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Abstract: Many firms attribute strategic importance to environmental issues. Among the firms that 
adopt this strategy, we can mention those that use the residues or waste of the processing cycles in 
further industrial transformation processes. The research work is focused on the study of an explan-
atory case of sustainability of the production process. As regards the methodology used, an excellent 
business case was analysed, and an interpretative, qualitative approach has been chosen. Although this 
is a research that is still in progress, some theoretical and conceptual systems can be proposed here.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION 

They are inclined to make huge investments for the adoption of non-polluting technological
solutions in production systems, as well as to start internal training activities to increase 

the skills of human resources in environmental matters and also to design specific and well 
detailed internal organizational procedures. This is the case of companies that use productive 
technologies powered by renewable energy sources and reduce the emission of CO2, or that 
use materials whose production does not compromise the production contexts of the countries 
of origin. Among the firms that adopt this strategy, we can mention those that use the residues 
or waste of the processing cycles in further industrial transformation processes. The research 
work is focused on the study of an explanatory case of sustainability of the production process. 
In practice, an excellent firm in the packaging industry has made huge productive investments 
to acquire and successfully implement a new production process aimed at reprocessing and re-
generating the residues (processing waste) of the materials used in the main production process. 
One of the objectives of this study is to verify whether for a medium-sized business the external 
search produces more effective effects on innovative processes types.

Since recent researches suggest that process innovation and business model innovation (BMI) 
can be pursued separately or concurrently, the study intends to investigate what are the innova-
tive processes relevant to a firm projected to sustainability. As far as the structure of the work is 
concerned, it is structured as follows: initially the theoretical framework that is still undergoing 
further systematization is presented, then the conduct of the investigative analysis in the field is 
illustrated, and finally some reader results that have been reached so far.

2.	 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

To innovate, organizations must search for new knowledge or for ways to recombine existing 
knowledge in novel ways, this is the pre-requisite to carry out research in new contexts in order 
to enter in distant industries.
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Firms are asked not to close themselves to their existing knowledge base or to the family one for 
the sector or sub-sector, but rather to undertake external search for knowledge. This is all the 
truer in the current era, where innovation is also recognized as a complex process that assem-
bles different innovation types, such as product, process, and business model innovation (BMI).

Recent researches suggest that product, process, and BMI - a newly recognized innovation type 
[1], [2] can be pursued separately or concurrently [3], [4], [5].

Several authors have theoretically suggested separating BMI and process innovation, arguing 
that new business models can generate value through process innovation or without recourse 
to process innovation [6], [7]. Other authors consider BMI, product and process innovation as 
different innovation types [8], [5]. As well, other studies show that external search (relating to 
the number to the number of stakeholders with a different technological heritage and how in-
tensively a firm resort to stakeholder innovation) is positively related to all the firm’s innovative 
business processes types (business model, process) [3], [4].

The modification of the business model is concretely and profitably possible in the productive 
structures that with agility (operational agility) adapt to the new ways of competing.

The modification of the business model and the resulting value creation are sources of a com-
petitive advantage that is also modified, since it is different, sometimes significantly, from the 
past. In strategic management studies, traditionally focused on the formulation of decisions, in-
creasing importance is given to the analysis of how changes are generated and to the evaluation 
of the effects they generate [9].

The following two search traces are assumed.

H1a:	�The new production knowledge is the basis of the firm’s innovative processes in a sustain-
ability perspective.

H1b:	�Process innovation that leverages internal research is the prerequisite for diversifying the 
technological background and developing sustainable strategies in the historical and new 
business models.

A firm’s ability to conceive performance-enhancing business models (BMs) in the sense of 
sustainability has become a cornerstone of competitive advantage. Sustainable supply chain 
governance is possible if it involves all the physical and information flows of the processes that 
make up the operations of the companies belonging to the supply chain.

Integration is important. The theoretical framework takes into consideration the relational ap-
proach [10], [11], [12] between economic actors based on two theoretical frameworks: the first, 
in the long term, takes into consideration the resource-based view; the second focuses on net-
work analysis.

Numerous managerial studies have made use of the theoretical scheme focused on resources - 
resource based view (RBV) - to analyse how various forms of integration between supply chain 
actors and companies impact on their performance [13], [14], [15]. The resource-based approach 
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makes it possible to estimate the value of the ‘relational resources’ that are developed in the 
‘buyer-supplier’ relations.

H2:	� The relationships between operations in the supply chain are the basis of the evolution of 
the value created by the supply chain.

3.	 METHODOLOGY 

The methodology involves the longitudinal analysis of an excellent company case, located in 
central Italy, which has been investigated in the last five years. An interpretative, qualitative 
approach is chosen because it helps to navigate and understand the complex issues that are 
associated with the data quality concept, and its relation to the factors involving managerial 
practices to implement facilities in modern relationships within the supply chain [16]. ‘Oriented 
case study’ investigates the issue within a real-life context, drawing on the reviews of a number 
of sources, and provides the means to review theory and practice iteratively [17], [13], [18]. For 
a detailed analysis of the study and investigation methods, see the following table (table 1).

Table 1: Overview of data collection 
Primary data FIRM data

Semi-structured interviews
- entrepreneur
- manager of the first managerial line
- heads and foreman in the production area
- university curricular internship
- follow up interviews (with all the interviewees)

SUPPLIERS
- explorative interviews: managing director
- �semi-structured interviews: managing director and workers of technical areas
- follow up interviews (with all the interviewees)

Secondary data Internal communication documents
- economic-financial firm annual reports
- internal communication to employees
- internal workshops and seminars

External communication documents
- �specialist presentations by managers for external audiences (on the occasion of the 

auditors’ audit; supply chain partners)
- �website and press releases downloaded (both of the firm and of the consortium)
- speeches on conferences and/or fairs

Publications relating to the firm by third parties
- Publications related to the consortium from business schools 
- Master’s degree thesis

4.	 THE STRATEGY OF PRODUCTION DIVERSIFICATION  
FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

The business model is defined as new, when it is the result of the design, by managers and en-
trepreneurs, of a radically new activity system for objectives, structure and forms of governance 
(architectural novelty of the business) or of a system, in which activities with elements of novel-
ty (objectives, structure, governance) are integrated with unmodified activities (complementary 
news of the business) [19], [20],[21].
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Although the RBV places emphasis almost exclusively on the benefits deriving from collabo-
rations based on the development of resources that are specific (unique or dedicated) to each 
relationship, and therefore difficult to imitate, interactions between diversified supply chains 
emerge with increasing force in the competitive scenario.

The analysis of the supply chain in the relational perspective considers the interdependence that 
is created between companies and the willingness that they have to initiate and control forms 
of interaction that increase the degree of integration of the supply chain. Following the research 
results obtained, it emerged that buyers and suppliers, developing relational skills, favour the 
profitable circulation of information, which is the basis of cooperation based on mutual trust. 
Such a strong degree of integration determines the reduction of conflicts and the formation of 
relational revenues. The integration of supply chain operators or supply chain integration (SCI) 
is made possible by the ability of companies to cooperate with ‘critical suppliers and customers’ 
and more cooperation involves business managers (intra-organizational collaboration), manag-
ers of different companies, but belonging to a group or to a multinational (co-operation between 
home-mother and subsidiary), and managers of completely autonomous companies (inter-or-
ganizational cooperation) (see table 2).

Firm utilizes relationships for competitive advantage by accessing, integrating, and leveraging 
external resources. Specifically, one would like to deepen the relationship perspective that is 
based or could even be better developed with the network-level design of network-type relation-
al structures. Networks are structures that convey information in markets, provide a competi-
tive advantage to some actors over others, and offer opportunities otherwise unavailable. The 
network analysis allows the scholar to grasp two theoretical frameworks using the main inter-
national managerial literature, namely the relational based view and the resource-based view. In 
agreement with the relational based view, the network perspective sees supply chain as business 
network, where business units or firms are represented by nodes, and long-term complex inter-
actions between them are represented by links [22]. 

Table 2: Key features of the two types of innovation on which it primarily relies 
Feature Business Model Innovation Process Innovation
Unit of analysis Value chain system (as structured 

between the focal firm, industrial clients, 
suppliers, stakeholders)

New technological process in internal 
production system

Knowledge needed Knowledge about new architectures of 
productive combinations to reconfigure 
production-based activity structure 
needed and technical knowledge

Technical tacit knowledge needed, often 
difficult to codify

Relation within the value 
chain

Changes to the firm’s value chain due 
to changes in content, governance, and 
structure of relationships with value chain 
actors and with stakeholders

Design of new production systems; design 
of new production governance systems; 
new relationships in a value chain 
(upstream/middle of the value chain)

5.	 FINDINGS 

In the context of the resource-based view, academic interests are welcomed, stating that in the 
prerequisites of business, or strategic networks of success exploitation is much more recent. 
From a resource-based perspective firms differ in their capability to shape and exploit networks, 
to extent that their capability to leverage networks has been identified as distinctive.
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Following the results obtained from the analysis of the case studied, it can be seen that espe-
cially the external search is positively related to the medium sized firm’s innovative business 
processes types.

If firms seek increased operational performance, market performance, innovation and financial 
performance, they need to develop network specific capabilities. One such critical capability 
refers to management skills and competencies in developing valid views of networks and their 
potential evolution, a condition to perceive the opportunities embedded in networks.

Recent empirical studies refine the conceptualization of network pictures by testing the dimen-
sions of this concept and adopting a dynamic view, focused on the processes through which 
networks are understood and strategy enacted within them.

Drawing on network analysis and RBV we find that established firms predominantly rely on 
newly and diversified external sources such as new process technology, relations with new 
stakeholders and internal sources (productive knowledge embedded in production systems and 
in internal R&D and engineering processes) when introducing new business models and when 
innovating processes.

To innovate, organizations must search for new knowledge or for ways to recombine existing 
knowledge in novel ways. This is all the truer in the current era, where innovation is also rec-
ognized as a complex process that assembles different innovation types, such as process and 
business model.

We provide two contributions to the literature. First, the much stronger empirical association 
between external search and BMI than between external search and process innovation suggests 
that BMI might enable established firms to escape the prior knowledge corridor and broaden 
their horizons. Second, we theoretically compare and empirically confirm how search practices 
relate to different innovation types, arguing that the underlying knowledge required for differ-
ent innovation types influences the appropriate search practice in non-large firms operating in 
manufacturing sectors with strong environmental problems.
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