
(The Gazette of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka- Extraordinary, 2010)

Apart from this minimum regulatory requirement, it is difficult to identify other direct
standard operating procedures or structures of influential institutions that exert coercive
pressure on the hotel sector in Sri Lanka. There was a hotel greening program called
“greening the hotels” operated by SwitchAsia in collaboration with the Ceylon Chamber of

Organization Characteristics of corporate environmental management practicesa EMM stage

Hotel 1 Strong emphasis on end of pipe technologies
Inclusion of environmental considerations to the business operations is
reactive to environmental legislation
Environmental expertise of the company is not articulated
Environmental performance appraisal of the supplier is not carried out or is
not systematic

Functional
specialization

Hotel 2 Environmental management focuses on increasing the efficiency of natural
resources such as water, energy and raw materials
Environmental management is linked to the prevention of pollution
Environmental performance appraisal of the supplier is becoming systematic

Internal
integration

Hotel 3 Environmental management focuses on creating opportunities
Innovations focus on exploring new market niches
Process innovations focus on improving the productivity of natural
resources in a systematic way
Continuous improvement of annual goals of reduction in pollution and its
sources
Environmental performance appraisal of the supplier is systematic

External
integration

Note: aThese characteristics were developed based on Jabbour et al. (2010)

Table III.
Characteristics for

categorization based
on corporate EMM

163

Environmental
management

maturity

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 G

ri
ff

ith
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 A
t 0

4:
19

 1
5 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
19

 (
PT

)



Commerce (SwitchAsia, 2010). However, it is not in operation now. The Chief Engineer of
Hotel Group 2 expressed his dismay over the cessation of this program:

SwichAsia programme is the only structured environmental management programme we
had so far. Unfortunately it is not in operation now […] We have no clear guidance from the
government or any other institution.

In our study, as seen in Hotel Group 1, the environmental management practices of the
organizations in the functional specialization are primarily driven by the need to comply
with legislative requirements. The chief engineer of the Hotel 1 confirmed this:

Our main purpose is to comply with the EPL [i.e. legislative aspects] requirements. We take all the
steps to meet these requirements […] When the regulations change we are keen to incorporate them
into our operations since non-compliance can create various problems.

His statement further confirms that the organizations in the functional specialization stage
adopt a reactive approach to corporate environmental management (Roome, 1992; Jabbour
and Santos, 2006; Buysse and Verbeke, 2003). Hence, these organizations perceive meeting
legislative requirements sufficient for carrying out their business activities. Since much of
the legislation focuses on reducing the immediate damage to the environment, these
organizations place greater emphasis on end-of-pipe technologies (Roome, 1992) such as
managing waste water or solid waste. Hence, their environmental management strategies
are too fragmented and limited in scope to cover immediate environmental problems such
as waste water and solid waste (Gunarathne and Lee, 2015).

Since these organizations still consider environmental compliance an additional cost, the
environmental expertise of the company is not articulated, primarily due to the lack of resource
allocation ( Jabbour and Santos, 2006). The general manager of Hotel Group 1 confirmed this:

We still do not see the need to have a separate division for environmental management. Perhaps in
the future depending on how the legislations and other factors change, we will consider having
more resources for environmental sustainability.

Further, due to this limited scope and resources for environmental management and
non-coverage of these aspects by legislation, organizations in the functional specialization
stage do not carry out an environmental performance appraisal of the supplier ( Jabbour and
Santos, 2006; Jabbour et al., 2010).

However, the organizations in the internal and external specialization stages go beyond
these regulatory requirements. As shown in our study, Hotel Groups 2 and 3 hold similar
views on the impact of coercive pressures on environmental management. As EPL is only
general in nature, i.e., applicable to all the industries in Sri Lanka, the influence it bears on a
hotel’s environmental practices at these stages seems to be minimal. Therefore, Hotel
Groups 2 and 3 dispose of their waste in a more responsible manner than required by EPL.
The chief engineer of Hotel Group 3 said:

The environmental regulations applicable to our sector are very minimum and basic. We actually
go beyond the regulations to manage waste, mostly on a voluntary basis.

Reaffirming this, the health and safety manager of the Hotel Group 2 said:

In fact, EPL stipulates that waste has to be properly disposed of. In that case even giving waste to a
municipal council is enough. But we try to manage waste in-house as much as possible and only
what we can’t manage is given to the municipal council.

These statements indicate that the impact of coercive pressure on the organizations at
higher levels of EMM has no bearing on the regulatory requirements. Their focus is to
always exceed the minimum requirements set out in the legislation owing to other
institutional pressures.
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4.2 Normative pressures on environmental management practices
Normative isomorphic pressures arising from the professionalization of the members of an
occupation defining their working conditions and practices (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) can
be witnessed through sources such as professional networks, sustainability associations and
education and training requirements (Bansal, 2005; Campbell, 2007; Windolph, Schaltegger
and Herzig, 2014). In general, many of the environmental management practices of the hotel
sector in Sri Lanka affected by normative pressures are due to the hiring of professional with
the same background or universities.

Organizations in the functional specialization stage, as in Hotel Group 1, do not have a
specialized department/expertise for corporate environmental management. They are
usually carried out by the engineers who oversee the other day-to-day operations of the
hotel (Gunarathne et al., 2015). Hence, the influence of the normative pressures on corporate
environmental management strategies in terms of professionalization is minimal in
organizations at the functional specialization stage.

Organizations at the internal integration and external integration stage focus on increasing
the efficiency of natural resources such as water, energy and raw materials ( Jabbour and
Santos, 2006). These organizations hence employ skilled personnel such as naturalists/
environmentalists or dedicated (environmental) engineers to carry out these activities. These
engineers belong to engineering faculties of the country or technical colleges. The naturalists/
environmentalists usually possess a degree in environmental management. It is, thus, evident
that the hiring of professionals of similar educational background has largely shaped the
environmental management practices of the hotel sector. The chief engineer of Hotel Group 2
said the following in respect of their recruitment policy:

We always hire engineers for environmental management who have a basic degree in
engineering with some specialization in environmental related fields. Also they need to have at
least five years of experience in the industry including a minimum two years’ experience in the
hotel sector.

In addition to a similar education background, similar training or experience has also
affected the environmental strategy of the hotels at the internal integration and external
integration stages. We observed that these engineers and/or naturalists/environmentalists
prefer to work in the hotel sector even when they change their organization. This too acts as
normative pressure which shapes the environmental practices of the hotels. The chief
engineer of Hotel Group 3 stated:

We know each other [the Engineers of the other hotels] well. We sometimes visit their hotels or they
come and visit us. For example, one of my subordinates joined Hotel xx (name is not disclosed) and
he has started to use kitchen oil in their boiler which we do here normally.

The above statement highlights the influence of similar training or industry experience in
influencing the environmental strategy of the hotel sector organizations at the internal and
external integration stages.

Furthermore, in Hotel Group 3 we observed some advanced environmental management
practices that go beyond common environmental aspects such as water, waste and energy.
The hotel has implemented certain biodiversity and carbon management practices initiated
by the naturalists. A general manager of Hotel Group 3 said:

In the last couple of years we have introduced many carbon and biodiversity management and
reporting practices systematically, thanks to the Naturalist we recruited for environmental
management of the hotel. He has a degree in bio-diversity and natural resource management and it
is this background that has provided him a sound foundation to initiate these practices which you
do not find in many other hotels in the country. In fact, he was instrumental in setting up many
proper systems and procedures in place [for environmental management].
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This statement of the general manager shows the effect of normative pressure
(i.e. education background of specialists employed for environmental management)
in the organizations at the external integration stage in shaping advanced and
structured management approaches in environmental domains that are less common such
as biodiversity management.

4.3 Mimetic pressures on environmental management practices
Consulting firms, industry trade associations, voluntary reporting frameworks and
environmental management systems can induce mimetic isomorphism (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983; Grob and Benn, 2014; Windolph, Schaltegger and Herzig, 2014). Among these
various mimetic pressures, the impact of ISO certification is important in the hotel sector of
Sri Lanka. In particular, management of energy, water and food is largely affected by
accreditation for ISO 14000, 22000 and 50001 standards (Gunarathne et al., 2015).

Hotel Group 1 has obtained neither any environmental management certifications nor
engaged in any sustainability-related disclosures in their annual reports. Hence, the
influence of mimetic pressures on organizations at the functional specialization stage is very
minimal, as revealed in Hotel Group 1. As stated previously, their focus on environmental
management does not go beyond the requirements specified in legislation.

According to Hotel Groups 2 and 3, the influence of mimetic pressures is quite visible in
organizations at internal integration and external integration stages. Both Hotel Groups 2
and 3 have obtained ISO 14000 and ISO 50001 certification. The chief engineer of Hotel
Group 2 mentioned about their motivation to go for ISO 50001 as follows:

ISO 50001 certification is now becoming common in our industry. In addition, it streamlines your
energy management system […] ISO accreditation brought a lot of changes in the way we managed
and especially the way we reported on energy management.

From his statement it is clear that ISO accreditation shaped their energy management
practices to a great extent. As the focus of the organizations on the internal integration stage
is to improve the efficiency of resource consumption ( Jabbour and Santos, 2006), mimetic
pressures such as environmental accreditation support their objective.

In addition, both hotel groups get the help of consulting firms in managing energy and
calculating the carbon footprint especially because proper guidance is not forthcoming from
industry trade associations or government (Gunarathne et al., 2015). Since there are very few
specialized environmental consulting firms in the country, the environmental practices
adopted by the hotels largely resemble each other. Energy saving practices such as use of
LED and alternative bio fuel, thermal insulation, deployment of intelligent thermostats,
maximization of natural ventilation and waste management practices such as the use of
sewerage treatment plants, separation at the point of generation, non-use of toxic chemicals
and minimization of plastic and polythene are commonly adopted in both Hotel Groups 2
and 3 encouraged by external consultants. Also, the Green Directory[2] as an internal
sustainability measurement and reporting mechanism is adopted by Hotel Groups 2 and 3.
The general manager of Hotel Group 2 said:

We started following most of these environmental practices after we got the service of
consultants. Even before that we had some reporting structure. But the concept of
Green Directory provided a good structure for us to identify, measure, and report what we
do […] Also to provide the information for the Green Directory we also have to follow/change
many practices.

The chief engineer of Hotel Group 3 also agreed:

The Green Directory is a concept introduced by the environmental consultant we hired. This has
now become a common practice among many hotels in the country.
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This suggests that the Green Directory, a mechanism introduced by mimetic isomorphic
pressure, has become a means of collecting and reporting environmental sustainability
information. Further it reflects the influence of mimetic pressures in shaping the environmental
management practices of organizations in the internal and external integration stages.

Although the influence of mimetic pressures is visible in organizations in both internal
and external integration stages, it is more visible in organizations in the external integration
stages, as revealed by Hotel Group 3. In this regard, the influence of the GRI reporting
system is clearly evident in the environmental management practices of Hotel Group 3
(Grob and Benn, 2014). Though all the hotels in this study are listed in the country’s Stock
Exchange, it is only Hotel Group 3 that prepares a sustainability report based on GRI
guidelines. The accountant of Hotel Group 3 stated:

We usually benchmark the sustainability leaders in and outside our industry and their reporting
practices […] And we also continuously endeavour to improve our sustainability reporting based
on GRI Guidelines […] To comply with GRI guidelines we have to push the hotels to follow a lot of
practices here.

Confirming this view, the general manager of Hotel Group 3 stated:

I think the biggest factor that streamlined our practices was the adoption of GRI guidelines for
reporting sustainability. It enabled us to have a very structured approach [for corporate
environmental management] for many of the environmental factors such as energy, water, carbon,
etc. […] It also provided us evidence of how far we have improved compared to previous years.

This is in line with the argument put forward by Schaltegger et al. (2006) of accounting-driven
sustainability. Further, it indicates how sustainability reporting has created mimetic pressure
on the environmental management practices (Grob and Benn, 2014; Windolph, Schaltegger
and Herzig, 2014) of organizations in the external integration stage.

The general manager of Hotel Group 3 further stated:

We use these aspects [i.e. unique environmental management practices] in our web sites and other
promotional materials especially to attract international green-conscious guests, who we believe are
a growing customer segment. Our organization has deployed a considerable amount of resources
on sustainability and we always try to capitalize on what we do.

This statement provides evidence of how the organizations in the external integration phase
aim to generate competitive advantage and explore emerging opportunities in the market
through corporate environmental management strategies (Gunarathne and Lee, 2015; Jabbour
and Santos, 2006; Roome, 1992) fostered by various mimetic and normative pressures.

The next section provides the discussion based on these findings.

5. Discussion
As revealed in our study, the effect of institutional pressures on organizations at different
corporate EMM stages can be summarized as in Table IV.

Institutional pressure for environmental management
Stage of corporate EMM Coercive Normative Mimetic

Functional
specialization

Primarily driven by these
pressures

Minimum
consideration

Minimum consideration

Internal integration Goes beyond these compulsory
requirements

Medium
consideration

High level of attention
given

External integration Goes well beyond these
compulsory requirements

High level of
attention given

Very high level of
attention given

Table IV.
Effect of institutional
pressures at different

corporate EMM stages
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Environmental management practices of the organizations in the functional specialization
stage have been largely shaped and influenced by coercive pressure in the organizational
field. Hence, the environmental strategy of the functional specialization stage organizations
is reactive and is set by legislation focusing on a few environmental domains such as water
and waste (Berry and Rondinelli, 1998; Buysse and Verbeke, 2003; Jabbour and Santos,
2006; Ormazabal and Sarriegi, 2014; Roome, 1992). Our study also demonstrates that while
combined mimetic and normative pressure has the highest influence on organizations in the
external integration stages, as suggested by Bansal (2005). On the other hand, our study
manifests that normative pressures too exert influence on organizations in the internal
integration stages.

In general, our study highlights the lack of industry-specific regulations and governance
systems as a major impediment to the progress of organizations to reach higher levels of
EMM (or more broadly corporate socially responsible behavior) in developing countries, as
suggested by Christmann and Taylor (2002), Herzig et al. (2012) and Patnaik et al. (2017).
Most of the available legislation is general and not industry specific. Therefore, the
industries can easily meet the regulatory requirements. Further, the governments of these
countries have either neglected the environment in their development pursuits or have been
reluctant to enact more stringent industry-specific environmental laws governing industries
for fear of discouraging investments (Christmann and Taylor, 2002). They argue that “lax”
environmental regulations and law enforcement are followed by developing countries to
attract foreign direct investment. Hence, as seen in Hotel Group 1, most organizations may
remain in the functional specialization stage without necessarily progressing toward
advanced levels of EMM. Without top management support and resources, environmental
management will simply be a reactive approach (Dixon-Fowler et al., 2017; Jabbour and
Santos, 2006; Jabbour et al., 2010). In the absence of other powerful institutions such as
rating agencies or industry guidelines, the role of government in developing countries is
important in propelling the companies to higher levels of EMM.

As our study also reveals, many industries including the travel and tourism sector in
developing countries suffer from a lack of guidance from the government or industry-specific
trade associations in the adoption of systematic environmental management practices. Due to
this inadequate coercive pressure many organizations have started to follow environmental
management practices on a voluntary basis. However, the intensity of these voluntary actions
depends on many contextual factors such as top management commitment, pressure from
stakeholders and financial and technical knowhow of organizations (Chung and Parker, 2008;
Gunarathne and Lee, 2015; Moreno et al., 2004). This situation has inevitably resulted in
various degrees of intensity in their approach to environmental management even in the
same industry.

The study also reveals the important role played by environmental professionals
(Bansal, 2005; Windolph, Schaltegger and Herzig, 2014) such as environmental engineers,
health and safety officers or naturalists/environmentalists in implementing these
environmental strategies particularly in organizations at the internal and external
integration levels. However, except for the external integration stage organizations, there is
an absence of or inadequacies in a structured and systematic organization-wide approach to
implementing and communicating the environmental practices in organizations at other
EMM stages. Influenced by normative and mimetic pressures, the deployment of specialists,
resources and top management commitment ( Jabbour and Santos, 2006) have helped the
external integration stage organizations to explore market opportunities.

Finally, the study reveals that due to the internal and external pressures for green
practices, the adoption and implementation of environment-friendly business activities is
becoming crucial for the firms (El-Kassar and Singh, 2018) irrespective of their level of
EMM. However, only a few firms will develop their systems and structures in response to
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the various institutional pressures for sustainability (Bansal, 2005; Boiral, 2002; Campbell,
2007; Windolph, Schaltegger and Herzig, 2014). The adoption of green innovative practices
that reduce the consumption of energy and generation of waste and emissions, and enhance
the sustainable utilization of resources (El-Kassar and Singh, 2018) will provide a
competitive edge for the firms that are at higher levels of EMM.

6. Managerial and theoretical implications
The findings of this study have several practical/managerial and theoretical implications.

We believe that they can be of relevance to industry, policy makers and regulators
in both developing and developed economies. The findings point to the need for the gradual
development of environmental-related institutional, governance and enforcement
capacity in developing countries (Christmann and Taylor, 2002; El-Kassar and Singh, 2018;
Patnaik et al., 2017). Compared to developed countries, developing countries suffer from a lack
of these institutional, governance and enforcement mechanisms which, in turn, act as a barrier
to the achievement of SDGs. Hence, the introduction of such mechanisms should be gradual in
propelling the industries smoothly toward higher levels of environmental management.
Further, in developing these regulations and enforcement mechanisms there should be a
process of stakeholder engagement that would not deter economic development and social
acceptance. This is essential as any restrictive legislations or any other governance
mechanism can hinder the rapid economic growth of these countries and limit improvements
in living standards. As Campbell (2007) puts it, “corporations will be more likely to act in
socially responsible ways if there are strong and well enforced state regulations in place [and
if] […] these regulations and enforcement capacities were developed based on negotiation and
consensus building among corporations, government, and the other relevant stakeholders”
(p. 955). As there are shareholder activists who are not only financially driven but also socially
driven, this process of stakeholder engagement can be beneficial in economic and social
(end environmental) terms ( Judge et al., 2010). Hence, regulators or policy makers in
developing countries should develop legislation and relevant institutional capacity through a
gradual consensual process having considered potential long-term economic and social
implications. On the other hand, our findings further highlight the need for holistic multi- or
trans-disciplinary sustainability education to foster higher order organizational performances
and outcomes through corporate environmental management strategies (Schaltegger et al.,
2013; Tingey-Holyoak and Burritt, 2012). As our study reveals, due to the impactful influence
of normative pressure in shaping the environmental management practices in organizations at
internal and external levels, there is a need for a holistic transdisciplinary (or multidisciplinary)
approach to sustainability education in which the universities and professional education
bodies can play an active role (Evans, 2015; Remington-Doucette et al., 2013). This would pave
the way for organizations to develop structured environmental management strategies to
benefit from the advances in their EMM.

The theoretical implications of the study are manifold. First, it provides a new theoretical
framing to analyze the different levels of EMMwith the three isomorphic pressures suggested
in the NIS branch of institutional theory. Although the various taxonomical explanations have
been provided for corporate EMM (see Kolk and Mauser, 2002 for more details), no study has
so far focused on how different isomorphic pressures can shape the environmental systems
and structures of firms in an organizational field. Second, this study provides insights into
corporate environmental management and institutional pressures for sustainability from the
emerging economy (or developing country) context. Several scholars in the business domain
have argued the need to shift the focus from developed markets to emerging markets
(Singh et al., 2018). Also, given the fact that most of the EMM literature has so far focused on
developed countries, this study fills this gap in the literature by providing an empirical case
from Sri Lanka. This is a significant contribution as developing countries have different and
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weaker legislations, governance systems, institutional capacity and social infrastructure
(Christmann and Taylor, 2002; Herzig et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2017; Patnaik et al., 2017). Third,
this study identifies the EMM in the non-manufacturing sector in general and hotel sector in
particular. As an important sub-sector of the tourism industry, the focus of this study has
been on the hotel sector, which plays a pertinent role in contributing to many of the SDGs.
With this focus, our study expands the understanding of corporate environmental
management beyond the commonly studied manufacturing industries (Foster et al., 2000;
Gunarathne and Lee, 2015; Lucas and Wilson, 2008; Moreno et al., 2004). Overall, our study is
expected to promote future research on corporate environmental management and its
maturity in the service sector industries in the developing countries.

7. Conclusions
The study identified the influence of institutional pressures on the corporate environmental
management practices of service sector organizations at different EMM levels taking the
Sri Lankan hotel sector. Our study highlights the need to consider the institutional
influences in the discussion of corporate EMM so as to generate a better understanding of
the top-down process of diffusion and the simultaneous counter-process of invention
by which the lower level organizational actors shape and change their environmental
management practices. It is also suggested that developing countries lack necessary
regulatory and other coercive institutional capacity or mechanisms to foster higher order
EMM. Thus, the development of environmental management strategies has been largely left
in the hands of normative and mimetic institutions.

Our study, however, is not without limitations. First, it is limited to a few organizations
for in-depth analysis so our findings lend themselves only to cautious generalization. They
can only be theoretically generalized in a contextual way (Enquist et al., 2006). The three
hotel groups we selected in the study are large and publicly listed. Due to their public
visibility and financial feasibility, they may adopt many environmental management
(or socially driven) practices when operating in a specific institutional environment ( Judge
et al., 2010). However, it may not be representative of the hotel sector nor other industries in
developing countries. In future studies, it will be insightful to consider hotels of different
sizes and customer profiles. Also in this study we did not consider the influence of the
business groups on the institutional context of the industry as suggested by Lee et al. (2017).
It will also be necessary to consider other industry sectors in different developing countries
too in order to obtain a better picture of the adoption of environmental management
strategies in the developing country context.

Notes

1. The South Asian Association for Regional Corporation (SAARC) is an organization of eight
countries including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, the Maldives, Pakistan and
Sri Lanka. SAARC region with its 1.7 billion people represent 21 percent of the world population
but only occupies 3 percent of the world’s land area (SAARC, 2015).

2. Green Directory is a book prepared by the hotels showcasing their various environmental
management actions. The information for the Green Directory such as energy, water, waste, food,
etc. is supplied by all the departments in a hotel to the engineering division.
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