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Summary
In this paper the basic policy approach that has been chosen to reach for and transform SMEs in the
Netherlands is being analyzed and evaluated. Instead of dealing with SMEs directly, the (central)
government tries to facilitate and manage the formation of networks. More emphasis is laid on the
organizational structure of policy implementation rather than on the policy instruments themselves.
These networks, in which for instance trade associations play an important role, are believed to be
better capable of reaching for and helping SMEs. The basic question we put up in this paper is: Is the
approach chosen valuable in reaching for sustainability within industry?

1. Introduction
Like in most other European countries the Dutch government values the introduction of corporate
environmental management. Adapting environmental values and the building of environmental
management systems are thought to be important steps towards preparing industry for the
transformation process needed. As in other countries the vast majority of companies in the Netherlands
are SMEs. An important question in the light of industrial transformation is therefore how to reach for
and transform SMEs. The Dutch government has abandoned the strategy of strict command and control
and opted for an approach based on consensual steering. In this approach the social order in the form of
the activities of intermediary organizations, like trade associations, towards SMEs, is very important for
the effectiveness and efficiency of the policy. This reflects the way our economic system and national
economic policy works. The so called “polder-model” relates to negotiations and agreements between
government, industry and labour unions on the sensitive balance of productivity, returns,
competitiveness, wages, tax-systems, and currency inflation. The same believe in cooperation between
governments and industry, negotiations per sector of industry, reasonableness, covenants (instead of
only command-and-control) is a key factor in the greening of industry in the Netherlands.  Once a
policy issue is perceived as inevitable, it is very often taken care of by the parties involved. The
philosophy of the involved private parties can be summarized as “let us act effectively and efficient
before the government takes care of the issue and we to wait and see how hard we are stricken”.  

To reach for SMEs an indirect, consensual steering model is used in which policy networks play an
important role. Within this policy network intermediary organizations (for instance trade associations)
are partners in policy shaping and refining, and in policy implementation. A first argument in favor of
such a steering arrangement was that organizations that are more closely involved with the eventual
target group are well  (i.c. better) able to shape and implement the central governments policy in an
effective practically applicable way. In addition, intermediary organizations would be able to get the
message across to the policy’s target group more convincingly.  Finally, the target group would sooner
feel a tendency to justify its own behavior towards some intermediary organizations. For instance, in the
Netherlands, the trade associations are believed to be the suitable intermediary organizations to shape
and implement policies like pollution prevention and environmental management for SMEs. This of
course means that central government and the trade-organizations negotiate about policy and try to
shape a applicable content. The “selling” towards the target group of SMEs is, among other
intermediary organizations, done by the trade associations.      

The focus in this paper is an analysis of the effectiveness of consensual steering. In paragraph 2 we tell
some basic lessons that originate from 25 years of environmental policy. These lessons make the choice



for consensual steering understandable. In paragraph 3 we well go in depth into the organization
 and the performance of the consensual steering policy aiming at environmental management and
environmental performance in SMEs. In paragraph 4 we make some concluding remarks about
consensual steering and other approaches, that could be used in the near future to reach for SMEs.   

2.  The use of instruments in Dutch environmental policy

Development of the Dutch governmental environmental strategies in the last 25 years
In order to understand the importance of the empirical analysis in paragraph 3, a few words are spent
explaining the pollution prevention strategies of the Dutch government in the last 25 years (Bressers
and Hanf, 1995, Bressers and Plettenburg, 1996): The initial strategy was a firm belief in rules as a
pollution prevention strategy towards industry. But in the seventies a lot of evaluation research was
done that proved that environmental policy based on rules was not very effective especially towards
SMEs.  Complex fast changing rules were not understandable, not tailormade for SMEs and the lack of
reinforcement was the key problem. In the eighties faith was given to economic instruments. Evaluation
research on the effectiveness of these instruments proved that economic instruments potentially can be
rather effective but often lead to the installation of -end of pipe- technology.

Two problems are connected however to the use of incentives.
In the first place the instrument only works when the costs are
substantially raised or lowered. Within the framework of free
competition in Europe, the limits to raise or lower costs are
soon reached. And in the European Union we only go as fast as
the slowest partners want to proceed. Besides that industry is
successful in their resistance of additional financial burdens.
So the conditions for a powerful use of economic instruments
are not that good. Besides that, by the end of the eighties the
sector-approach (air, water, soil) was abandoned. The transfer
of pollution from one sector to another sector was no longer
acceptable. A preventive approach was called for. At the same moment the increased awareness of the
seriousness of the environmental problems led to a raised level of ambition. A more integral approach
towards environmental issues was chosen for. Since this change the key elements within in the Dutch
environmental policy are the behavior of producers and consumers that handle substance and energy-
flows. How to make their behavior more eco-efficient is the key policy theme.

A more integral approach
Since 1989, the central government provides an eco-framework that consists of (1) actual situations and
expected developments, (2) the agenda of environmental problems on the basis of a eco-analysis and
(3) national targets. The themes in the National Environmental Policy Plan (NEPP) on the agenda and
targets (simplified): climate change (reduction of CO2 emissions with 20-30%); acidification (reduction
of SO2 emissions with 80-90%); eutrophication (reduction with 90%); dispersion of toxic and
hazardous substances (reduction of emissions with 50-90 %); waste disposal (reduction of amount of
waste dumped with 60%); groundwater depletion (reduction of dried out areas with 25%); disturbance
(reduction of number of people significantly hindered by noise or odeur with 70-90%) and squandering
of resources (increased material intensity). Within the national targets sub-targets are set for
environmental relevant groups like agriculture, consumers, transport and industry. In order to
implement this national plan, efforts have to be made by provinces, municipalities and  groups like
households,  the agricultural sector, the traffic and transportation sector and industry. The NEPP is
supposed to be co-implemented by provinces and municipalities.  As far as industry is concerned,
negotiations take place per sector of industry at the national level. The negotiations result in voluntary
agreements between government and the trade associations, the so called covenants. The sector has to
accept responsibility for refining and implementation of the policy. This type of strategy leans heavily
on the capability of the sector to organize itself. The introduction and implementation of environmental
management systems and the realization of preventive measures in SMEs are part of these covenants. It
is important to note that for these kind of arrangements absolute consensus is not necessary. Only the
belief that certain developments are inevitable is enough.

Regulation 1970’s

Incentives 1980’s

Consensual 1990’s

Figure 1: Glorious years of three
steering models 



3. Organizational settings and the stimulation of Environmental Management
In this paragraph we report some of our empirical findings on the effectiveness of consensual steering
that aims at the introduction of environmental management in SMEs (De Bruijn and Lulofs, 1996).
Since the Dutch Governmental Memorandum on Environmental Management was published in 1989,
the introduction of systems of environmental management in industry has been an item on the political
agenda (TK, 1988-1989, 20633, nr.3). Since this policy involved nearly all companies, the challenge
was to come up with a strategy that would really affect most companies, including SMEs. Instead of
using a direct command-and-control model an indirect steering model was used that can be
characterized as consensual steering with more emphasis on the organizational structure of policy
implementation. This emphasis places so-called intermediary organizations, such as trade associations,
that have more or less stable relations with the targetgroup, i.e. SMEs, at the forefront. Taken together
the intermediary organizations and the targetgroup of SMEs form a policy network. Within this policy
network intermediary organizations are partners in policy refining and policy implementation.

Different functions within a policy network
Intermediary organizations within a policy network can perform three functions. We may speak of a
will-influencing function when a network organization tries to influence the motives of the dominant
coalition within companies with regard to environmental management. Network organizations have to
convince this dominant coalition of the relevance of environmental management and improvements in
their environmental performance. We speak of a supporting function when a network organization tries
to help companies in implementing environmental management and the measures needed for
improvements of the environmental performance. This involves supplying resources such as model
approaches, guidelines and manuals and offering courses and training. We speak of a repressive
function if the network organization is intended to steer the unwilling members of the target group in
the desired direction through gentle or hard pressure. Performing a repressive function means acting out
of a position of power. The above is summarized in figure 2.

Figure 2 The three network functions between SMEs and intermediary organizations

          will-influencing

supportive

 repressive

The basic assumption of consensual steering in a network approach is that as the intended network
relations are exercised to a greater extent, companies will show a more positive attitude and carry out
more of the activities asked for. The total of research expectations coming from this as far as the
network aspects are concerned we call the inter-organizational theory1.

Network organizations
Implementation of the policy program on environmental management was aiming at the formation of a
network consisting of several organizations. The network surrounding companies with regard to
environmental management consisted of the trade association, Industrial Environmental Agencies, the
central government, the municipalities, the employee organizations and consulting firms. The main role
was foreseen for trade associations. They had to convince their members (and possibly the remaining
companies within their sector), help them actively for instance by providing handbooks and courses,
and use their position of authority and power to press them into environmental management.
Municipalities were expected to support these activities for the companies within their borders. A
second important category was the Industrial Environmental Agencies. These organizations were
especially set up for the introduction of environmental management in SMEs. They had a regional
perspective and were mainly supposed to motivate and support companies. Labor Unions were expected
to inform their members and thus creating support on the shopfloor. Consulting agencies could be
valuable in assisting companies with the implementation process of environmental management. Finally
the central government only saw a motivating task for themselves. And of course they co-financed some

1 This theory builds on work by (among others) Godfroij (1981), Hufen and Ringeling (1990), and O’Toole (1988).
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of the activities of the other network organizations. Figure 3 summarizes the network organizations and
their expected functions.

Figure 3 Network organizations and expected functions

                                     Function
Actor

Will-influencing Supportive Repressive

Trade Association X X X

Municipality X X X

Industrial Environmental Agency X X

Labor Unions X

Consulting Agencies X

Central government X

Environmental management in companies
To judge the robustness of the inter-organizational theory we investigated 143 companies out of four
branches2. Except for a few examples all companies could be considered to be an SME.
The first stage of our empirical research consisted of determining the actual activities of companies.
The following model was being employed. The implementation of environmental management requires
changes within the organization, or in other words changes in the patterns of behavior of members of
the organization. These changes are to a certain extent determined by the behavioral intention of the
dominant coalition within a company. The dependent variable ‘behavioral intentions’ regarding changes
in the rules of behavior can be placed on a continuum ranging from acceptance to rejection of change.
The dependent variable ‘Progress’ measures stable patterns in the behavior of members of the
organization concerning: (1) interiorisation/incorporation of environmental values, (2)integration of
environmental management into ordinary management, (3) research on the causes of environmental
pollution and (4) control and reduction of environmental pollution. The found level of progress is
reasonable comparable with the descriptive data found by the official evaluation studies performed in
1991, 1992 and 1996 (Calkoen en Ten have, 1991, Someren et.al., 1993, Heida et.al., 1996). 

Research expectations were formulated about the positive relations between the behavioral intention of
the dominant coalition and stable patterns in the behavior of members of the organization. These
research expectations were proved to be true (Kendall tau-c = 0.42, T-value 5.84).

Explanation of the results
The next question of course is whether these results can be explained out of the efforts of the
intermediary organizations (i.e. the organizational setting in a policy network). Our inter-organizational
theory proposed that it was the organizational framework, steering with the intentional use of networks,
that can explain the results. The basic assumption was that as the intended network relations are
exercised to a greater extent, companies will show a more positive behavioral intention.

Figure 4 Research model

2 Besides our study on companies we also tested the theory in other situations, for instance the implementation of environmental
management in municipalities. In this situation the network of course had a different composition.
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To test this assumption we measured the frequency of contacts between network organizations and the
company. Furthermore we looked at the relation between the different network functions and the
behavioral intention. Each relation proved to be positive and significant (Figure 5).

Figure 5 Network relations

Indicator Relation

Frequency of contacts Kendall tau-c = 0.18, T-value 1.99

Will-influencing function Kendall tau-c = 0.27, T-value 3.08

Supportive function Kendall tau-c = 0.24, T-value 2.29

Repressive function Kendall tau-c = 0.16, T-value 1.71

This first step of our analysis (a bivariate analysis) gave us no reasons to reject parts of the inter-
organizational theory. The second step consisted of an analysis of the explanatory power of the theory,
via regression analysis. When we take a look at the explanatory power of the independent variables we
can explain some 22 % of the variance of the dependent variables. Best explanations are found in the
activities of the trade associations, and surprisingly the activities of the central government.

Although our analysis lead us to the conclusion that more than 20 % of the variance in the behavioral
intention can be explained out of the activities of the policy network (which we consider to be quite
successful3) it is obvious that other, company specific factors can specify the exact influence of network
relations. The following factors proved to be valuable in specifying network influences:
•  The existence of an environmental department within the organization (established prior to 1990);
 This factor leads us to the conclusion that in order for network activities to penetrate into a company

it is important to have a department that functions as a kind of antenna.
•  The level of profitability of the company;
•  The level of competition at the markets of the company;
 Of course companies have to be able to spend time (and money) on environmental management in

order to react to network activities.
•  The existence of houses nearby the company.
 Companies that are located within housing areas prove to be a lot more sensitive to environmental

considerations than companies on industrial estates far from cities.

4 Concluding Remarks
A few conclusions can be drawn from our empirical analysis of the consensual steering approach,
conceptualized as the inter-organizational network model:

1.  A consensual steering approach, based on a belief in cooperation between governments and
industry, negotiations per sector of industry, reasonableness, covenants (instead of only command-
and-control), can reach SMEs and influence their behavior as far as environmental management and
environmental performance is at stake, positively.

2.  In our comparative empirical analysis the explanatory power of a consensual approach was stronger
for public organizations than for SMEs. Nevertheless the effects on SMEs were substantial and
larger than that were reached by earlier attempts with other steering models.

3.  In comparison, developments on relative new/fresh issues can be better explained out of an inter-
organizational framework than older, advanced issues, renewals and innovations.

4.  The explanatory power of inter-organizational activities is stronger when the relation between the
intermediary organization in the network and the SMEs exist longer and the SMEs experience the
stimulator as reliable and credible. New contacts or organizations do not work.

3 In other situations we judged the theory we could even explain up to 56 % of the variance in the dependent variables.



That a fair part of the variance can be explained out of the efforts of intermediary organizations is
promising (conclusion 1). But there are a few characteristics of SMEs mentioned that specify found
relations. Nevertheless the explained variance isn’t high enough to think that the third steering model
“consensual steering with the use of networks” can cope with the increasing viscous and tough character
of environmental problems that need to be taken care of (conclusion 3). We should realize ourselves
that the easy reduction percentages are already realized or will be realized in the near future.

The fourth conclusion is in line with that of Angel en Huber. They conclude that private organizations
are influenced by external forces as far as entering new items on the agenda is concerned. But where it
comes to the quantity and quality of implementations, internal factors explain better than inter-
organizational factors (1996). An other common known assumption was once again confirmed in our
research. Inter-organizational activities explain better as the inter-organizational relation exist longer
and the SMEs experience the stimulator as reliable and credible. As mentioned earlier, best
explanations were found in the efforts of trade associations that were studied. New contacts or
organizations like the new Industrial Environmental Agencies did not work effectively. In our research
towards inter-organizational relations there is no such thing as love at first sight.

Reaching for SME in the 2000’s
In this context it is not very daring to predict that, after three decades that were dominated by one
steering model each (compare figure 1), in the 2000’s the consensual steering model to reach SMEs and
keep the ball rolling, will be strengthened by the use of more and more incentives.  Regulation will play
only a crucial role as a threat to keep developments in SMEs going on and as an administrative function
to prevent free-riding SMEs that sponge on the investments of the majority of the SMEs. This in the
sense that these rules are the net to force those companies that not fulfill the negotiated obligations. 
That means that the prospects to reach SMEs are best for the combination of a consensual and a
incentive steering model for the SMEs that have a competing and active culture. For the SMEs that
have a “bad boys network” culture”, a combination of a incentive based and a regulation based steering
model will have best prospects. When working with the approach of consensual steering absolute
consensus is not necessary, the parties involved only have to experience the issue as inevitable. Our
empirical research shows however that constructing networks for consensual steering requires
carefulness and consciousness.   
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