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Abstract:

Purpose: The article analyses the impact of  continuous improvement (system and teams) on business
sustainability dimensions (social, environmental, operational, and financial) as a competitive strategy to
create value for all stakeholders in emerging economy context.

Design/methodology/approach: The data collected is from 120 companies of  different sizes and 13
different industrial sectors such as food, energy, health, financial services, and logistics in Colombia. The
design of  multivariate logistic regression is to identify the critical aspects of  the continuous improvement
practices that significantly affect the dimensions of  business sustainability.

Findings: The analysis shows that from continuous improvement aspects (system and teams), employee
involvement,  human  talent  maintenance,  training,  and  evaluation  accompanied  by  feedback  impact
business sustainability. These elements impact financial and operational dimensions significantly but in the
environmental and social aspects with less intensity.

Research limitations/implications: Research is limited to the general sustainability analysis applying
resource-based strategy in Colombia.

Practical implications: Generate overall awareness of  the importance of  the equilibrium of  sustainability
dimensions in strategic planning and implementation in emerging economies.

Originality/value: This  work  applies  an  empirical  study  to  establish  the  impact  of  continuous
improvement (system and teams) on each of  the business sustainability dimensions (social, environmental,
operational, and financial) in companies of  emerging economies.
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1. Introduction

There is a global accord on the necessity of  contribution towards UN 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs).
Countries and companies adopt strategies to achieve these goals. However, the lack of  research and practice with a
comprehensive  and  holistic  vision  of  sustainable  development  and  business  sustainability  itself  leaves  a  gap
between  the  assigned  goals  and  the  current  state  especially  in  emerging  markets (Silvestre  &  Ţîrcă,  2019).
Additionally, at present, in society there is no consensus on the very meaning of  sustainability (Landrum, 2018),
neither  on  the  indicators  that  measure  the  harmonious  performance  between  the  environmental,  social  and
economic aspects (Medne & Lapina, 2019). Situation is more complex in the context of  emerging economies due
to the presence of  factors such as corruption, lack of  infrastructure, social problems, informality, and the culture of
emphasis on economic benefits (Mani, Gunasekaran & Delgado, 2018). 

Specifically, organisations are under enormous pressure to improve productivity and remain competitive in the
global market and an increased responsibility awareness towards society and environmental issues (Taddeo, Simboli,
Di  Vincenzo  & Ioppolo,  2019;  Muñoz-Villamizar,  Santos,  Viles  &  Ormazábal,  2018).  In  response  to  these
challenges, companies focus their activities on business sustainability (BS) that is defined as the capacity to generate
added value in the short, medium, and long term for their different stakeholders, minimising the negative impact on
society and the environment (Abbas, 2020; Medne & Lapina, 2019). There are different approaches to achieve BS.
One solution is  Continuous Improvement  (CI)  which is  considered as  one of  the  core  strategies  to achieve
manufacturing excellence (Abbas, 2020; Jurburg, Viles, Tanco & Mateo, 2018; Pojasek, 2007). The crucial elements
of  CI implementation are improvement system (structure) and active employee participation through work teams
(García-Arca & Prado-Prado, 2011). 

In effect, several studies evaluated the relationship between specific methodologies of  CI and BS. For instance,
Mårtensson, Snyder and Ingelsson (2019) advise managers to have a better comprehension of  the relation between
Lean implementation and BS to achieve high performance. More concretely, Vicente, Alves, Carvalho and Costa
(2015) analysed employee involvement and collaboration concerning BS and revealed that the problems are related
to salaries, lack of  information and no-open conversation with managers that are on top of  the business hierarchy.
Meza-Ruiz, Rocha-Lona, Soto-Flores, Garza-Reyes, Kumar & López-Torres (2019) indicate that strategies such as
self-assessment,  benchmarking,  corporate  reporting,  strategic  planning,  and  systematic  training,  are  significant
facilitators of  BS.

Past theoretical and practical research about CI and BS are mainly in advanced economies, and there is a shortage
of  research  in  emerging  markets.  To  fill  this  gap,  120  company  managers  from  different  sized  Colombian
companies and economic sectors took part in a survey consisting of  three parts (CI systems and work teams, and
organisational performance in terms of  BS).  The data processing applies descriptive statistics and multivariate
logistic regression. The goal of  the article is to analyse the impact of  continuous improvement (system and teams)
on business sustainability dimensions (social, environmental, operational, and financial) as a competitive strategy to
create value for all stakeholders in emerging economy context.

The process and phases are explained in this paper as follows. Section 2 provides a literature review, and section 3
presents the methodology. Parts 4 and 5 provide the survey results and discussions. Finally, the last part outlines the
conclusion and concluding remarks.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Continuous Improvement: System and Work Teams

The term CI derives from the Japanese word Kaizen that was developed by Masaaki Imai (Sanchez  & Blanco,
2014).  Scholars  define  CI  as  a  planned,  organised,  and  systematic  approach  to  improving  organisational
performance (González-Aleu  & Van Aken, 2016; Granerud  & Rocha, 2011). Therefore, CI is associated with
comprehensive methodologies (lean production; six sigma; quality control circles; total quality management and
employee idea systems) that utilise a dedicated work team to improve a process or system typically with minimal
capital investment and over a relatively short period. 
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The crucial elements of  CI implementation are improvement system and active employee participation through
work teams (Garcia-Arca & Prado-Prado, 2011). The improvement system is applying a formalised programme that
establishes a set of  steps to achieve a general or specific purpose (Jaca, Suárez-Barraza, Viles-Díez, Mateo-Dueñas
& Santos-García, 2011). According to Formento, Chiodi,  Cusolito,  Altube and Gatti (2013), the improvement
system generates the support structure that allows the creation of  the routines suggested by Bessant, Caffyn and
Gallagher (2001) in improvement stages of  their evolutionary model. A work team is a small group of  employees
led by a coordinator. They meet periodically to analyse and resolve a specific problem or carry out improvements in
the company. In general, the group dissolves when the problem is solved (García-Arca & Prado-Prado 2011). 

The successful implementation of  CI depends much on employee involvement at all  hierarchical levels of  an
organisation and the implemented systems. The prior research in advanced economies identified the critical factors
for  developing  personnel  participation  as  follows:  top  management  commitment;  personnel  commitment;
involvement based on work teams; availability of  key performance indicators for monitoring participation activities;
an organisational structure for supporting participation activities; methodology for managing personnel proposals;
continuous communication in participation activities; middle manager commitment; unions commitment; specific
training for developing participation system both individually and as a team; availability of  resources; adoption of  a
recognition/reward system for participants (Marín-García  & Bautista-Poveda, 2010; García-Arca  & Prado-Prado,
2011; Marin-Garcia & Bonavia, 2014).

2.2. Business Sustainability (BS) 

BS initially was known as the social responsibilities of  business coined by Howard Bowen (Chang, Zuo, Zhao,
Zillante, Gan & Soebarto, 2017). The term evolved into corporate social responsibility, and the organisational field
increasingly applies the concept of  sustainable development (Corrales-Estrada, Gómez-Santos, Bernal-Torres &
Rodriguez-López,  2021;  Steurer,  2010).  Currently,  there is  no universal  definition of  BS (Chang et  al.,  2017).
However,  different  approaches  highlight  the  importance  of  satisfying  the  needs  of  stakeholders  in  a  social,
environmental, and economic balance, also known as triple bottom line (TBL). This concept is related to meet the
necessities in the short, medium, and long term without compromising the ability of  future generations to meet
their needs (Liu, Wu, Zhong & Liu, 2020; Rezaee, 2016). According to BS, “social” refers to the impact of  business
activity  on  the  workforce  and  surrounding  communities,  “environmental”  is  to  maintain  consumption below
nature’s  regeneration ability,  and “economic” is  the persistent  financial  return (Vicente  et  al.,  2015;  Medne &
Lapina, 2019).

However, a literature review by  Pinto, Venturini, Digiesi, Facchini and Oliveira Neto (2020) suggests a need for
more wholistic definition of  BS which they refer to as strong or solid sustainability. Instead of  searching for the
balance between economic, social, and environmental aspects strong sustainability consider the environment as
fundamental to human well-being and economic growth. This is because limitation and scarcity occur exclusively in
natural  resources,  while  manufactured products are reproducible  and social  demands change with generations
(Oliveira Neto, Pinto, Amorim, Giannetti & Almeida, 2018; Martins, 2016).

The prior research indicates that environment continues to deteriorate no matter how companies increasingly adopt
sustainability standards. The lack of  a stronger concept based on concern for the environment in micro and macro
level is the reason for this phenomenon (Dyllick & Muff, 2016; Landrum, 2018).

In result, in this research the concept of  BS refers to the application of  effective process and resource management
at the company level; the value addition to different stakeholders; participating in the market in medium and long
term; striving for social development and the care of  the environment while obtaining economic benefits for its
investors (Liu et al., 2020; Medne & Lapina, 2019).

In relation to indicators, Medne and Lapina (2019), indicated that there is a wide range of  indicators to measure
performance concerning sustainability. At present, the most used BS indicators are those related to the company’s
financial, operational or productivity performance in terms of  resources; customer and employee satisfaction; social
responsibility  and environmental  care. Recently,  Mårtensson et al.  (2019) include indicators such as ethics and
transparency.  The implication  is  that  organisations  need to  evaluate  their  internal  activity  (financial  and non-

-773-



Journal of  Industrial Engineering and Management – https://doi.org/10.3926/jiem.3610

financial or operational), and indicators that assess the companies’ relationship with society and the environment
(Nigri & Del Baldo, 2018). 

Previous  studies  based on the  TBL model  considered the  economic  dimension as  one concept;  however,  in
business theory, the company’s performance is usually measured in terms of  financial and operational measures.
The  operational  indicators  include  operating  changes  in  the  goods  or  services  offered;  improvement  in  the
processes  of  business  activity  in  relationships  with  customers,  suppliers,  and  competitors;  and  the  quality
improvement of  products or services (Liao,  Chen & Deng, 2010). The evaluation of  financial results  of  the
economic dimension is in terms of  the increase in profits, market share, or sales volume (López, Hernández &
Marulanda, 2014). Sheth  and Minha (2015) indicate that to guaranty commitment to BS, the companies should
move from market, customer, and profit orientation to commitment to social and environmental issues.

For this reason, the present research disaggregates the financial and operational viewpoint to have a broader and
more comprehensive vision of  the BS components. As a result, for this research, the BS indicators include financial,
operational, social and environmental activities.

2.3. Relation of  Continuous Improvement and Business Sustainability

Scholars, in developed countries, highlight that quality systems, particularly the quality management certificates, are
related to an excellent reputation for quality and BS and also, they indicate positive effects in financial indicators,
such as ROA (return on assets) and Tobin’s Q (Boulter, Bendel & Dahlgaard, 2013). However, the failures of
quality-awarded companies such as Nokia, Motorola and Kodak indicate that the certifications cannot guaranty the
success of  the company (Liu et al., 2020). Additionally, there is no evidence of  the positive relationship between the
CI practices and quality certificates (Sabella, Kashou & Omran, 2014) and operational, environmental, and social
performance (Treacy, Humphreys, McIvor & Lo, 2019).

The main reason for the low impact of  CI practices, and of  certifications, is that organisations generally dedicate
high  priority  towards  achieving  economic  benefits  while  ignoring  the  importance  of  operational,  social  and
environmental aspects (Fernando, Jabbour & Wah, 2019; Neri, Cagno, Di Sebastiano & Trianni, 2018).

The prior research highlights the importance of  CI systems and work teams in BS. In terms of  systems, according
to Pojasek (2007), companies should use integrated management approaches such as CI to achieve their excellence
and sustainability  by creating value for their  different stakeholders.  Based on the structure design,  companies
develop the necessary capabilities, provide knowledge, skills, and appropriate mentality (Mohrman & Worley, 2010).
The  design  considers  job  enlargement,  training,  teamwork,  and  work  team involvement  (Longoni,  Golini  &
Cagliano, 2014; Daily, Bishop & Massoud, 2012). In terms of  the work team, the research indicates that it improves
information flow and experience available; facilitates coordination and integration of  efforts; avoids overlapping
tasks; increases the effectiveness of  innovative processes; allows employees to share problems and solutions with
the managers (Conti, Angelis, Cooper, Faragher & Gill, 2006). In this way, the adoption of  work teams impacts
each of  BS dimensions positively (Schroeder & Robinson, 2010). 

2.4. Continuous Improvement and Business Sustainability in Emerging Markets

Emerging markets are characterised by highly turbulent business environments, with institutional gaps, lags in the
application of  science, technology and innovation generation, low productivity, and emphasis on the export of
natural  resource-based  products  with  little  added  value  (Gölgeci,  Assadinia,  Kuivalainen  &  Larimo,  2019;
Bortagaray & de Montevideo, 2016). Also, they are dealing with traditional administrative structures and short-term
organisational vision, with limited environmental culture and in many cases wage inequity, among other aspects,
which are limiting the new corporate practices (Bernal, Amaya, Gaviria-Peñaranda & Zwerg-Villegas, 2020). 

Besides,  the  impact  and  interaction  between  BS  dimensions  in  different  contexts  is  still  an  area  in  dispute.
According to Jayanti and Gowdab (2014), in emerging economies, there are conflicting interests between various
aspects  of  sustainability.  In  result,  the  companies  have  difficulty  in  linking  sustainability  to  innovation  and
operational  efficiency;  competitive  advantage;  reputation  building;  environmental  impact  assessment;
differentiation; eco-design; and best human resource practices. 
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According to Lacy and Hayward (2011), CEOs in emerging economies consider sustainability fundamental to their
business  success,  even more than  developed economies.  Nevertheless,  in  their  pursuit  of  integrated  strategic
planning and sustainability implementation face barriers such as complexity of  strategy implementation across
functions, conflicting strategic priorities, lack of  recognition, different definitions of  corporate social responsibility,
difficulty in engaging with external groups, lack of  acceptance of  a link to value drivers. Additionally, Silvestre
(2015) identifies four barriers specific to sustainable supply chains which are: corruption, lack of  infrastructure,
pressing social problems in urban areas and informality. 

In terms of  CI in emerging markets, Paipa-Galeano, Bernal-Torres, Otálora, Jarrah Nezhad and González-Blanco
(2020),  identified  critical  success  factors  for  organisational  performance.  The  factors  are  the  availability  of
resources; management commitment; employee participation in improvement task identification; straightforward
and realistic objectives; and, finally, the existence of  a leader. The primary barriers are lack of  alignment between
organisational and continuous improvement objectives; lack of  motivation in the work team; and resistance to
change. Furthermore, Nguyen and Robinson (2015) identified substantial investment in human capital as a CI key
success  factor  that  provides  managers  and  employees  proper  education  and  training  and  robust  top-down
management approach; and the successful CI practices in developed economies are not applicable in emerging
markets. 

Moreover, some studies have emphasised the relevance of  internal social programs and the appropriate design of
operational support (Hasle, Bojesen, Jensen & Bramming, 2012). Concerning the social aspect, Mani et al. (2018)
indicate that the problems depend on the unique context of  each emerging economy, and the companies require
different managerial approaches. 

So, there is an increased interest in developing a comprehensive framework based on empirical evidence on the role
of  employees and organisational practices in achieving BS in emerging markets (Medne & Lapina, 2019). However,
little research has assessed the relation between operational practices and BS (del Brío, Fernandez & Junquera,
2007). Another flaw is that the articles that have studied this link are mainly conceptual or based on case studies
(Teixeira, Jabbour & Jabbour, 2012). Very few studies focus on the specifics of  emerging economies that indicates
the lack of  diversity in the authorship, company size and the location (Creasey, 2007) as most research on BS
focuses on multinational companies or those in developed economies (García-Alcaraz, Flor-Montalvo, Avelar-Sosa,
Sánchez-Ramírez & Jiménez-Macias, 2019; Silvestre, 2015; Jayanti & Gowda, 2014). 

In conclusion, it is necessary to demonstrate the impact of  CI systems and work teams on BS dimensions in the
context of  emerging economies.

3. Methodology
In the following sections presents the process of  sample choice and their characteristics.  In continuation,  the
discussion provides the research design process, including feature selection, survey design, and the characteristics of
the  instrument.  The  third  subsection  lays  out  the  application  of  multivariate  logistic  regression  analysis,  the
validation of  internal consistency applying Cronbach’s alpha. At last, Wald test results determine if  an independent
variable contributed towards the impact anticipated. Figure 1 shows the methodology phases for this research.

Figure 1. Methodology phases
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3.1. Sample Size

The data collection is from managers of  companies of  different sizes and sectors of  economic activities with more
than five years of  market presence, and formal registration in the chamber of  commerce. The companies must
practice CI activities during the last three years. Simple random sampling determines the participating managers’
sample size applying the following formula:

(1)

where:

n = sample size to estimate.
Zα/2 = statistical confidence level (95%)
σ2 = variance estimated (10%)
e = estimation error

The minimum necessary sample size for this research is 96. In compliance with this requirement, the CI processes
department of  200 companies received the questions via email. From 134 surveys, 14 did not pass due to the lack
of  answers to survey questions. So, the study included only 120 (24 small, 30 medium, and 66 large companies).

3.2. Survey Development

The survey is designed based on the literature review and particularly CI indicators by Jaca et al. (2011), and
sustainability  indicators by Nigri  and Baldo (2018) and Medne and Lapina (2019).  The scholars classified the
variables defined in the measurement instrument into three groups (86 items, 57 of  which are in the Likert scale,
and 29 are multiple choice):

• Improvement system dimensions (39 survey items) aimed to identify the state of  the current support
structure regarding CI.

• Work team dimension (31 survey items) aimed to identify the characteristics of  the work team in the
companies.

• The impact of  improvement aimed to measure a company’s key performance indicators (16 survey items)
in the social, environmental, and economic (financial and operational) BS dimensions.

The internal consistency calculation includes only Likert-scale-type items (Welch & Comer, 1988). Cronbach’s alpha
is 0.937, which, according to (George & Mallery, 2003), demonstrates excellent internal reliability. 

3.3. Data Analysis

The results’ analysis had two stages. The first stage describes the company’s current support structure regarding CI
and the  work team.  The second stage  consisted  of  multivariate  logistic  regression analysis  (MLRA)  oriented
towards evaluating the relationship between the improvement system, and work team regarding each of  the BS
dimensions. The study utilises MLRA due to the following attributes (Ranganathan, Pramesh & Aggarwal, 2017): 

• It allows the combination of  different types of  numerical and categorical variables.

• The probabilistic method allows for inferring results from the study population.

• Multivariate data analysis offers objective methods to reveal how many factors are necessary to describe a
complex reality and determine its structure. 

• The method constructs a forecast model of  the response variable of  interest.

The following regression formula was applied: 

(2)
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where:

P = probability of  “success” if  each independent explanatory variable xi holds a determined value.
βi = coefficients are representing each independent variable’s contribution to the probability of  success. Thus, βi = 0
would mean that independent explanatory variable xi did not contribute towards the likelihood of  success.

The Wald test permits the construction of  the final model from independent variables. According to (Vaeth, 1985),
the Wald test enables us to determine whether an independent variable contributed towards the particular impact
(H1). This test is associated with the following statistical hypothesis:

H0: βi = 0 (3)

H1: βi ≠ 0 (4)

The Wald test applies the following formula:

(5)

where:

w = Chi-squared distribution with one degree of  freedom.
bi = estimation of  the variable coefficient utilising sample values. Regarding significance, the p-value less than 5%
rejects Ho or accepts it for higher amounts.

The Wald test was applied iteratively until the parameters complied with the significance threshold. 

4. Results 

There are two categories of  results. The first part characterises the companies and validates their uniformity and
compliance with the conditions of  the research. The results of  the second part quantify the relationship and the
impact of  CI on BS.

4.1. General Characteristics of  the Companies 

Regarding the CI support structure, 55% of  the participating companies stated that they were certified, with at least
one of  the leading certifications (ISO 9001, ISO 14001, OSHAS 18000) contributing to their company’s CI culture
(Figure 2). Based on the industry norms, the companies are categorised as 38% small, 63% medium, and 58% large.
Considerably, 7% of  the medium and 12% of  the large companies stated that they obtained all three principal
certifications simultaneously.

Figure 2. General Characteristics of  the Companies
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Additionally,  in  terms  of  the  methodology,  medium  and  large  companies  apply  standard  improvement
methodologies, from which, 66% adopted a formal system of  collecting ideas; 52% developed their methods, 30%
adapted the Kaizen strategy, 24% used lean manufacturing, and 21% adopted the Six Sigma model.

A total of  82% (16% small, 23% medium, and 43% large) of  the companies utilise permanent work teams with the
same employees. Changing work teams are referred to as temporary improvement teams and were present in 41%
of  the companies (5% small, 8% medium, and 28% large). As evident from the data, some companies embrace the
combination of  the two work team types.

Furthermore, 88% of  the companies stated that they employed long-term CI actions or made small improvement
changes over time (18% small, 22% medium, and 48% large). A total of  41% stated that they exerted radical,
significant, or innovative improvements (5% small, 8% medium, and 28% large).

Finally, the survey indicates an increased impact of  CI and companies’ improved performance in the following
aspects:  financial (74%), environmental (57%), and social aspects (67%). The most significant financial impact
concerned improved profits (81%) while the lowest impact affected reduced costs (74%). The most significant
impact  on social  aspects involved enhanced relationships with customers (82%),  and with a moderate impact
regarding company relationships with state entities (52%).

4.2. Relationship Between CI Components and BS Dimensions

Table 1 provides the results of  the logistic regression model concerning each BS dimension. The four models
evaluate each of  dependent variable (i.e., each aspect related to BS concepts—social, environmental, financial, and
operational). Demographic variables were not included in the adjusted models as preliminary analysis revealed that
they had not contributed towards any type of  impact. 

4.2.1. Impact on the Social Dimension

Table 1 presents the result of  logistic regression model for the variables related to improvement systems and work
teams that have significant impact on the social dimension of  companies (p-values ≤ 5%). These variables are the
percentage of  managers in work teams, informative talks, and teamwork skills.

Coeff  b SE Wald p-value

Intercept –4.842 1.148 17.790 0%

B2.4 - % managers in work teams 1.040 0.561 3.437 4%

B3.1 - Informative talks 0.563 0.230 6.438 1%

B3.3 - In teamwork skills 0.696 0.206 11.349 0%

Table 1. Improvement system and work teams variables having a high impact on
companies’ social dimension

We obtain the following equation based on the variables that significantly influence social dimension: 

(6)

4.2.2. Impact on the Environmental Dimension

Table 2 presents the result of  logistic regression model for the variables related to improvement systems and work
teams that have significant impact on the environmental dimension of  companies (p-values ≤ 5%). These variables
are the percentage of  managers in work teams, Permanent radical improvement teams, External guide (consulting,
external facilitator, etc.), Human talent for system maintenance, percentage of  middle managers and technicians in
work teams, percentage of  managers in the team works, and working conditions and work environment.
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Coeff. b SE Wald p-value

Intercept –9.112 1.926 22.392 0%

A2.1 - % of  the people in work teams. 1.439 0.585 6.042 1%

A3.4.1 - Permanent radical improvement teams. –0.447 0.1727 6.706 1%

A4.3 - External guide (consulting, external facilitator, etc.). 1.317 0.505 6.789 1%

A5.2 - Human talent for system maintenance. 1.249 0.346 13.011 0%

B2.3 - % middle managers and technicians in work teams. 3.639 1.1146 10.661 0%

B2.4 - % managers in the team works. –1.830 0.841 4.738 3%

B4.5 - They are related to working conditions and work environment. 1.115 0.269 17.202 0%

Table 2. Improvement system and work teams variables having a high impact on companies’ environmental dimension

The logistic regression model, applying only the significant variables for the environmental dimension, is formed as
follows:

(7)

4.2.3. Impact on the Operational Dimension

Table 3 presents the result of  logistic regression model for the variables related to improvement systems and work
teams that have significant impact on the operational dimension of  companies (p-values ≤ 5%). These variables are
statistical and quality management tools, and teamwork skills.

Coeff. b SE Wald p-value

Intercept –5.035 1.085 21.527 0%

B3.2 - In statistical and quality management tools. 0.870 0.212 16.870 0%

B3.3 - In teamwork skills. 0.798 0.229 12.067 0%

Table 3. Improvement system and work teams variables having a high impact on companies’ operational dimension

The following equation adjusts a new logistic regression model that predicts the probability of  high operational
impact using only the variables in Table 3:

(8)

4.2.4. Impact on the Financial Dimension

Table 4 presents the result of  logistic regression model for the variable related to improvement systems and work
teams that have significant impact on the financial dimension of  companies (p-values ≤ 5%). The variable is “The
proposals are implemented, their results are measured and standardized”.

Coeff. b SE Wald p-value

Intercept -2.602 0.752 11.960 1%

B5.4 - The proposals are implemented, their results are measured and standardized. 1.001 0.212 22.321 0%

Table 4. Variables regarding improvement system and work teams having a high impact on companies’ financial dimension
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Using only significant variables, the logistic regression model for the financial dimension is as follows:

(9)

Figure 3 presents an overview of  the obtained results of  critical factors of  CI (systems and work teams) that impact
BS significantly. 

Figure 3. Key factors of  continuous improvement

5. Discussion
In this section, we provide a presentation of  different aspects of  the relation between CI and BS in emerging
markets.

The past research indicates that CI and BS are vital factors for business activities in developing countries regardless
of  distances in socio-demographic variables such as size, sector of  economic activity, years of  operation and legal
nature of  companies (Pojasek, 2007; Mårtensson et al., 2019; Garza-Reyes, Rocha-Lona & Kumar, 2014; Meza-Ruiz
et al., 2017; Mårtensson et al., 2019; Nigri & Baldo, 2018). The results of  the current study confirm that CI systems
and work teams positively impact each of  the BS dimensions in Colombian companies.

Additionally,  the  previous  research  indicates  that  companies  should  ensure  a  balance  between  different  BS
dimensions,  obtaining  financial  results,  operational  activity,  and social  and environmental  impact,  because  the
stakeholders are becoming more demanding of  this balance (Bingol & Polat, 2017; Rezaee, 2016). The results of
the research indicate that participating companies give high priority to the financial and operational aspects by
spending more on risk management and ability  to  adapt to change to avoid debt  rather than responding to
environmental and social aspects. These results contrast with the status quo of  BS in advanced economies which
emphasise on efficient resources usage,  social  inclusivity,  and environmental protection without compromising
profitability in any way (Unerman, Bebbington & O’Dwyer, 2007; Schaltegger, 2010; Delai & Takahashi, 2013).

The results also highlight the fact that international standards (ISO 9001, ISO 14001, OSHAS 18000) has little
impact on BS in emerging economies, which is in contrast with the results of  Hahn and Kühnen (2013) and
Barkemeyer, Preuss & Lee (2015). In emerging economies, most of  the companies are small or medium size,
informal and with limited financial resources that make it difficult to expect them to spend on the standards or
oblige them to report their activities to comply with government regulations. However, as results show, better social
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conditions in the CI system and work teams can lead to more social and environmental responsibility of  these
businesses without putting them at financial risks.

The results show that in emerging markets, focusing on the CI system and work teams can maximise internal social
via employee training and engagement and external social impact by providing better general conditions for the
employees.  CI  investment  in  emerging  economies  has  a  higher  impact  on  the  social  aspect  rather  than  on
environmental issues. 

Human resource management strategies applied in CI methodologies can minimise the effect of  corruption on
different levels of  business activities and the external effects by motivating employees and providing them more
trust and better work environment and as a result employee commitment. These results coincide with the strategies
by Silvestre (2015) to solve problems regarding corruption and social responsibility. 

The main reason that companies in the emerging market fall behind in terms of  sustainability (Delai & Takahashi,
2013) is mainly due to excessive debt, and primarily ignored social aspects of  sustainability such as the lack of  the
legal framework, societal infrastructure, or established traditions and experience of  developed countries. The fast
urbanisation and rising standards of  living impact environmental health and increase social stratification. 

From 70 survey items evaluated applying logistic regression models (improvement system and work teams), only 13
items (grouped into four categories) significantly contribute to BS. These categories are employee involvement,
human talent maintenance, training, and evaluation accompanied by feedback (Figure 4). The 11 of  13 items are
related to the human conduct necessary to assure the success of  CI and consequently, companies’ BS achievement.
These results confirm the importance of  human action in CI and therefore, in BS are aligned with the BS success
factors identified by Paipa-Galeano et al. (2020) in emerging markets and Nguyen and Robinson (2015), Shub and
Stonebraker (2009) and Seuring and Gold (2012) in advanced economies. 

Figure 4. Categories of  the key factors of  continuous improvement and business sustainability

6. Conclusions 

Companies,  to  compete  in  the  modern  business  environment,  are  looking  for  strategies  that  guaranty  their
improvement  and competitiveness  in  the  turbulent  markets  of  emerging  economies.  The limitations,  such as
increased  social  problems,  insufficient  government  support,  investment,  and  infrastructure  result  in  emerging
markets companies falling behind their sustainability promises in comparison to their counterparts in developed
economies.  The specific  context  of  emerging economies  demands crafted strategies  to align solutions  to the
problems facing companies and society. The results of  the study provide empirical support in the companies of
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emerging economies in the importance of  improvement system and work teams as crucial  factors to achieve
business excellence and as a result BS by creating value for all the stakeholders. The significance of  this study is to
differentiate between the business contexts of  emerging and developed economies to provide an alternative guide
for the companies that uncritically apply experiences of  management models created and tested in companies in
developed countries.

The results provide evidence to confirm the impact of  CI systems and work teams on each BS dimension in
emerging markets and specify four key categories that make a significant contribution to BS. These categories are
employee involvement, human talent maintenance, training, and evaluation accompanied by feedback. Besides, the
results indicate that an adequate strategy in CI systems and work teams can significantly impact the BS social
dimension. 

This paper contributes to the theory by conducting an empirical study to add to the understanding of  the relation
between CI (systems and teams) and BS in the context of  emerging economies. Also, the results support the
importance of  the evolution from CI, particularly the vital role of  human resources, to business excellence and
consequently to BS in emerging economies. Equally, the outcomes contribute to the understanding of  organisations
internal  and external  environment and the effectiveness of  their  systems and continuous improvement teams
concerning BS. Also, BS dimensions should not be restricted only to the economic, social, and environmental
aspects, but also to the operational aspect which is directly related to the production process. In addition, BS
contributes to the care of  natural resources, social development with economic benefit for the investors. However,
the prior research indicates that environment continues to deteriorate no matter how companies increasingly adopt
sustainability standards. The lack of  a stronger concept based on concern for the environment in micro and macro
level is the reason for this phenomenon (Dyllick & Muff, 2016; Landrum, 2018).

From a practical point of  view, the results of  the current research are a valuable source of  information for strategic
decision-making  by  entrepreneurs,  managers,  business  associations,  consultants  and  those  responsible  in
government entities for seeking business competitiveness applying CI.

Another  practical  contribution  consists  of  providing  a  guide  that  generates  overall  awareness  toward  the
importance  of  the  equilibrium of  sustainability  dimensions  in  strategic  planning  and  implementation  in  the
companies  in  the  emerging  economies.  Notably,  the  current  research  identifies  the  four  main  categories  of
employee involvement,  human talent maintenance,  training,  and evaluation accompanied by the feedback that
improve social inequality by promoting education, training and feedback. Employee involvement and awareness
leads to transparency in the operations. Employee training and care improves the overall informal businesses that
try to avoid compliance with the established norms. 

Since the current research is limited to the general sustainability analysis in Colombia and specifically Bogota city,
future research should focus  on in-depth multiple  case  studies of  companies  in  various  emerging economies
focusing on environmental aspect with a systematic vision that integrates micro and macro level contributors. Team
members are the vital element that impacts team consolidation, and it is necessary to include their characteristics in
future studies. Additionally, future research can describe the relationship between the size of  improvement teams
and sustainability for companies in specific sectors of  economic activity.
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