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Abstract: is paper focuses on the social and environmental innovations of Brazilian
companies, rather than on merely economic innovations. ese innovations are
discussed within the context of sustainability. Data were collected via a qualitative and
descriptive study from the annual Guia Exame de Sustentabilidade magazine (2014
Edition). e magazine stated that 228 companies responded to the questionnaire. Of
these, 61 companies stood out in Brazil for their policies and practices in sustainability
and had their results published. e social innovations were geared towards meeting the
needs of the surrounding communities. Environmental innovations appeared in greater
numbers, connoting a higher stage of attention and interest from Brazilian companies.
Environmental innovations were intended to evolve or improve processes and products
and to reduce the consumption of resources.
Keywords: efficient processes, reduction of greenhouse gases, socio-technical context.
Resumo: Neste artigo, se investiga as inovações voltadas para aspectos sociais e
ambientais, ao invés da análise de aspectos meramente econômicos, proporcionando
assim o contexto da sustentabilidade. Este propósito é estabelecido para identificar as
inovações sociais e ambientais desenvolvidas pelas empresas brasileiras. Os dados foram
coletados através de um estudo qualitativo e descritivo da revista anual Guia Exame de
Sustentabilidade (edição de 2014). A publicação de 2014 da revista identificou que 228
empresas responderam ao questionário. Destas, 61 empresas se destacaram no Brasil por
suas políticas e práticas de sustentabilidade e publicaram seus resultados. As inovações
sociais foram voltadas para atender às necessidades das comunidades vizinhas. As
inovações ambientais apareceram em maior número, em estágio mais elevado de atenção
e interesse em relação as sociais pelas empresas brasileiras. As inovações ambientais foram
destinadas a desenvolver ou melhorar processos e produtos, bem como para a redução
do consumo de recursos.
Palavras-chave: contexto sócio técnico, processos eficientes, redução de gases de efeito
estufa.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Social and environmental innovations, rather than merely economic
innovations, are of interest to society. is research identifies
Brazilian companies’ social and environmental innovations through an
investigation of 61 companies that disclosed details of their performance
in the magazine Guia Exame de Sustentabilidade (2014).

e theory of economic development proposed by Schumpeter (1997)
explains the elements that support the evolution of markets, countries
and companies. According to this author, innovation has a close
relationship with the establishment of new markets and the emergence
of entrepreneurs. It is important that a government support research
and development for its country’s economic growth. In this way, Dosi
(2006) argues that the growth and competitiveness of an industrial
society can be encouraged by carrying out scientific and technological
research, confirming Schumpeter’s approach.

rough the Oslo Manual, the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD, 2005) classifies innovation into
four areas: product, process, marketing and organization. is division
positions an innovation in the area from which it originated or in the area
that had greater participation in it.

e Oslo Manual (OECD, 2005) is an international benchmark to
measure innovation. Despite the greater attention paid to innovation
in the industrial sector, the Oslo Manual enables the interpretation of
innovation in various spheres of society. However, it focuses primarily
on economic development, moving away from social and environmental
issues, which, together with the economic variable, lay the foundations of
sustainability.

In the context of economic innovation, Schumpeter (1997) argues
that this can be achieved by producing new things, producing the same
things in a new way (in various combinations of materials and forces) and
making new combinations that bring financial returns.

e innovations that occur within the companies are thus important
for the whole of society and influence the development of the country.
us, this research identifies innovations of Brazilian companies that had
social and environmental impact.

Design innovation based solely on financial returns is far from
a sustainable development proposal. Concern for sustainability is a
reality in most companies, whose management teams focus not only
on economic aspects but also social and environmental aspects. e
engagement of enterprises in the context of sustainability involves the
need to change practices to address sustainable development. Barbieri
et al. (2010) point out that in the process of innovation, organizations
should incorporate the mitigation of social and environmental aspects.
In this sense, besides benefiting the economy, innovation should
contemplate society and the environment, consolidating the concept of
sustainable development.
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Authors like Bhatt and Altinay (2013) and Maclean et al. (2013)
indicate that research on social innovation is in the embryonic stage,
lacking theoretical and empirical studies. To Cajaiba-Santana (2014),
social innovation studies are fractionated and diluted among various
fields of knowledge. Bignetti (2011) identifies that research on social
innovation is rare and rudimentary. e research field is still emerging.
Bouchard (2012) proposes that social innovations aimed at social change
present a new vision - a new way to evaluate and define problems and
possible solutions.

While sustainable development is a scientific field still developing,
there are important studies with the potential to direct relevant research
on this topic. Within the existing body of research, this study highlights
contributions that support the discussion to be developed with the
collected data. It is worth noting that the definition of social innovation
is viewed as an innovative resolution that is designed to meet human
needs (Mulgan, 2006) and to help to solve the social and environmental
problems that afflict humanity (Maurer and Silva, 2014).

e innovation can be incremental that stems from improving or
complementing something that already exists in the market, or radical
that occurs abruptly implanting novelties in the market and discontinued
what was in force. Foster and Heeks (2013) highlights the importance
of the diffusion of new technologies in the economy and points out
that such diffusion has four dimensions: management or technological
trajectory; rhythm or rate of diffusion; conditions; and economic, social
and environmental factors.

According to Chambon et al. (1982), social innovations are dynamics
that allow an individual or a group of individuals to meet social demands
or sets of social needs that are currently not met satisfactorily. Also,
according to the authors, social innovation gives individuals a better
condition than at present, characterizing a degree of novelty. For the
authors, social innovation has four dimensions: (i) form - it is immaterial,
represented by actions and practices; (ii) process - it requires involvement
and commitment from conception to implementation; (iii) actors -
consider people and their interaction with the environment; and (iv)
change objectives - it solves social problems, allowing the unfolding of
everyday life.

For Kanter (1999), social problems are also economic problems.
e author points out the existence of companies that identify a
favorable environment for social innovation and migrate corporate social
responsibility to corporate social innovation. us, the author proposes
that the commitment of companies to change involves the whole of
society but differently than philanthropy; it identifies opportunities for
learning and business development via research and development (R&D).
According to the author, social innovation seeks to solve the problems
that affect society, such as those related to health, education and economic
development.

e study of Holmes and Smart (2009) reviews open innovation in
the context of corporate social responsibility, which approximates social
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innovation and social entrepreneurship. e authors also highlight the
importance of businesses expanding their borders as a phenomenon that
strengthens the process of innovation and social legitimacy.

e existence of links among diversity management, the process
of innovation and superior performance in companies with greater
attention to social aspects was observed in research conducted by
Bridgstock et al. (2010). e authors position social innovation as
the convergence of cultural aspects, in which the emphasis is on
the importance of ideas and the understanding that social conditions
could be different and better. us, social innovation meets currently
unmet human and social needs, differing from business innovation that
worries only about the consumer and the market. Attention to people
and communities, not commercial gain, is what characterizes social
innovation, according to Dawson and Daniel (2010). It is distinguished
by developing concepts, strategies and tools to support social aspects
in the improvement process. For these authors, social innovation is
developed collaboratively in order to tackle social problems and relies on
the generation and implementation of ideas undertaken collectively.

e aforementioned theoretical context establishes the first hypothesis
of this research:

H1 - Social innovations made by companies are aimed at solving social
problems.

Within the context of sustainability is also a concern for the
environment. e environmental approach considers aspects related
to energy consumption, reduction in the consumption of natural
resources, and in the generation of pollution. us, new products and
processes must contemplate innovative solutions that are not restricted
to benefits for users, but also for the environment. Concern about
environmental innovation comes from various segments of society. In the
academic context, the journal Environmental Innovation and Societal
Transitions (EIST) is exclusively dedicated to environmental innovation.
In addition, magazines such as the Journal of Cleaner Production, the
Journal of Industrial Ecology, Ecological Economics, Revista de Gestão Social
e Ambiental and Revista Metropolitana de Sustentabilidade deal with
issues related to environmental sustainability. Magazines such as Policy
Research, Technological Forecasting and Social Change and the Journal of
Evolutionary Economics deal with innovation. e areas of sustainability
and innovation also manifest in the dissemination of research regarding
environmental innovation.

Kemp and Pearson (2007) present environmental innovation as a
concern surrounding the entire product lifecycle or service. For the
authors, environmental innovation includes a new product, production
process, service, management type or business model for the organization,
causing a reduction in environmental risk, pollution and other possible
negative impacts resulting from the use of resources in comparison with
relevant alternatives.

Rennings (2000) defines environmental innovation or eco-innovation
as innovation that contributes to sustainable development. us, in
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the industrial context, the development and use of environmental
innovations have the potential to be mechanisms to achieve sustainability.
Coenen and Díaz Lópes (2010) propose that environmental and social
innovations undertaken responsibly provide technological, institutional
and organizational shis, which modify the basis of knowledge of
production systems. us, to Van den Bergh et al. (2011), in industry,
the significant transition towards sustainability is based on new forms
of environmental innovation. Incremental improvements that seek to
increase the environmental efficiency of existing production technologies
and systems are not sufficient to achieve the demanded radical changes
to establish sustainable development. However, the authors believe that
environmental innovation is now incremental.

Environmental innovation designed to provide sustainable
development in the industrial sector incorporates a systemic approach
(Coenen and Díaz Lópes, 2010) involving socio-technical systems that
cover manufacturing, consumption and distribution. For Jacobsson
and Bergek (2011) and Markard et al. (2012), environmental
innovations contribute to sustainability, which in turn is positioned
as an important large-scale transformation inductor, involving users,
institutions, technological advances, the economy, political structures
and other aspects. Markard et al. (2012) emphasize that research
into socio-technical systems (such as power supply, water supply and
urban transport) enhances the understanding of how different green
technologies, competing with each other, enable the creation of new
products, services, business models and organizations. In this regard,
environmental innovation is established as an important component of
sustainability and differentiation in the market.

As noted, the benefits resulting from environmental innovation are
significant. However, studies identify the importance of considering the
costs involved in the implementation of environmental improvements.
Jorgenson et al. (2009) emphasize that the development of innovations
involves long periods of research and costly investments. eir analysis
indicates that the reduction of pollutant emissions in the coming decades
will be more related to environmental regulation than to the intention of
developing new products or services. In this conception, environmental
innovation is a response of companies to meet legislation, not a natural
vocation of the companies. Van den Bergh et al. (2011) emphasize
that environmental innovations are geared towards meeting the pressing
problems of society, which, however, are associated with external costs
and do not enter the calculation of the direct cost to the polluter, for
example, air pollution and solid waste disposal. If an industrial agent
(a polluter) is not encouraged to invest in environmental innovations
or new environmentally friendly technologies, it will affect its internal
costs. In this context, the existence of laws is an important incentive
for environmental innovation, as it includes variable social costs that are
borne by society in general.

Van den Bergh et al. (2011) also point out that several empirical studies
on environmental innovation have focused on variable costs. In this sense,
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cost (present and future projections) materializes as an important factor
affecting both producers and consumers, who are more sensitive to initial
costs than long-term costs.

From this context emanates the second hypothesis of this research:
H2 - Environmental innovations are geared towards meeting the

demands of the socio-technical system.
Combined with innovation focused on economic growth, social

and environmental innovations are important variables for sustainable
development. us, the innovation process must consider all the variables
involved in order to ensure the sustainable development of society and
that the demands of society are met in full.

2. METHODOLOGY

is study, according to its general purpose, can be characterized as
qualitative and descriptive, using secondary data. Data were collected
from the annual magazine Guia Exame de Sustentabilidade (2014
edition), published by Editora Abril publishing company. e first
edition was published in 2000, and the magazine follows a methodology
developed by the Center for Sustainability of the Fundação Getúlio
Vargas (Guia Exame de Sustentabilidade, 2014). e publication
has focused attention on the process of establishing a ranking of
companies that declare that their management teams focus attention on
sustainability. e 2014 magazine stated that 228 companies responded
to the questionnaire. Of these, 61 companies stood out in Brazil for their
policies and practices in sustainability and had their results published.

In addition to the indicators presented, the 2014 magazine allowed
companies to describe three recently deployed sustainability reports,
which described the benefits and results in 2013/2014 and those
that were incomplete. e reports could discuss projects, programs,
initiatives and practices related to sustainability. Each company was able
to offer three accounts of sustainability along the following themes:
governance and sustainability, human rights, community relations,
supplier management, water management, biodiversity management,
waste management, climate change (including management energy),
relationships with customers/consumers, and transparency and fighting
corruption. If a company wished, it could be exempted from presenting
a sustainability report.

is study develops content analysis that, through pre-analysis, in
line with the work of Bardin (2009), makes it possible to establish
the categorization and codification of the reports submitted by the
companies. is process seeks to identify social and environmental
innovations. All reports presented in the 2014 Guia Exame de
Sustentabilidade are referenced in a new list and classified into two
categories, namely, social innovation and environmental innovation. e
search for a framework for reports based on environmental and social
innovation is justified both by the reporting approach of reports that
should portray recent activities and incomplete activities, and the demand
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for companies to present new solutions that meet the paradigms of
sustainability. Table 1 presents the concepts used to frame the reports
submitted by the companies. Note that these concepts were presented in
the theoretical chapter.

Table 1.
Concepts used to classify sustainability reports.

Source: Prepared by the authors, based on the references cited.

e next chapter presents the data observed in the content analysis
through the classifications of environmental innovation and social
innovation.

3. PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA

e synthesis of the collected data is presented in Table 2. All the data
obtained can be seen in Appendix A, presented at the end of this article,
with the classification of the reports of companies into environmental
innovation (EI) or social innovation (SI).

e data show 49 environmental innovations and 22 social
innovations, and it was established that 11 companies had both
environmental and social innovations. Bradesco was the only company
not to present environmental or social innovations. e innovations
highlighted by the company related to the technological field, with the
potential to result in environmental and social benefits; however, the
account of the company did not make this relationship clear. Figure 1
shows the distribution of companies with environmental and/or social
innovations.
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e data present four groups of companies. e first group presents
only environmental innovations with 38 companies (62.3%); the second
group with 11 companies (18%) present both environmental and social
innovations; the third group with 11 companies (18%) present only
social innovations; and the last group with a company that presents
an innovation that does not fit as environmental or social. us, in
the aggregate of the companies of the first group with those of the
second group, a total of 49 companies (80.3%) are identified investing in
environmental innovations, showing that this practice is of most interest
to companies.

Table 2.
Synthesis of reports highlighted by companies, from Appendix A.

Source: Prepared by the authors, based on the references cited.
Note: * there are institutions that present more than one innovation, ** One of the

institutions presented innovation, but it does not fit as either environmental or social.
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Figure 1.
Distribution of companies with environmental and/or social innovations.

Source: research data.

Table 3 indicates the benefit themes of the social innovations of the
companies. Social innovations present unique benefits. e social actions
developed by the companies result in more social benefits than those
listed; however, for the purposes of this research, the data are restricted to
those reported by the companies. e relation of social innovations and
their respective benefits can be seen in the Appendix A.

Supporting the community with nine occurrences (41%) was
established as a major focus of the companies that carried out social
innovations. Next was enhancing professional capacity: in two situations,
the target audiences were outside the companies, and in one situation it
was the employees themselves. Next were establishing partnerships with
collectors and mitigating the effects of the activities of the companies.
With just one occurrence each were working with local suppliers,
providing education for transit, providing financial education, fighting
corruption, ensuring gender equality and improving digital inclusion.

Table 3.
Benefit themes of the social innovations.

Source: research data.

Table 4 shows the benefit themes of the environmental innovations of
the companies. Note that environmental innovations can address various
topics related to the environment; thus, Table 4 expresses all the benefits
from the changes reported by the companies. us, an innovation can
generate more than one benefit. It is worth mentioning that a total of
100 benefits were identified because of environmental innovations. e
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relationship of environmental innovations and their respective benefits
can be observed in the Appendix A.

Table 4.
Benefit themes of the environmental innovations.

Source: research data.

e data show greater attention paid to the search for efficiency
and electricity management. e quest for efficiency in most cases
was related to improvements that resulted in a lower consumption of
natural resources and lower impacts of the byproducts and processes
involved. Electricity was positioned as one of the resources that receives
most attention from companies, followed by water. Reuse/recycling
was in fourth position, which involves repurposing the leovers or
waste produced by the activities of the companies. e reduction of
GGEs had seven occurrences. With six occurrences were improving
supply chains / suppliers and ensuring waste reduction. e reduction
in resource consumption had five occurrences, and new products had
four occurrences. Environmental certification had three occurrences,
while environmental education had two. With one occurrence each were
good habits, carbon credit, biotechnology - genetic improvement, risk
assessment and recovery of forests.

e following chapter discusses the survey data using the theoretical
framework developed to support the research.

4. DISCUSSION

e data relating to social innovation indicate that it receives less
attention from these companies than environmental innovation does.
e data confirm the embryonic position of social innovation, as pointed
out by Bhatt and Altinay (2013) and Maclean et al. (2013). In this
sense, not only is social innovation research embryonic but the innovation
process is also geared towards social change.

Supporting the community with nine occurrences represented 41% of
the social innovations and was thus positioned as the subject of a greater
volume of innovations. is theme incorporates, in most cases, actions
that occur in the surroundings of companies and that aim to improve the
social conditions of people nearby. is position matches the approach of
Chambon et al. (1982), in which social innovation is intended to meet



Revista Ambiente & Água, 2018, 13(2), ISSN: 1980-993X

PDF generated from XML JATS4R by Redalyc
Project academic non-profit, developed under the open access initiative

social needs that are not yet answered satisfactorily, or, as Mulgan (2006)
proposes, is intended to meet human needs.

Enhancing professional capacity and creating partnerships with
collectors have more-direct relationships with the need to provide people
with their own conditions of subsistence. In this sense, social innovations
are also configured as economic innovations, as proposed by Kanter
(1999). In this case, the author indicates that social innovations offer
opportunities for learning and business development, moving away from
philanthropy. Actions to mitigate the effects of the company’s activities
are intended to prevent possible future problems; however, they are
also a form of social innovation, based on the understanding that social
conditions could be better and different, as proposed by Bridgstock et al.
(2010).

Other matters dealt with by the companies’ social innovations
were quite diluted and addressed the following topics: local suppliers,
education for transit, financial education, fighting corruption, gender
equality and digital inclusion. is diversity of themes converges with
the approach of Cajaiba-Santana (2014), who indicates that social
innovation studies are diluted across different areas. us, the great
diversity of social innovation studies is probably due to the multiplicity
of subject matters of social innovation.

e accounts of social innovations developed by the companies did
not point to obtaining commercial profit from these - a condition that
adheres to the proposal of Dawson and Daniel (2010), for whom social
innovation is developed collaboratively in order to solve social problems.
is context confirms the first hypothesis established by this research.

e environmental innovations identified by the companies
were geared towards efficiency, electricity, water, reuse/recycling,
supply chains/suppliers, reduced consumption of resources, new
products, mitigating environmental impacts, environmental education,
biotechnology and the recovery of forests. ese are types of sustainable
development, according to the definition provided by Rennings (2000).
is context confirms the proposition of Van den Bergh et al. (2011), that
industry relies on innovation to achieve environmental sustainability.

e data show three companies, indicating their implementation of
environmental certification processes. is was probably related to legal
requirements, mainly due to wood exports. is mirrors the approach of
Jorgenson et al. (2009), which highlights the influence of environmental
regulations as a stimulating factor.

It was possible to identify a set of 20 innovations aimed at electricity
consumption, matching the data of Van den Bergh et al. (2011),
which highlights the concerns of producers and consumers with cost
in the current context and in the future. Markard et al. (2012) found
that environmental research is focused on socio-technical systems,
which focus on electricity, water and urban transport. is research
found that the organizations identified energy and water as company
management elements, but urban transport was not identified. For
Coenen and Díaz Lópes (2010) environmental innovations fall within
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the socio-technical context but they expand to a larger universe, which
incorporates manufacturing, distribution and consumption. us, this
research identified the main forms of environmental innovation as
relating to efficiency, the consumption of electricity and water, reuse/
recycling, the reduction of GGEs, supply chains / suppliers, waste
reduction and reducing resource consumption. All of these actions relate
to manufacturing, consumption and distribution. e results obtained
confirmed the second hypothesis.

5. CONCLUSION

is paper proposed to identify Brazilian companies’ social and
environmental innovations. e developed research enabled us to
identify several actions of social and environmental innovations practiced
by Brazilian companies. Because the data used in this study were made
available in a trade magazine accessible to any interested party, it can
be inferred that the Brazilian companies disclosed their social and
environmental innovations with this in mind.

Social innovations were presented in a smaller volume and were largely
geared towards meeting the needs of surrounding communities. Social
innovation actions also related to learning and business development, a
condition that is far from a philanthropic approach.

Environmental innovations appeared in greater numbers than social
innovations did, connoting a higher stage of attention and interest from
Brazilian companies. Environmental innovations fall within the socio-
technical context, with measures to develop or improve processes and/or
resources. Among the topics of interest of the identified environmental
innovations were searches for efficiency, reduced consumption of energy
and water, reuse/recycling, the reduction of GGEs, supply chains /
suppliers, reducing waste and reducing the consumption of resources.

One limitation of this study was the retrieval of data from a
single publication. However, this limitation was due to the scarcity of
publications dedicated to the area of sustainable innovation. is context
limited the search for other sources of data.

is study reflects the current stage of social and environmental
innovation of companies. However, because it is a topic of growing
interest to companies, this study establishes the merit for further research
to replicate this study in order to identify the progress and expansion of
the interest in the subject. It is worth noting that a possible Brazilian
economic contraction and increased disputes between businesses could
result in reduced interest of companies in the issue, but there remains
a need for studies to identify the variations that occur and the possible
causative agents behind these changes.
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Appendix A. Reports highlighted by the companies.
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