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Abstract

Objective: There is a need to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation. This study investigates eco-innovation performance in an emerging economy. Integrating behavioural contagion theory with the dynamic capabilities framework, we model how firms’ ‘sensing, seizing, and transforming’ capabilities translate external pressures and internal culture into a sustainable competitive advantage.

Methodology: This study uses partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to analyse survey data from 395 managers of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the Vietnamese hospitality sector.

Results: The findings reveal a robust causal pathway. A firm’s sensing capabilities – shaped by external pressures, a cooperative and innovative culture, and technology adoption – are significant predictors of its seizing capability, manifested as eco-innovation commitment. This commitment directly and positively drives transforming capability in the form of tangible eco-innovation performance. Our findings indicate a ‘green technology paradox’, where technology adoption enhances commitment but not performance, highlighting a critical implementation gap.

Limitations: This study was limited to small and medium-sized enterprises. Future research should validate the model in different institutional settings and incorporate objective indicators, such as R&D expenditures or patent data, to substantiate the findings.

Practical implications: This study offers managers an actionable framework for orchestrating internal and external drivers to enhance resource efficiency, ensure regulatory alignment, and achieve positive eco-innovation outcomes. While context-specific, it provides a useful blueprint for fostering sustainable competitive advantage in other emerging markets.
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1. Introduction

As one of the nation’s most vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change, Vietnam faces the dual challenge of sustaining rapid economic growth while mitigating severe environmental risks. In response, the Vietnamese government has developed an ambitious national agenda, committing to achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 and a 43.5% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 (Agarwal et al., 2022). This policy imperative places the primary responsibility for sustainable transformation squarely on the nation’s firms and entrepreneurs. In this high-stakes context, understanding the drivers of firm-level environmental action is not merely an academic exercise; it is a central question for Vietnam’s economic future and its capacity to meet its climate commitments.

The principal mechanism for this transformation is eco-innovation: the development and application of new or significantly improved products, processes or business models that reduce or eliminate negative environmental impacts (OECD, 2010). Distinct from conventional innovation, eco-innovation directly targets environmental externalities such as pollution and resource depletion, while offering firms a pathway to enhanced performance and a sustainable competitive advantage (Larbi-Siaw et al., 2022; Oduro, 2024). A substantial body of literature has emerged to identify the complex web of factors that motivate firms to undertake these crucial green initiatives (Hojnik & Ruzzier, 2016; Horbach et al., 2012; del Río et al., 2016).

This extensive research has categorised the determinants of eco-innovation into two domains: external pressures and internal capabilities. Externally, firms are pushed toward green innovation by market forces, including intense competition (Mora-Contreras et al., 2025), rising customer demand for sustainable products (Khan et al., 2022), and increasing investor focus on environmental, social and governance (ESG) criteria (Chen et al., 2024). This is compounded by pressure from environmentally conscious suppliers and collaborators (Rahaman & Khan, 2025) and, crucially, by the institutional environment created by government regulations, subsidies and recognition programs (Achmad et al., 2023; Jin et al., 2024).

While these external pressures create the impetus for change, it is a firm’s internal capabilities that determine its capacity to respond effectively. This begins at the leadership level, with managerial awareness and specific CEO traits being critical determinants (Porles-Ochoa & Guevara, 2025; Liu et al., 2024), and is nurtured by a supportive corporate culture that values environmental orientation and social responsibility (Albitar et al., 2023; Khurshid et al., 2025). Foundational resources – financial, technological and human capital – are key enablers (Jahanger et al., 2022), while sophisticated organisational capabilities, such as dynamic competence, digitalisation and supply chain integration, provide the framework for successful execution (Abbas et al., 2025; Piantoni et al., 2025).

While the literature provides a robust inventory of potential drivers, a critical research gap remains. Most previous studies have been conducted in developed economies, whose institutional settings, industrial structures and market dynamics differ markedly from those of an emerging economy like Vietnam. The unique context of a nation undergoing a rapid, policy-mandated green transition, coupled with pressure to meet ambitious climate goals, necessitates a more context-specific investigation. This led to this study’s central research question: what are the critical drivers and challenges influencing the adoption and performance of eco-innovation by Vietnamese firms, and how do these factors interact to affect sustainability and competitiveness?

This study contributes to the literature by providing a detailed empirical investigation into the determinants of eco-innovation within this unique and urgent context. We moved beyond a simple catalogue of drivers to examine the interplay between internal organisational factors – specifically an eco-oriented cooperative culture, the adoption of eco-friendly technology and a general innovative culture – and the powerful influence of external stakeholders and government policies. By analysing these interactions, we aimed to uncover the specific mechanisms that shape a firm’s commitment to eco-innovation, its strategic responses and its ultimate performance outcomes. Our findings offer crucial, actionable insights for managers navigating the complexities of the green transition and for policymakers aiming to design effective interventions to help Vietnam achieve its climate targets.

2. Theoretical framework: A multi-level model of eco-innovation

To construct a robust explanatory model that moves beyond mere description to elucidate the underlying process of sustainable transformation, this study integrated two complementary theoretical lenses: the theory of dynamic capabilities (DC) and behavioural contagion theory. The DC framework provides a strategic, firm-level architecture for understanding what firms must do to adapt in dynamic environments. Defined as an organisation’s capacity to purposefully reconfigure its resource base in response to evolving market conditions (Cavusgil & Deligonul, 2025), this framework is particularly relevant to eco-innovation. Following the seminal work of Teece (2007) and its subsequent applications (e.g., Kump et al., 2019), we operationalised DC through a triad of interconnected capacities: sensing (identifying external opportunities and threats), seizing (mobilising resources to capitalise on those opportunities) and transforming (reconfiguring the organisation to sustain the new strategic orientation). This process-oriented view allowed us to model the entire eco-innovation journey.

While the DC framework provides the strategic ‘what’, behavioural contagion theory offers the cultural ‘how’. This theory explains the mechanism through which the norms and attitudes necessary for eco-innovation are disseminated from the top management team (TMT) throughout the organisation (Burt, 1987). When a firm’s leadership displays a strong social entrepreneurial orientation (SEO), which is crucial for shaping the firm’s sensing, seizing and transforming capabilities (Bornay-Barrachina et al., 2023), this orientation spreads via ‘moral contagion’, shaping the organisational climate and encouraging employees to contribute to eco-innovative practices (Li et al., 2025; Tan et al., 2023).

By integrating these two theories, we constructed a multi-level, process-oriented model to explain the entire pathway from leadership’s vision (meso-level) to the firm’s tangible eco-innovation performance (macro-level), driven by the actions of its employees (micro-level).

3. Hypothesis development: Mapping the multi-stage process of eco-innovation

To empirically test our multi-level, process-oriented model of eco-innovation, we developed a series of hypotheses that mapped the causal pathways from the firm’s strategic commitment and its external and internal environments to its performance outcomes. This structured approach allowed us to dissect the complex journey of sustainable transformation, from the initial impetus for change to the final, tangible results.

3.1. The central role of strategic commitment (seizing → transforming)

At the heart of any successful eco-innovation initiative is a strategic commitment. This is more than a vague aspiration; it is a deliberate and deeply embedded organisational intent that directs managerial attention, allocates resources and aligns activities toward the goal of sustainability (Baquero, 2024). This commitment is the central mechanism of the ‘seizing’ phase of our dynamic capabilities framework, translating the opportunities and threats identified in the ‘sensing’ phase into a coherent strategic direction.

In the context of environmental strategy, an eco-innovation commitment represents a firm’s strategic intent to prioritise sustainability in its innovation portfolio. This is manifested through a series of tangible and resource-intensive actions. These can include sustained investment in green research and development (Xu et al., 2025), the establishment of dedicated environmental committees to oversee sustainability initiatives (Calvo et al., 2022), and the integration of environmental metrics into the firm’s performance evaluation and reward systems.

Such actions create a powerful organisational context that actively encourages and rewards the development of eco-friendly products and processes (Pilotti, 2024). By signalling the importance of sustainability to both internal and external stakeholders, this commitment helps to overcome organisational inertia and focuses the firm’s innovative capacity on solving environmental challenges. This directly enhances the firm’s ability to produce tangible eco-innovations, leading to improved resource efficiency, market differentiation and improved eco-innovation performance (Ferreira et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024). Based on this foundational reasoning, we proposed our first and most central hypothesis:

H1: Eco-innovation commitment is positively associated with a firm’s eco-innovation performance.

3.2. The external impetus: The influence of the firm’s environment (sensing → seizing)

Drawing on institutional theory, we proposed that the external environment provides the primary ‘sensing’ triggers for eco-innovation. We suggested that a combination of coercive pressures (from regulations) and normative/mimetic pressures (from the market and competitors) creates a powerful impetus that not only shapes a firm’s strategic commitment but also directly influences its operational responses and ultimate performance. Commitment is the internal engine of change. However, the initial spark for that change often comes from the external environment. The convergence of external factors, including regulatory, market and competitive forces, creates a powerful impetus for firms to improve their eco-innovation strategies and reduce their environmental footprint (Tchorzewska et al., 2025).

First, regulatory pressure – in the form of carbon taxes, emissions standards and other environmental legislation – exerts a coercive influence, compelling firms to innovate to avoid penalties and ensure compliance (Horbach & Rammer, 2025). A stable and predictable rule of law also encourages long-term investment in green technologies by protecting intellectual property and ensuring fair enforcement (Naruetharadhol et al., 2024).

Second, market-based pressures, which combine both normative and mimetic forces, are also critical. The growing consumer demand for sustainable products creates a powerful normative expectation for firms to be environmentally responsible (Hojnik & Ruzzier, 2016; Plotkina et al., 2025). When pioneering firms gain a competitive advantage through their eco-innovations, it creates intense mimetic pressure for competitors to follow suit to avoid being left behind in a rapidly evolving market (Kesidou & Demirel, 2012).

These external pressures collectively act as the primary inputs for the ‘sensing’ phase of our framework. They are the signals from the environment that a firm must perceive and interpret. We hypothesised that the stronger these signals, the more likely a firm is to respond by making a strategic commitment to eco-innovation.

H2a: External pressures have a positive impact on eco-innovation commitment.

H2b: External pressures have a positive impact on the eco-innovation performance of the organisation.

H2c: External pressures have a positive impact on business response.

3.3. The internal engine: The role of organisational capabilities (sensing → seizing)

While external pressures provide the rationale (‘why’) for eco-innovation, a firm’s internal capabilities determine the method of implementation (‘how’). Drawing on the resource-based view and behavioural theories, we argued that a firm’s ability to translate external signals into strategic action hinges on a synergistic combination of its cooperative culture, technological prowess and overall innovative capacity.

An eco-oriented cooperative culture facilitates the cross-functional knowledge sharing and collaboration essential for solving complex problems such as eco-innovation (Fields, 2024). It breaks down organisational silos, allowing expertise from R&D, marketing and operations to merge, and fosters the development of holistic, sustainable solutions (Guerreschi & Zecca, 2025). The collaborative environment created builds the trust and psychological safety necessary for employees to propose and experiment with novel green ideas (Sołtysik et al., 2024).

H3a: Eco-oriented cooperative culture has a positive impact on eco-innovation commitment.

H3b: Eco-oriented cooperative culture has a positive impact on the eco-innovation performance of the organisation.

H3c: Eco-oriented cooperative culture has a positive impact on business response.

The adoption of eco-friendly technology is a direct technical enabler of eco-innovation. It provides the firm with the tangible means to achieve its environmental goals, such as reducing energy consumption or creating products from sustainable materials (Khan & Khan, 2024). By investing in green technologies, firms not only improve their operational efficiency but also build a platform for developing next-generation green products and processes, thus directly enhancing their eco-innovation output (Ahmad & Wu, 2022; Kuo & Smith, 2018).

H4a: Eco-friendly technology adoption has a positive impact on eco-innovation commitment.

H4b: Eco-friendly technology adoption has a positive impact on the eco-innovation performance of the organisation.

H4c: Eco-friendly technology adoption has a positive impact on business response.

Finally, a broader innovative culture provides the fertile organisational ground in which specific eco-innovations can flourish. A culture characterised by a tolerance for risk, encouragement of experimentation and strong leadership support for new ideas enhances a firm’s absorptive capacity: its ability to recognise, assimilate and apply new external knowledge (Sun et al., 2023; Thomas et al., 2024). This general innovative capacity is the prerequisite upon which targeted eco-innovation efforts can grow and succeed.

H5a: Innovative culture has a positive impact on eco-innovation commitment.

H5b: Innovative culture has a positive impact on the eco-innovation performance of the organisation.

H5c: Innovative culture has a positive impact on business response.

3.4. The mediating mechanism: The role of proactive business responses

The relationship between a firm’s external pressures, its internal capabilities and its ultimate performance is unlikely to be a simple, direct one. We argued that these antecedent factors exert their influence through the firm’s deliberate and strategic actions. We conceptualised these actions as proactive business responses: a set of implemented practices and strategies designed to manage environmental issues.

These responses, such as adopting green human resource management (GHRM) to motivate employees (Faeni et al., 2025), implementing green supply chain management (GSCM) to reduce waste (Ahmad & Wu, 2022), or embracing circular economy principles (Vai & Aarstad, 2024), form the crucial mechanism through which a firm translates its potential into action. External pressures and strong internal capabilities enable and motivate these responses. For instance, regulatory pressure may trigger the implementation of a GSCM system, and a cooperative culture facilitates the effective rollout of that system. In turn, it is the successful implementation of this GSCM system that directly leads to reduced resource use and improved process innovation, which are tangible measures of eco-innovation performance.

Therefore, we proposed that proactive business responses act as an intermediary step, translating the pressures and capabilities identified in the ‘sensing’ phase into the concrete performance gains of the ‘transforming’ phase. Without these mediating strategic actions, the influence of the antecedent factors may remain dormant and unfulfilled. This led to our final mediating hypothesis:

H6: Business response mediates the positive relationship between (a) external pressures and (b) internal capabilities (eco-oriented cooperative culture, eco-friendly technology adoption, innovative culture) and the firm’s eco-innovation performance.

Collectively, these hypotheses form a multi-stage framework that maps the firm’s journey from sensing external signals to seizing opportunities through internal capabilities and transforming them into performance outcomes. The complete conceptual model and the hypothesized relationships are depicted in Figure 1.


Figure 1. Conceptual model
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Source: Created by authors.


4. Data analysis

4.1. Data collection

This study used Smart PLS-SEM version 3.3.3 for data analysis. Initially, a descriptive analysis was performed to characterise the sample dataset, providing insights into the ‘typical’ respondent and highlighting overall response patterns. Subsequently, the reliability and validity of the measurement instruments were evaluated, followed by an examination of the underlying structural relationships among the variables.

The research context was the tourism and hospitality sector in Vietnam, a vital part of the national economy facing significant environmental pressures and increasing government regulation (Tien et al., 2020). Data were collected from firms within this sector, which are crucial for advancing sustainable practices.

A purposive sampling strategy was employed, leveraging professional and governmental networks to identify and access relevant enterprises. This approach was chosen to navigate the high-context business culture in Vietnam and improve response rates (Bui & Tran, 2024). An initial target of 500 tourism and hospitality firms was selected among SMEs, which account for the majority of businesses in Vietnam (Bui & Tran, 2024). After refusals, the final sample consisted of 395 firms. The sample reflected the target population’s structure. To mitigate selection bias, we purposively stratified our targets to ensure diversity across key hospitality sub-sectors (e.g., hotels, restaurants, travel agencies), firm sizes and geographical locations within Vietnam’s major economic hubs.

To reduce single-rater bias, we gathered information from multiple sources and peer reviews of the survey questionnaire (Parmanne et al., 2023). The final sample included firms that collected data on general management, department managers and middle managers. The research classified managers as CEOs, and the senior executives and managers who worked directly with them. Middle managers were characterised as heads of divisions or teams in SME enterprises (e.g., division managers, department managers and front-line managers). The respondents held a variety of positions and completed the survey questions that they were most informed about. Data collection was conducted on-site via a structured questionnaire. One of the authors administered the survey in person, explaining its objectives, ensuring confidentiality and providing a small incentive to encourage participation. Respondents completed the surveys, which were collected on-site the same day. The demographic characteristics of the respondents are illustrated in Table 1.


Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the respondents




	Measure

	Item

	Frequency

	Percentage






	Gender

	Female

	122

	30.9




	
	Male

	273

	69.1




	Age

	<=25.9

	58

	14.7




	
	26-35.9

	174

	44.1




	
	36-45.9

	98

	24.8




	
	46-55.9

	61

	15.4




	
	>=56

	4

	1




	Position

	Front-line managers and supervisor

	189

	47.9




	
	Outlet manager and specialist/expert manager

	39

	9.9




	
	Department manager

	42

	10.6




	
	General manager

	125

	31.6




	Professional tenure

	<6 years

	164

	41.5




	
	6-less than 12 years

	169

	42.7




	
	12- less than 18 years

	45

	11.4




	
	>=18

	17

	4.3




	Employees (number of persons)

	<50 persons

	219

	55.4




	
	50-249

	125

	31.6




	
	>249 persons

	51

	12.9




	Industry

	Hotels and resorts

	95

	24




	
	Restaurants and bars

	116

	29.4




	
	Casinos and gaming, cruise lines and ferries

	15

	3.8




	
	Travel and tourism

	58

	14.7




	
	Event and convention planning

	22

	5.6




	
	Timeshare and vacation ownership, theme parks and attractions, and others

	89

	22.5






Source: Created by authors.



In line with the dynamic capabilities perspective, the construct measurements were adopted from previous studies: external pressures (Liang et al., 2007); eco-innovation commitment (Haddoud et al., 2021), green technology adoption (Huang & Huang, 2024; Aboelmaged & Hashem, 2019), innovative culture (Hon & Leung, 2011) and cooperative culture (Hon & Leung, 2011); and business response (Fernandez et al., 2011). Eco-innovation performance was treated as the outcome variable that emerged from the integration of these capabilities (Long et al., 2017).

4.2. Common method variance

Given that data for both predictor and criterion variables were collected from a single respondent for each firm, we took several steps to mitigate the potential for common method variance (CMV), following the procedural and statistical remedies recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003).

First, during the data collection process, we implemented several ex-ante procedural controls. The on-site presence of an author helped establish rapport and assure respondents of the confidentiality and anonymity of their answers, reducing evaluation apprehension. Within the survey instrument itself, we psychologically separated the measurement of different constructs by providing instructions for each section and interspersing items from different scales.

Second, after data collection, we conducted an ex-post statistical test using Harman’s single-factor analysis. An unrotated principal component analysis was performed on all items in the model. The results showed that multiple factors had eigenvalues greater than one, and the first emergent factor accounted for only 18.11% of the total 52.57% explained variance, which established that CMV was not a significant concern in this dataset.

4.3. Assessment of measurement model

To ensure the validity of our survey instrument for the Vietnamese context, we used a rigorous back-translation procedure. The original English questionnaire was translated into Vietnamese by a bilingual academic. A second, independent academic, also proficient in both languages, then translated the Vietnamese version back into English. The two English versions were compared, and minor revisions were made to the Vietnamese item wording to ensure conceptual equivalence and clarity. Unless specified otherwise, all constructs were measured using multi-item scales with a 7-point Likert-type response format, ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 7 (‘strongly agree’).

After evaluating the measurement model, this study focused on loading, convergent validity, internal reliability and discriminant validity (Table 2). The results indicated that all constructs achieved sufficient outer loadings, with values above the threshold of 0.70, confirming their adequacy for the analysis. The cooperative culture construct had a loading of 0.830, eco-innovation commitment was 0.813, eco-innovation performance was 0.808, external pressure was 0.812, and green technology adoption had a loading of 0.849.


Table 2. Assessment of loading, reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity




	Constructs

	Cronbach’s alpha

	rho_A

	Composite reliability

	Average variance extracted (AVE)

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7






	1. External pressures

	0.797

	0.803

	0.868

	0.623

	0.789

	
	
	
	
	
	



	2. Eco-innovation commitment

	0.81

	0.811

	0.875

	0.637

	0.642

	0.824

	
	
	
	
	



	3. Eco-oriented cooperative culture

	0.746

	0.756

	0.856

	0.666

	0.727

	0.652

	0.816

	
	
	
	



	4. Eco-friendly technology adoption

	0.767

	0.77

	0.866

	0.682

	0.707

	0.61

	0.645

	0.826

	
	
	



	5. Innovative culture

	0.81

	0.811

	0.875

	0.637

	0.65

	0.638

	0.661

	0.601

	0.798

	
	



	6. Business response

	0.727

	0.739

	0.83

	0.551

	0.699

	0.646

	0.645

	0.655

	0.615

	0.742

	



	7. Eco-innovation performance

	0.836

	0.838

	0.884

	0.605

	0.74

	0.746

	0.739

	0.697

	0.693

	0.735

	0.778






Source: Created by authors.



Convergent validity was also established, as all constructs exhibited average extracted variance (AVE) values greater than 0.5, ranging from 0.551 to 0.683. The composite reliability (CR) and Cronbach’s alpha (CA) values for each construct also exceeded the minimum criterion of 0.7, indicating that the measurement model met the reliability requirements. For instance, eco-friendly technology adoption had a CA of 0.806 and a CR of 0.886, supporting the reliability of the constructs. Finally, there were no concerns regarding discriminant validity, as the square root of the AVE for each construct exceeded the correlations with other concepts, affirming the distinctiveness of the constructs. The measurement model supported the validity and reliability of the study’s findings.

4.4. Assessment of structural model

Figure 2 and Table 3 present the results of a PLS-SEM analysis relating to the factors influencing eco-innovation performance. Figure 2 visually summarises these relationships. The model illustrates that external pressures and internal capabilities (cooperative and innovative cultures, technology adoption) were significant antecedents, primarily influencing performance through the mediating pathway of eco-innovation commitment and business response. The path from commitment to performance (β = 0.287) emerged as one of the strongest direct effects, underscoring its central role. Figure 2 also illustrates the ‘green technology paradox’, showing a significant path to commitment but a non-significant direct path to performance.


Figure 2. PLS-SEM results

[image: Figure 2. PLS-SEM results]

Source: Created by authors.



Table 3. Assessment of the structural model




	Hypothesis

	Path relationship

	Original sample (O)

	Sample mean (M)

	Standard deviation (STDEV)

	T statistics (|O/STDEV|)

	P values

	2.5%

	97.5%

	VIF

	Result






	H1

	Eco-innovation commitment -> eco-innovation performance

	0.287

	0.281

	0.047

	6.159

	0.000

	0.192

	0.376

	2.206

	Supported




	H2a

	External pressures -> eco-innovation commitment

	0.252

	0.247

	0.064

	3.940

	0.000

	0.118

	0.368

	2.829

	Supported




	H2b

	External pressures -> eco-innovation performance

	0.140

	0.142

	0.060

	2.341

	0.020

	0.022

	0.259

	3.144

	Supported




	H2c

	External pressures -> business response

	0.328

	0.326

	0.077

	4.280

	0.000

	0.166

	0.467

	2.829

	Supported




	H3a

	Eco-oriented cooperative culture -> eco-innovation commitment

	0.050

	0.058

	0.064

	0.784

	0.434

	-0.067

	0.178

	2.106

	Not supported




	H3b

	Eco-oriented cooperative culture -> eco-innovation performance

	0.132

	0.127

	0.053

	2.491

	0.013

	0.022

	0.227

	2.132

	Supported




	H3c

	Eco-oriented cooperative culture -> business response

	0.103

	0.102

	0.065

	1.573

	0.116

	-0.027

	0.226

	2.106

	Not supported




	H4a

	Eco-friendly technology adoption -> eco-innovation commitment

	0.205

	0.201

	0.066

	3.099

	0.002

	0.061

	0.332

	2.275

	Supported




	H4b

	Eco-friendly technology adoption -> eco-innovation performance

	0.112

	0.111

	0.057

	1.976

	0.049

	-0.001

	0.214

	2.453

	Not supported




	H4c

	Eco-friendly technology adoption -> business response

	0.236

	0.235

	0.076

	3.102

	0.002

	0.074

	0.389

	2.275

	Supported




	H5a

	Innovative culture -> eco-innovation commitment

	0.324

	0.328

	0.075

	4.328

	0.000

	0.190

	0.479

	1.878

	Supported




	H5b

	Innovative culture -> eco-innovation performance

	0.155

	0.159

	0.051

	3.007

	0.003

	0.060

	0.272

	2.141

	Supported




	H5c

	Innovative culture -> business response

	0.205

	0.209

	0.073

	2.808

	0.005

	0.074

	0.350

	1.878

	Supported




	H6

	Business response -> eco-innovation performance

	0.204

	0.209

	0.058

	3.537

	0.000

	0.100

	0.318

	2.465

	Supported






Source: Created by authors.



All hypotheses were supported, except for H3a, H3c and H4b (see Table 3). Firstly, eco-innovation commitment demonstrated a strong and significant effect on eco-innovation performance (β = 0.287; t = 6.159; p < 0.000). This finding emphasises that organisations with a high commitment to eco-innovation are likely to achieve better performance in this area. Secondly, external pressure contributed positively to eco-innovation commitment (β = 0.252; t = 3.940; p < 0.000) and eco-innovation performance (β = 0.140; t = 2.341; p < 0.05). This indicates that external factors, such as regulatory requirements and customer demands, can drive organisations to intensify their eco-innovation efforts. Additionally, there were insignificant impacts of eco-oriented cooperative culture on eco-innovation commitment (β = 0.05; t = 0.434; p > 0.05) and on business response (β = 0.103; t = 1.573; p > 0.05). However, the relationship between eco-oriented cooperative culture and eco-innovation performance (β = 0.132; t = 2.491; p < 0.05) showed a statistically significant positive impact. This indicates that a cooperative environment within the organisation enhances the development and implementation of eco-friendly innovations. Eco-friendly technology adoption showed a positive relationship with eco-innovation commitment (β = 0.205; t = 3.099; p < 0.05) and business response (β = 0.236; t = 3.102; p < 0.05). This indicates that adopting modern technologies can significantly enhance an organisation’s ability to innovate sustainably. Lastly, there were significant impacts of innovative culture on eco-innovation commitment (β = 0.324; t = 4.328; p < 0.05), eco-innovation performance (β = 0.155; t = 3.007; p < 0.05) and business response (β = 0.204; t = 3.537; p < 0.05).

In conclusion, all factors analysed had a positive impact on eco-innovation performance, underscoring the importance of fostering a cooperative culture, strengthening commitment to eco-innovation, responding to external pressures and embracing new technologies to improve outcomes in this domain.

5. Discussion

With escalating climate change, nations such as Vietnam are at a critical juncture, facing the monumental challenge of decoupling economic prosperity from environmental decline. This study investigated this transition, focusing on the small and medium-sized enterprises that form the backbone of Vietnam’s hospitality sector. We aimed to understand the complex dynamics of eco-innovation in this high-stakes environment. We sought to move beyond a simple checklist of drivers to answer the question: how do firms sense mounting external pressures, seize the opportunity to innovate and ultimately transform their operations to achieve better environmental performance? We aimed to explain how a sustainable competitive advantage is created.

5.1. Principal findings

Our investigation, using dynamic capabilities and behavioural contagion theory, revealed a compelling and nuanced set of findings. The central component is firms’ explicit eco-innovation commitment, which is the most powerful and direct aspect of eco-innovation success. However, this commitment is shaped and supported by a range of other critical factors. External pressures – from regulators, customers and competitors – create the impetus for change. Internally, the firm’s culture is also essential. Both a specific eco-oriented cooperative culture and a broader innovative culture were found to be powerful forces, not only nurturing commitment but also directly contributing to performance and enhancing firms’ agility in their business responses.

An interesting aspect was the role of technology. While the adoption of eco-friendly technology bolstered a firm’s commitment, it did not, on its own, guarantee a good outcome in performance. This revealed a critical gap between acquisition and application: a ‘green technology paradox’ where having the right tools is not enough. Success is achieved through the firm’s business response, which converts external pressures and internal capabilities into tangible, performance-enhancing action.

Our findings offer a distinct perspective compared with other contexts. In developed economies like Germany (Horbach et al., 2012) and the UK (Kesidou & Demirel, 2012), factors such as regulatory stringency and organisational capabilities, encompassing technology adoption, often directly drive eco-innovation activities. Our discovery of a ‘green technology paradox’ in Vietnamese SMEs, however, revealed a critical implementation gap, suggesting that building internal absorptive capacity is as crucial as technology acquisition in emerging economies. This finding aligns with literature that emphasises the behavioural complexities and potential biases inherent in green technology investments, which can sever the link between acquisition and performance gains (Knobloch & Mercure, 2016). While internal factors are also vital in other Asian contexts like China (Long et al., 2017), the models proposed in such cases suggest a sequential pathway through formal ‘innovation commitment’ before influencing behaviour. In contrast, our finding that cooperative culture can bypass formal commitment highlights a unique mechanism. This may reflect Vietnam’s collectivist business culture, where informal collaboration can be a more potent driver of change than the top-down, strategy-centric models often assumed in the literature, and emphasises the value of context-specific research.

5.2. Theoretical implications

This research enriches the academic studies in three significant ways. First, it empirically grounds dynamic capability theory in the eco-innovation context of an emerging economy, demonstrating that sensing, seizing and transforming are not abstract concepts but the real mechanics of sustainable adaptation. Second, by using behavioural contagion theory, we offer a novel micro-foundation for the power of organisational culture. The findings suggest that pro-environmental norms can spread organically through cooperation and mimicry, creating performance gains that can precede formal strategic commitment. Finally, by integrating institutional pressures, dynamic capabilities and cultural contagion, our study provides a more holistic and integrated theoretical framework, moving beyond single-factor explanations to capture the complex, nested system that truly drives eco-innovation.

5.3. Practical implications

For managers and entrepreneurs on the front lines of the green transition, our study offers clear implications and a strategic framework:

Commitment is the compass for eco-innovation, guiding organisations beyond symbolic declarations toward genuine, organisation-wide alignment. Such commitment must permeate resource allocation, strategic planning and performance evaluation rather than remaining confined to mission statements. Culture is the engine that sustains this orientation. Leaders must foster both a broad innovation culture that legitimises risk-taking and an eco-oriented cooperative culture that dismantles silos and enables collective problem-solving, to provide the conditions under which commitment takes root. Technology, in this view, is a tool. The mere acquisition of green technologies is insufficient; their transformative potential depends on absorptive capacity, achieved through training, process reconfiguration and a culture of continuous learning. Finally, agility emerges as the defining capability. Firms that empower teams to act adaptively and proactively are best positioned to convert challenges into enduring competitive advantage.

From a marketing perspective, a strong eco-innovation commitment provides the foundation for authentic green branding. Firms can leverage tangible performance improvements (e.g., reduced waste, certified sustainable products) into compelling marketing narratives that appeal to the growing segment of environmentally conscious consumers, turning sustainability efforts into a market advantage.

5.4. Limitations and future research

Despite its contributions, this study is not without limitations. Our narrative lies in the specific world of SMEs in Vietnam’s hospitality sector, and its conclusions were drawn from perceptual survey data. This specificity, while providing depth, naturally limits the generalisability of our findings, opening avenues for future research. Future studies should test the model across varied contexts – large corporations, diverse industries and both emerging and developed economies – to identify which findings hold universally and which are context-specific. They should also adopt complementary methodological lenses, applying objective indicators such as R&D investments in green initiatives, patent filings in environmental technologies, and measurable reductions in emissions or waste. Such multi-method approaches would provide a stronger empirical grounding and enhance the robustness of the relationships observed.

6. Conclusion

This study investigated the drivers of eco-innovation in the context of Vietnam’s hospitality sector, a key industry facing immense pressure to align with the nation’s ambitious sustainable development goals. By integrating the strategic lens of dynamic capabilities with the cultural insights of behavioural contagion theory, we sought to move beyond a simple inventory of factors to build a holistic, process-oriented model to explain how small and medium-sized enterprises translate environmental pressures into tangible performance outcomes. Our findings indicate that this transformation hinges on a firm’s explicit eco-innovation commitment, which is itself shaped by external pressures and internal culture. We found a ‘green technology paradox’ and the subtle but powerful direct impact of a cooperative culture, highlighting the complex interplay between formal strategy and informal behaviours. In conclusion, the process of eco-innovation is not one of passive reaction but of proactive creation. It is a tale of leadership, culture and commitment, where firms that learn to sense, seize and transform are not only contributing to a country’s climate goals but are also authoring their own enduring success.
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