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Abstract: By gliding sustainability into the mainstream areas of marketing strategy, the purpose of the
current research is to analyze the influence of the entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability
on relational marketing practices—i.e., interaction versus network marketing. Placed within a
comparative setup, the investigation included a sample of 104 business owners of Romanian small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) from the services sector, the selection of participants being subject
to well-defined pre-established criteria. Acknowledging the research gap which addresses the type
of business strategy fit for entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability, the conceptual model
integrated a categorical moderator variable (Planned/Emergent Business Strategies) as indicative
of the potential heterogeneity among the hypothesized relationships. Both measurement and
structural models were appraised by means of a structural equation modeling technique, respectively,
component-based partial least squares (PLS-SEM). As the findings concluded, the entrepreneurs’
orientation towards sustainability accounts for almost 35% of variance in interaction marketing
practices and 16% of variance in network marketing practices, thus positing a higher influence on
the former. Moreover, evidence was provided that the reification of the entrepreneurs’ orientation
towards sustainability in relational marketing practices was not significantly dependent on the type
of business strategy.

Keywords: entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability; interaction marketing; network
marketing; planned and emergent business strategies

1. Introduction

Sustainability is changing the way life is framed and experienced in the 21st century. It integrates
concepts and theoretical models barely anticipated and discussed in the previous century, which,
nowadays, have known an exponential dynamics [1–3]. The society cannot speak any more about
cementing the economic grounds if the environment is deteriorating or the community is falling
back [4,5]. Therefore, a multidimensional framework is needed to capture today’s interdependent
phenomena and to examine it within an up-to-date setup.

Hereby, sustainability sets itself up as a multi-concept in that it displays a framework that
appraises joint-connection, reaction, and holistic reasoning, a long-term acumen which implies
upgrading an overarching business model and strategies [6]. It lays emphasis on the purpose
of entrepreneurial activities as a tool for sustaining a broad range of ecosystems, simultaneously
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transmitting an economic and non-economic perspective to investors, entrepreneurs, and communities,
stakeholders as a whole [7,8].

The emerging stream of scientific undertakings on sustainability issues steadily turns incipient
preoccupations into built-in realities. Entrepreneurship and the orientation towards sustainability
have glided from a debated academic topic—fit to mainstream business and entrepreneurship research
interests [9,10]—towards a substantive entrepreneurial vision [11,12]. According to Brubacker—editor
of Forbes Magazine—the entrepreneurs have the power not only to unlock difficult business situations,
but also to devise an innovative business pattern with new viewpoints on entrepreneurship, one that is
based on an image of sustainability at the essence, and attains a conglomerate of clients along the way,
demonstrating that a “sustainable business model” is not a nonproductive one [13]. Entrepreneurship is
perceived as the action of “discovering” an opportunity that is available and likely to produce profit by
rearranging processes to better fulfil the queries of the consumers, and implicitly, of stakeholders [14].

More recently, after systemizing a substantive body of knowledge as guest editors of a special
issue of the Organization and Environment journal—i.e., Business Models for Sustainability: Origins,
Present Research, and Future Avenues—Schaltegger, Hansen, and Lüdeke-Freund contended that
all sustainable outcomes are dependent on generating value to a wide array of stakeholders, kept
close via interpersonal and inter-firm marketing strategies—“A business is carried by a stakeholder
network and—in spite of the fact that a business model is a market-oriented approach—particularly
a business that contributes to sustainable development needs to create value to the whole range of
stakeholders” [1] (p. 6).

So far, the extant literature has come forward with several studies that advocated these types
of interconnections. For example, a recent empirical survey conducted by Cheben et al. examined
the relationship between sustainability and marketing strategies within the landscape of companies
from Slovakia and showed that the business model impacts the general outlook of sustainability,
the emphasis being laid on the organization’s endeavor to create a marketing strategy and to implement
it into corporate strategy [15]. Additionally, Hapenciuc et al. conclude that—in the case of Romanian
start-ups employing contemporary marketing practices (CMP)—there is a consistent preoccupation
for sustainable entrepreneurship especially for the organizations applying interactive and network
marketing practices [5]. Going further, Kurowska-Pysz demonstrated that there are opportunities
for sustainable development in the context of cross-border (Polish-Czech) entrepreneurship, as well,
but it is still relevant to investigate the catalysts of sustainability in various types of partnerships
between entrepreneurs [16]. Székely and Knirsch stress the importance of responsible leadership and
the roles that leaders have when adopting a sustainable position, making reference to the dialogue and
partnerships that organizations need to develop with different stakeholders [17,18]. Keeping a balance
between the marketplace, environment, and the community is, thus, a challenge that has become
more demanding to sustain, and the entrepreneurs are the ones responsible—as vision and solution
providers—to readjust the frame of business organizations and markets in a dynamic context.

Nevertheless, Crittenden et al. acknowledge that although the scope of sustainability is broad,
many studies fail in highlighting the relationship between sustainability and the proactive management
of business processes, between sustainability and marketing practices, stating that “there is little in
mainstream marketing management theory, research, and practice that equips companies to deal
with the 21st century operating environment in which sustainability is the consumption norm and
not the exception” [2] (p. 72). The authors further add that “without a clear recognition of the
fundamental constructs of sustainability, the concept will remain a fringe or voluntary activity, not
a critical component of an organization’s core marketing strategy”, whereas Yadav urges that only
by consideration and integration of the conceptual foundations from various areas can researchers
support theory development in marketing [3]. A similar viewpoint was formulated by Basu and
Palazzo who argued that researchers have fallen short to investigate the underlying drivers of the
activities related to, or generated by, sustainability [19].
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Corroborating, despite the growing consensus that a firm which integrates sustainability into its
marketing strategy is likely to have a differential leverage over its competitors [20,21], few empirical
studies have examined these issues in a comparative framework, settling the marketing typology as a
pivotal criterion. As a response to this research gap and to the need to further develop the study of
sustainability in relation to marketing practices, the purpose of this paper is to analyze sustainability
within a tridimensional framework, considering the entrepreneurs’ sustainability orientation and the
nature of marketing practices as interconnected factors in Romanian young businesses. Subsequently,
the research objectives are: (1) to place the inferred relationships in a comparative setup, with a view
to properly map the distinctive influences of the entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability
on relational marketing models specificity. Here, exploring distinct and multifaceted marketing
practices—i.e., interaction marketing (IM) and network marketing (NM)—to give voice to business
sustainability involves a more prolific perspective on the heterogeneity of the market opportunities
and the entrepreneur’s versatility [22]; (2) to deepen the analysis of the hypothesized relationships by
including a categorical variable as moderator—the entrepreneurs’ option for planned versus emergent
business strategies in managing their firms—building here on the logic of previous studies [23,24].
The main questions to be answered to are: To what extent can sustainability orientation be traceable in firms’
relational marketing practices? and Are entrepreneurs’ sustainability orientations operationalized via relational
marketing practices regardless the employed business strategy type?

Starting from these considerations, the paper was structured as follows. First, the conceptual
developments are thoroughly highlighted, starting with the theoretical directions in the study of
sustainability and entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability, continuing with the marketing
models based on interaction and networks and finishing with the relationships between entrepreneurs’
orientation towards sustainability and interaction, respectively, network marketing practices and the
business strategy type. Subsequently, the research hypotheses and conceptual model are developed.
Second, the material and methods employed in the study are depicted. Third, the measurement and
structural models were assessed and the research findings are presented and discussed.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development

As previously described, lining up an organization’s marketing strategy with its sustainability
and responsible business patterns is at the forefront of the current specialized literature [1–4].
For most communities, the market economy is the key mechanism for translating scarce resources
into welfare/wellbeing and, therefore, a ‘sustainability economy’ is needed for tenable development.
In the context of modern market-based economies, marketing is at the centre of driving and solving the
problem of maximizing wellbeing via appropriate means, shaping the amount and type of resources
organizations exploit, for what end and for whom. Additionally, as Hurth implies, it models what
society demands by symbolically connecting offerings with fundamental human needs and with the
sense of who we are and who we should be [25].

Defined by Coviello and Brodie [26] and improved by other authors throughout the
years [27,28]—the contemporary marketing practices (CMP) map the way companies link to their
markets while considering both acknowledged and more up-to-date perspectives of marketing.
Its complex and multi-angled view induces an extensive range of marketing practices likely to be
used together within entrepreneurial companies as a result of environmental favourable factors.
Accomplishing good performance and sustainability in the organization catalyses business adaptability
and proper valuing of the market opportunities [29].

In this context, two major relational marketing strategies and practices emerge as the most
sustainability-oriented, that is interaction marketing (IM) and network marketing (NM) [5] On the one
hand, IM involves face-to-face interaction between individuals and is considered to be “connected”
with the clients, since both participants in the relationship spend resources in order to expand
reciprocally advantageous and interpersonal partnerships [27,28]. Little, Brooks, and Palmer advance
that marketing is driven by customized social relationships objectivized via interpersonal interaction
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which unfold in both formal and informal ways [30]. Consequently, IM is not so much the responsibility
of a specialist marketer per se, but a collective practice involving different individuals across positions
and levels in the organization [26,28].

On the other hand, NM is “connected” with the clients, but takes place within, and across,
organizations. Here, business owners assign resources for the development of the company’s position
in a network-pattern of different business-level relationships [5,26,31,32]. NM activities are anchored
in an inter-organizational perspective, where organizations share knowledge with a view to reinforcing
their status in a network of relationships. By means of multilevel transactions occurring steadily,
the organizational actors embrace an inter-firm approach and practice. Lindgreen et al. [31] suggest
that relationships can range from close (interpersonal) to distant (impersonal), and have varying
levels of dependence and degrees of communication. Coordination of parties through network
marketing may be conducted by general managers or by “part-time” marketers from all areas in the
company [28,31].

In this light, several studies [2,32–34] have addressed different sustainability drivers objectivized
in the entrepreneurs’ propensity towards employing relational marketing strategies (such as IM
and NM). Among others, the literature discusses satisfactory interactive relationships associated
with relative low retention costs, high emotion involved in interpersonal and inter-firm exchanges,
long-term trust and commitment and an induced sense of closeness, all of them triggering a tenable
competitive advantage [33] (p. 109). The entrepreneurs’ sustainability orientation is often translated
into “offering added value to ‘loyal’ customers in an attempt to sustain long-term relationships”.

This perspective was also contended in prior research—for example, in 1996, Buttle deemed that
building strong relationships with customers is indicative of the firms’ orientation towards uniqueness
and sustainability and towards creating a differential edge, hard to replicate by competitors [35] (p. 1).
Similarly, Morgan explained that “a principal objective behind companies adopting relational strategies
must, at least ultimately, be sustainable profitability” [34] (p. 485). This is why, nowadays, many
organizations place relationships and relational practices to the core of their business strategies, being
aware of “the need to constantly develop and refine RM strategies to keep ‘ahead of the field’” [33]
(p. 94). Additionally, as Egan urges “You get a much higher quality and more sustainable response
when you interact with people in a clear and honest way because it gives them the chance to make a
considered response to your marketing” [33] (p. 97). This being the case, on purpose to be translated
into business strategies, the entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability is often objectivized via
a variety of interactions and communication exchanges within and across organizations [2].

Among the relational marketing strategies, interaction marketing comes forward by means
of strong interpersonal relationships, orientated towards bilateral support and engagement [27].
Through interaction marketing, sustainability messages can be weaved into a company’s overall
fabric, providing a constant flow of information to both draw in new stakeholders and keep existing
stakeholders informed. The interactive features avail more chances for stakeholders to provide input,
whether they consist of adding comments about certain practices or asking questions others might
also want to know the answer to [36–38].

Acknowledging the aforementioned considerations, the current research endeavour places the
entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability as an antecedent of the interaction marketing
practices development and, thus, infers that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a positive influence on the
interaction marketing practices development within SMEs.

Building on an analogous logic concerned with the role of the sustainability orientation and its
inherent practices and outcomes, Li, Okoroafo, and Gammoh point to the importance of the external
practices which consist of “network cooperation with customers and supplier development” [39] (p. 31).
This viewpoint is also supported by Zhu et al. who place the reification of the firms’ performance
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potentials both in internal and external practices related to network collaboration [40]. Whereas,
internally, organizations should focus on sustainable product development, externally, they should
engage themselves in sustainable oriented supplier management consistent with their sustainability
goals. It is in this particular front that Carter and Rogers address the imperative for strategic integration
and achievement of “an organization’s social, environmental, and economic goals in the systemic
coordination of key inter-organizational business processes for improving the long-term economic
performance of the individual company and its supply chains” [41] (p. 368).

The imperative to trace the influence of the entrepreneurs’ sustainability orientation and the
marketing practices was framed by Crittenden et al. in the ‘market-oriented sustainability’ construct
which links sustainable approaches to the firms’ competitive advantage [2] (p. 71). The implicit
idea is that a special emphasis should be laid on the overall organizational systems, strategies and
market approaches (i.e., stakeholders focus, long-term relationships focus, coordinated marketing,
profitability, etc.) in order to support sustainable practice. The entrepreneurs who will objectivize the
paramount function of the stakeholders perspective in the framework of their sustainability orientation
will, thus, cement a viable market orientation based on networks of stakeholders [42]. Subsequently,
sustainability strategies are designed to trigger a collaboration culture among the network members,
Stubbs and Cocklin [43] advocating the sustainability-oriented business models which envision all
stakeholders and a systems-level approach.

Pursuant to Palmer and Wilson [27], network marketing places the company into a connected set
of inter-company relationships. In order to achieve sustainability goals, a company can use network
marketing strategies to create complex social and economic benefits and value with customers among/
throughout an entire community network of relationships. This perspective has been supported by
Hastings and Domegan [44] who state that, in the case of network marketing activities, entrepreneurs
must communicate and creatively interact with the target audience, all the more so as “the growing
consensus is that a firm’s stakeholders are embedded directly or indirectly in interconnected networks
of relationships” [2] (p. 79). The value for the target audience is collaboratively co-created by the
individuals, themselves; groups within society and the network marketers within a cohesive relational
web. It is, therefore, important firstly to identify the key relationship stakeholders with whom
communication, interaction and value co-creation should be established [45,46]. Here, network
marketing can serve as a framework to anchor sustainable processes for all the stakeholders involved
and it serves as an interface to foster sustainability to the stakeholders [37,38]. There must be a
collaborative communication within the network in order to co-create sets of offerings that have value
to each target audience.

Given this, the investigation of the relationship between sustainability and network marketing
practices is yet to be fully addressed, availing the proposition of the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a positive influence on the
network marketing practices development within SMEs.

By adopting a strategy-centric perspective, Kuosmanen and Kuosmanen [20] advance the idea
that sustainability is currently assumed as a key success factor in the organizations’ long-term business
strategy while Hunt [21] contends that instilling sustainability into a firm’s marketing strategy is likely
to have a differential leverage over its competitors. In this front, Crittenden et al. militate in favour
of a market-oriented framework that integrates the mechanisms and triggers of sustainability—“By
incorporating sustainability into market orientation, the goal of strategic alignment of sustainability
with marketing strategies is achieved to create a competitive advantage” [2] (p. 71). The firm’s DNA
(including here the sustainability orientation, among others) should be communicated to both internal
and external stakeholders whose needs, expectations, concerns should be integrated in the strategic
marketing planning. However, to substantively test these relationships, a body of evidence supporting
the theories is required, as Beachcrott-Shaw and Ellis indicate [47].
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The imperative to link sustainability to marketing practices under the aegis of an articulated
business model based on well-defined business strategies was also advocated by Schaltegger, Hansen,
and Lüdeke-Freund who contend that “A business model for sustainability helps describing, analysing,
managing, and communicating (i) a company’s sustainable value proposition to its customers, and all
other stakeholders, (ii) how it creates and delivers this value, (iii) and how it captures economic value
while maintaining or regenerating natural, social, and economic capital beyond its organizational
boundaries” [1] (p. 6).

In this point, Maritz et al. [23] advance the imperative to widen the angle of sustainability strategy
research to the point where the spectrum between planned to emergent strategy-making is fully
considered. Further, according to Neugebauer, Figge, and Hahn [24], “in strategy research, there
is a consensus that strategy making resides on a continuum from planned to emergent where most
strategies are made in a mixed way” (p. 323). However, the authors posit that the specialized literature
on business sustainability tends to generally acknowledge that sustainability strategies are elaborated
in a planned way and to override the existence and contextual opportunity of the two modes. This fact
afflicts a deeper comprehension of the entrepreneurs’ business strategy mechanisms and, implicitly,
of a highly-presumable successful implementation of the sustainability orientation.

Commonly, it is argued that planned business strategies can successfully help new companies
become more efficient and sustainable [48]. An American study carried out in 2016 on 70 new
US companies revealed that planning a new business venture ensures long term-viability and stands
for a major premise for efficient day-to-day operations and, simultaneously, for the entrepreneurs’
business strategies [49]. Articulating a coherent business plan is likely to support organizations in
reducing their footprint and in having a positive impact on the environment. Another example on
the importance of business planning for boosting the level of commitment to sustainability within
the business is brought about by the case of a group of two companies in Bath, UK, specialized in
graphic design. The case is indicative of how the elaboration of a business plan is able to translate
the entrepreneurs’ sustainability orientation into business strategies and practices, including here the
creation and development of good relationships different stakeholders [50]. Similarly, other studies
have acknowledged that business planning along with value mapping encourage entrepreneurs to
engage in sustainable business practices and to smoothen the path towards positive sustainability
outcomes for the company, and also for the society [51].

Several studies showed that one of the most notable actions helping the entrepreneurs to get more
informed and choose their future marketing strategies or practices is the elaboration of a business plan.
Among others, the elaboration of a business plan becomes a strategic endeavour which may catalyse
the reification of the sustainability views into relationship-driven marketing strategies. As Zerwas
and Von Korflesch explain, business planning helps a company founder establish how and when to
focus his efforts and attention in various activities of the company (product and service development,
marketing, purchasing, etc.) [52]. By doing that, business planning makes it easier to determine the best
ordering of different business areas (e.g., marketing and promotion, obtaining inputs, and searching for
capital), thereby minimizing the possibility that the venture will be postponed by setting out activities
in an inefficient sequence.

Conversely, a study conducted by the Copenhagen Business School underlines that entrepreneurs
should keep themselves up-to-date with changes and should be open to the advent of emergent
strategies. For example, technological transformations constrain entrepreneurs to embrace a dynamic
perspective in formulating pertinent strategies and, thus, business owners should look at ways to
harness technological potential to develop sustainable strategies for existent or emerging markets while
boosting their marketing skills [53]. Analogously, assuming that the demographic profiles of different
stakeholders have an intricate and fast-changing nature, Sharafizad considers that keeping abreast of
these issues as well as being conscious of the emergent social norms and lifestyle expectations support
the topicality of their marketing strategies and practices [54].
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Acknowledging this research problem, the current study presumes the moderating role of business
strategy type in the relationship between the entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability and
the marketing practices developed in SMEs. Credit is given to the approaches of Maritz et al. [23] and
Neugebauer, Figge, and Hahn [24] who urge the need to consider the wide continuum from planned,
to emergent, business strategies when discussing sustainability issues. As a consequence, we infer that:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a positive influence on the
relational marketing practices development within SMEs in the context of planned business strategies—i.e.,
on interaction marketing (H3A) and network marketing (H3B).

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a positive influence on the
relational marketing practices development within SMEs in the context of emergent business strategies—i.e.,
on interaction marketing (H4A) and network marketing (H4B).

Hypothesis 5 (H5). The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a higher positive significant
influence on relational marketing practices development within SMEs in the context of planned business
strategies than in the context of emergent business strategies.

Given these assumptions, we have developed a research model integrating the relationships
between the entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability and interaction and network marketing
practices development within SMEs, considering planned versus emergent business strategies as a
moderator (Figure 1).
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3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Data Collection and Sample

A total of 128 Romanian small- and medium-sized enterprises (with a market experience
of maximum five years) were invited to participate at a survey concerning the influence of the
entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability and two different types of marketing practices,
namely interaction and network marketing practices. The entrepreneurs’ contacts were retrieved
from a national project focused on the development of entrepreneurial competences among SMEs
owners. A total of 104 valid questionnaires were entirely filled in, engendering a response rate of
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81.25%. The investigation was carried out between 8 and 25 February 2016. Questionnaires were sent
on the subjects’ e-mails upon their acceptance to take part in the survey. In the research framework,
the business owners had the role of key informants of their organizations. Additionally, on purpose to
ensure a pertinent level of sample homogeneity, several selection criteria were pre-established: (1) only
young business were included; (2) the SMEs operated in the services sector; and (3) the number of
employees ranged between 3 and 12.

In order to limit the participants’ subjectivity in approaching the raised questions, the research
instrument consisted of closed-ended multi-item constructs which were measured on five-point Likert
scales varying from “Never” (1) to “Always” (5) (2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often).

3.2. Measures

The items in the questionnaire primarily addressed the entrepreneurs’ approaches on
sustainability issues (further referred as “Entrepreneurs’ Orientation towards Sustainability”) and the
Interaction and Network Marketing Practices employed, as they were theoretically brought forward.
The questions were grouped into four major categories, the first three describing the multi-item
dimensions in the research model (as presented in Table 1) and the last one comprising business
characteristics (including here the business strategy type, i.e., planned versus emergent, in line with
Maritz et al. [23] and Neugebauer, Figge, and Hahn [24]. At this level, it should be mentioned that
the items comprised by the second and third constructs, that is IM, respectively, NM, are part of a
standardized research instrument—contemporary marketing practices (CMP)—advanced by Coviello,
Milley, and Marcolin [26], and further improved by Brodie, Coviello and Winklhofer [28].

Albeit the items pertaining to each category are tributary to measurement scales tested in prior
researches, a factor analysis procedure was computed aiming at the exploration of the factors deriving
from the statements and then to bring forward a pertinent measure of the analysed dimensions.
The accuracy of the method was verified by means of the Bartlett and Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test
as it allows the testing of the factor analysis adequacy in the context of the collected data. The obtained
value of the test (i.e., KMO = 0.811, Sig. = 0.000) indicated the adequacy of using the method for the
present research.

Table 1. Constructs and items.

Construct Item Source

Entrepreneurs’ orientation
towards sustainability

(SUST)
(Reflective)

SUST1. Our products and/or services are harmless in terms of societal and
environmental issues. [5,8,12]

SUST2. Our products and/or services are liable to generate long-term profit. [5,8,12]

SUST3. Our products and/or services yield benefits to the larger community. [5,8,12]

SUST4. 14. It is important for our firm to treat the workforce and partners with the
due respect. [5,8,11,12]

SUST5. It is important for our firm to establish long-term social goals. [5,8,11,12]

SUST6. 16. It is important for our firm to be actively involved in the
community growth. [5,8,11,12]

Interaction Marketing
Practices

(IMP)
(Reflective)

IMP1. Our marketing activities are intended to develop cooperative relationships
with our customers. [26,28]

IMP2. Our marketing planning is focused on issues related to one-to-one
relationships with customers in our market(s), or individuals in organizations we
deal with.

[26,28]

IMP3. When dealing with our market(s), our purpose is to build a long-term
relationship with specific customer(s). [26,28]

IMP4. Our organization’s contact with our primary customers is interpersonal (e.g.,
involving one-to-one interaction between people). [26,28]

IMP5. The type of relationship with our customers is characterized as interpersonal
interaction that is ongoing. [26,28]

IMP6. Our marketing resources (i.e., people, time, and money) are invested in
establishing and building personal relationships with individual customers. [26,28]
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Table 1. Cont.

Construct Item Source

Network Marketing Practices
(NMP)

(Reflective)

NMP1. Our marketing activities are intended to coordinate activities between
ourselves, customers, and other parties in our wider marketing system. [26,28]

NMP2. Our marketing planning is focused on issues related to the network of
relationships between individuals and organizations in our wider marketing system. [26,28]

NMP3. When dealing with our market(s), our purpose is to form relationships with
a number of organizations in our market(s) or wider marketing system. [26,28]

NMP4. Our organization’s contact with our primary customers is from impersonal
to interpersonal across firms in the broader network. [26,28]

NMP5. The type of relationship with our customers is characterized as contact with
people in our organization and wider marketing system that is ongoing. [26,28]

NMP6. Our marketing resources (i.e., people, time and money) are invested in
developing our organization’s network relationships within our market(s) or wider
marketing system.

[26,28]

NMP7. Our marketing communication involves senior managers networking with
other managers in a wider marketing system to interact with customers and other
organizations in the network.

[26,28]

That being the case, a principal components extraction was unfolded, employing the varimax
orthogonal rotation which maximizes the variance of the factor components and, thus, ensures a
smaller loading of indicators on every factor. As theoretically inferred, the analysis brought to the
fore three factors comprising 61.10% of the information embedded in the original set of data (Table 2).
The factor structure conforms to the statistical requirements pointed out by Costello and Osborne [55]
(p. 3)—it comprises more than three indicators and their loadings are over the threshold of 0.30.

Table 2. Factor analysis.

Total Variance Explained

Component

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of
Squared Loadings

Rotation Sums of
Squared Loadings

Total % of
Variance

Cumulative
% Total % of

Variance
Cumulative

% Total % of
Variance

Cumulative
%

1 7.692 40.482 40.482 7.692 40.482 40.482 4.727 24.881 24.881
2 2.563 13.491 53.973 2.563 13.491 53.973 4.106 21.613 46.494
3 1.354 7.128 61.101 1.354 7.128 61.101 2.775 14.607 61.101
4 0.969 5.099 66.200
5 0.944 4.968 71.167
6 0.761 4.006 75.173
7 0.652 3.431 78.604
8 0.630 3.315 81.919
9 0.527 2.771 84.690

10 0.467 2.459 87.149
11 0.430 2.261 89.410
12 0.394 2.075 91.485
13 0.353 1.858 93.343
14 0.308 1.619 94.963
15 0.277 1.458 96.421
16 0.258 1.358 97.779
17 0.199 1.047 98.826
18 0.132 0.693 99.519
19 0.091 0.481 100.000

Extraction method: principal component analysis.

3.3. Method

The measurement and structural models were appraised via a structural equation modelling
technique—component-based partial least squares (PLS-SEM)—advanced by Hair, Ringle, and
Sarstedt [56], and supported by Henseler et al. [57], Henseler, Ringle, and Sinkovics [58], Chin [59];
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Henseler, Ringle, and Sarstedt [60], etc. Given the exploratory nature of the current research endeavor,
SmartPLS software version 3.0 was used [61]—“PLS-SEM (also called PLS path modelling) is primarily
used to develop theories in exploratory research. It does this by focusing on explaining the variance
in the dependent variables when examining the model” [62] (p. 4). PLS-SEM—assumed as a
variance-based approach to SEM—estimates coefficients that increase the R2 values of the (target)
endogenous constructs and is, thus, “the preferred method when the research objective is theory
development and explanation of variance (prediction of the constructs)” [62] (p. 14).

4. Results

4.1. Measurement Model Assessment

In order to assess the measurement model, the first step was to analyze the psychometric
properties of the constructs. In line with Barclay, Higgins, and Thompson [63], emphasis was laid on the
analysis of the convergent validity, individual item reliability, composite reliability, and discriminant
validity of the measurement model.

The convergent validity was scrutinized using the factor loadings and cross-loadings of the
indicators on their reflective constructs, the average variance extracted (AVE), and the composite
reliability (CR) and reliability (Cronbach’s alpha, rho_alpha) as points of reference (as illustrated in
Tables 3 and 4).

As presented in Table 3, the reflective item factor loadings exceeded the threshold of 0.65 while
the AVE values were above the 0.50 minimum value required. The composite reliability [62,64] and
Cronbach’s alpha results of all the advanced indicators were higher than the recommended threshold
of 0.7 [65]. For example, CR values ranged from 0.86 to 0.91 while AVE ranged from 0.52 to 0.61.

Table 3. Psychometric properties of reflective constructs.

Construct Cronbach Alp Ha Rho_Alpha CR AVE Indicator Loadings

Entrepreneurs’
orientation

Towards
sustainability
(Reflective)

0.874 0.881 0.904 0.612

SUST1 0.743

SUST2 0.751

SUST3 0.840

SUST4 0.741

SUST5 0.794

SUST6 0.819

Interaction Marketing
Practices

(IMP)
(Reflective)

0.814 0.824 0.865 0.519

IMP1 0.651
IMP2 0.658
IMP3 0.803
IMP4 0.729
IMP5 0.689
IMP6 0.777

Network Marketing
Practices
(NMP)

(Reflective)

0.885 0.901 0.910 0.593

NMP1 0.723

NMP2 0.748

NMP3 0.837

NMP4 0.786

NMP5 0.754

NMP6 0.846

NMP7 0.681
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Table 4. Cross-loadings.

Indicators SUST IMP NMP

IMP1 0.464 0.651 0.448
IMP2 0.341 0.658 0.492
IMP3 0.492 0.803 0.613
IMP4 0.402 0.729 0.409
IMP5 0.315 0.689 0.605
IMP6 0.476 0.777 0.528
NMP1 0.271 0.476 0.723
NMP2 0.241 0.559 0.748
NMP3 0.318 0.582 0.837
NMP4 0.291 0.537 0.786
NMP5 0.400 0.610 0.754
NMP6 0.348 0.622 0.846
NMP7 0.216 0.389 0.681
SUST1 0.743 0.389 0.210
SUST2 0.751 0.405 0.288
SUST3 0.840 0.470 0.239
SUST4 0.741 0.455 0.309
SUST5 0.794 0.520 0.417
SUST6 0.819 0.494 0.362

Additionally, the discriminant validity of the measurement model was tested by comparing the
square roots of the AVEs with other correlation scores in the correlation matrix (as indicated in Table 5).
None of the construct correlations values (non-diagonal entries) were higher than corresponding
square root of AVE (diagonal entries), conforming thus to Fornell and Larcker’s guidelines [65].

Table 5. Discriminant validity of measurement model.

SUST IMP NMP

SUST 0.782
IMP 0.589 0.720
NMP 0.400 0.712 0.770

Diagonals represent the square root of the average variance extracted while the off-diagonals are correlations
among constructs.

A check of the extent of multicollinearity among constructs was also performed, by employing
the variance inflation factor (VIF), pursuant to Diamantopoulos and Siguaw’s [66] indications.
The obtained results highlighted that multicollinearity is not an issue with the data, given the fact that
VIF scores ranged from 1.41 to 3.06 (thus, below the threshold value of 3.3). At the same time, the
issue of common method bias was investigated following the recommendations of Harman [67]—the
one-factor test was applied, via the unrotated principal component factor analysis. The findings
confirmed that none of the factors accounted for more than 50% of variance.

4.2. Structural Model Assessment

In order to assess the structural model and to test the advanced hypotheses, the R2, beta and
t-values were computed [68], by applying a bootstrapping procedure with 5000 resamples (as indicated
in Table 6).
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Table 6. Results of the structural model analysis (hypotheses testing).

Hypothesis Relationship Std. Beta Std. Dev. t-Value Decision R2

H1 SUST −> IMP 0.589 0.095 6.213 ** Supported 0.347
H2 SUST −> NMP 0.400 0.101 3.942 ** Supported 0.160

** p < 0.001.

The results indicated that the endogenous constructs (i.e., IM, respectively NM) are significantly
influenced and determined by the exogenous construct, namely the Entrepreneurs’ Orientation towards
Sustainability. In the framework of the investigated Romanian SMEs whose owners participated in the
survey, the entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability accounts for almost 35% of variance in
Interaction Marketing Practices and 16% of variance in Network Marketing Practices.

The relationship between Entrepreneurs’ Orientation towards Sustainability and the Interaction
Marketing Practices is positive and significant (β = 0.589, p < 0.001), thus, supporting the first hypothesis
of the study, that is, H1: The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a positive influence on the
interaction marketing practices development within SMEs. On this front, the Romanian business owners’
marketing practices are liable to be analysed and appraised through the lens of their approaches
(attitudes and behaviours) towards people, profit and planet, as pillars of sustainability.

Focusing on the relationship between the Entrepreneurs’ Orientation towards Sustainability
and the Network Marketing Practices, the former has a positive and significant influence on the
latter (β = 0.400, p < 0.001), hence, supporting the second hypothesis of the study, namely H2:
The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a positive influence on the network marketing practices
development within SMEs. The pattern is quite similar to the one of the first hypothesis in that the
network marketing practices are tributary to a great extent to the entrepreneurs’ approaches towards
business sustainability grounds.

Placing the discussion in a comparative framework—Interaction versus Network Marketing
Practices—the findings have supported a higher influence of the Entrepreneurs’ Orientation towards
Sustainability on the interaction model to the detriment of the network model, as revealed by the
coefficients of determination (R2

IMP = 0.347 versus R2
NMP = 0.160), and indicated by the coefficient

paths (β = 0.589 versus β = 0.400).
Acknowledging the possibility that the participants at the study may be heterogeneous in their

approaches and that heterogeneous data structures may also apply to the current research, engendering
significant differences in path coefficients across two or more groups of respondents, a parametric
partial least squares multi-group analysis (PLS-MGA) was performed in line with Sarstedt et al. [69]
and Hair et al. [62]—“PLS-MGA refers to a set of different techniques that have been developed for
comparing PLS model estimates across groups of data” [62] (p. 247). Consequently, separate bootstrap
analyses were conducted on g0 and g1 sub-samples, assuming that the categorical moderator variable
“Planned/Emergent Business Strategies” influences the relationships in the PLS path model. From a
technical standpoint, the subjects’ assertions on whether they resorted, or not, to strategic business
planning—used as a categorical moderator variable—split the data set into two entrepreneurial groups:
the entrepreneurs who have elaborated their marketing strategies and practices based on overall
planned business strategies in accordance with their sustainability orientation and the entrepreneurs
who have considered the benefits of emergent business strategies as suitable for their sustainability
orientation (the results are displayed in Table 7).

As shown in Table 7, the bootstrapping results support the positive significant influences of the
entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability on the interaction and network marketing practices
in the case of both business owners who employ planned business strategies (SUST −> IMP: β = 0.662,
p < 0.001; SUST −> NMP: β = 0.491, p = 0.001), thus confirming H3A and H3B, and who employ
emergent business strategies (SUST −> IMP: β = 0.593, p < 0.001; SUST −> NMP: β = 0.383, p = 0.01),
thus confirming H4A and H4B.
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Table 7. Bootstrapping results for PLS-MGA (hypotheses testing).

Hypothesis Relationship Std. Beta Std. Dev. t-Value Decision

H3A SUST −> IMP
(Planned Business Strategies) 0.662 0.159 4.168 ** Supported

H4A SUST −> NMP
(Planned Business Strategies) 0.491 0.146 3.364 ** Supported

H3B SUST −> IMP
(Emergent Business Strategies) 0.593 0.108 5.471 ** Supported

H4B SUST −> NMP
(Emergent Business Strategies) 0.383 0.146 2.630 * Supported

** p < 0.001, * p < 0.01.

Although the PLS-MGA indicated the existence of differences in path coefficients between the
two groups of respondents, the results were not significant (p > 0.05), as illustrated in Table 8.

Table 8. PLS-MGA (H5 testing).

Relationship Path Coefficients-Diff (g1–g0) p-Value (g1 vs. g0)

SUST −> IMP 0.069 0.300
SUST −> NMP 0.107 0.234

In the case of the present research sample, there are no significant differences between the inferred
relationships using the type of business strategy as a categorical moderator variable. As a consequence,
H5 (The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability has a higher positive significant influence on relational
marketing practices development within SMEs in the context of planned business strategies than in the context
of emergent business strategies) was not supported.

5. Discussion

5.1. Research Contribution and Originality: Theoretical and Practical Implications

By corroborating the aforementioned results, it can be concluded that the entrepreneurs’
orientation towards business sustainability has significant and positive influences on both interaction
and network marketing practices. The meaningfulness of the relationships was confirmed irrespective
of the business strategy type, respectively, planned/emergent business strategies. Although the
coefficient paths were higher in the case of the sub-sample of entrepreneurs who employed planned
strategies (relying on articulated business plans), the findings showed that the differences between
sub-samples are purely aleatory, thus, statistically non-significant at the population level.

In this vein, the evidence support the strong connection between business sustainability and
the Interaction Marketing approach, that is, developing customized formal or informal relationships
between individuals, investing resources to underpin mutually beneficial and interpersonal dyads,
in an active and adaptive manner. The entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability can be also
mapped within the interaction marketing practices through the multilevel marketing approach as IMP
may involve a number of individuals concentrated on: developing one-to-one cooperative relationships
with the customers, building a long-term relationship with specific customer(s), strengthening ongoing
interpersonal interaction via a proper allocation of marketing resources [26,28]. The findings are
consistent with previous studies [5,8,12] supporting the relationships between sustainability and
marketing practices.

Giving credit to the evidence provided by Maritz et al. [23] and Neugebauer, Figge, and Hahn [24],
according to whom business sustainability can be achieved both via planned and emergent strategies,
the results underscored the statistical significance of the inferred relationship between entrepreneurs’
orientation towards sustainability and interaction marketing practices in both cases.
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Focusing on the connections between business sustainability and the network marketing
approach, the findings confirmed the existence of a significant and positive relationship between the
two dimensions. In line with the obtained results, the entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability
can be mapped—from a marketing perspective—in their commitment to develop an interlinked
firm-level web of relationships. This is accomplished through business and social transactions over
time, as a result of developing and maintaining individual, interaction-based relationships. In fact,
network marketing makes a step forward towards cementing relationships both at the individual and
firm levels. Relationships become, progressively, part of a larger web, objectivizing a wide array of
dependence and communication degrees. The results are indicative of previous studies [5,8,28,31]
which concluded the presence of strong ties between the predilection for sustainability and the network
marketing approach.

Furthermore, as in the case of interaction marketing, the results underscored the significance of the
inferred relationship between entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability and network marketing
practices no matter the business strategy type employed by the questioned entrepreneurs—be it
planned or emergent. These findings are also consistent with the proposition of Maritz et al. [23]
and Neugebauer, Figge, and Hahn [24]. Conversely, the evidence challenges the studies positing that
planned business strategies are the only ones consistent with a sustainability orientation [48–52] or
that emergent business strategies are more suitable in today’s versatile business environment.

By placing the inferred relationships between sustainability and the interaction marketing
practices, respectively, network marketing practices in a comparative framework, the current
investigation brings to the fore a novel perspective on the distinctive influences of the entrepreneurs’
orientation towards sustainability on marketing relational models specificity. Furthermore,
it contributes to the existing literature in a multidimensional manner.

First of all, it tackles sustainability and the entrepreneurs’ sustainability orientations in the
frame of reference of young businesses (SMEs developing activities for around five years). Secondly,
via the examination of Romanian young companies, the research is descriptive of the interplay
between sustainability and relational marketing practices in an emerging economy, hereby providing a
phenomenological view on how the extant theoretical developments are reified in practice. Thirdly,
the study lays emphasis on the relational perspective as defined by Coviello and Brodie [26], comprising
interaction marketing and network marketing as landmarks of the most sustainability-driven,
interpersonal and inter-organizational marketing practices. Fourthly, the research focus shifts from
understanding sustainability through the lens of corporate social responsibility practices to “a core
component of marketing strategy”, as Crittenden et al. [2] (p. 82) affirm. Lastly, the hypothesized
relationships are discussed in the twofold framework of planned versus emergent business strategies,
considering the business strategy type as derived from a well-defined business model [1,6,15,43].

From a methodological perspective, the usage of a parametric partial least squares multi-group
analysis (PLS-MGA) enabled a more intricate examination of the desired phenomena, demonstrating
that the sub-samples heterogeneity in not an issue in the context of the present research. Therefore,
the assumption that the overall conceptual model may be misleading was statistically rejected and
novel insights for researchers in their modeling undertakings were provided.

Furthermore, in spite of the fact that “the PLS-SEM results are to some extent static in that
they usually build on cross-sectional data” [70] (p. 4604), the study made a step forward to the
“wealth of knowledge that still needs to be acquired and accumulated with respect to market-oriented
sustainability” [2] (p. 82).

From a practical point of view, the findings have two-fold implications. On the one hand, they
support the fact that the entrepreneurial orientation towards sustainability stands for a compelling
antecedent of relational marketing practices, that is, of specific interpersonal and inter-organizational
relationships which consolidate tenable collaborations and competitive advantages for all the
stakeholders involved, as also confirmed by previous studies [1,2,8,29]. With a view to harness
engagement from the stakeholders, the entrepreneurs should integrate mutual sustainability concerns
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in their business models and operationalize them through customized market-oriented strategies.
On the other hand, the findings are descriptive of the business landscape from an emerging European
country where entrepreneurs’ sustainability orientation is still in an embryonic phase. Against this
backdrop, the evidence brought about by the current study may be considered a pertinent signal
that the entrepreneurs of young businesses have stepped forward towards a sustainability-driven
orientation, objectivized in consistent marketing practices.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions

As any other exploratory study, the present research is open to further developments.
In this respect, the conceptual model may be extended and improved by integrating other

constructs (i.e., Database Marketing or E-marketing) and by testing the influences of the entrepreneurs’
orientation towards sustainability on each marketing typology. Likewise, the conceptual model
would benefit from the inclusion of factors or moderators accounting for the entrepreneurs’ choice
for particular marketing strategies and practices (i.e., industry type, business competitiveness,
organizational culture, dynamic capabilities, etc.).

Additionally, the investigation of the inferred relationships on cross-national samples would
enlarge and refine the analytical landscape, allowing multiple-context comparisons. For example,
the replication of the survey in the case of similar samples from other countries in Europe would offer
fresh evidence in this front.
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