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Summary : Promoting the green transformation of the manufacturing industry to achieve economic growth and
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environmental protection at the same time is of great importance to the high-quality development of China’s
economy. From the dual perspectives of green reputation and organizational learning, this study constructs a
theoretical model to investigate how voluntary environmental regulation influences the green transformation of
Chinese manufacturing enterprises. On this basis, we obtain the ISO 14001 environmental management system
certification data from the official website of Certification and Accreditation Administration of China, and match
it with Chinese Industrial Enterprise Database and Chinese Industrial Enterprise Pollution Emission Database to
empirically explore the impact of voluntary environmental regulation on enterprises’ green transformation using
the difference-in-differences method.

The empirical research results show that participation in the ISO 14001 certification program not only
reduces enterprises’ emissions effectively, but also significantly improves their total factor productivity. This
conclusion remains valid after a series of robustness tests including changing matching methods, explained
variables and sample intervals. Our main finding suggests that voluntary environmental regulation can be an
effective pathway to promote the green transformation of manufacturing enterprises in China. In terms of
mechanism analysis, this study shows that ISO 14001 certification can enhance the green reputation of certified
enterprises and increase their income. Meanwhile, it can also trigger organizational learning inside the
enterprise and promote resources allocation and utilization, which is beneficial for increasing the total factor
productivity. We also find that the pollution control investments and technology of certified enterprises have
been significantly improved. Furthermore, the heterogeneity analysis shows that the effect of voluntary
environmental regulation on green transformation is insignificant for enterprises in high-polluting industries
where massive resources are required for pollution control and emissions reduction. The “ green-washing”
behavior and financing constraint would also inhibit this effect.

Therefore, in order to make full use of voluntary environmental regulation in promoting the green
transformation of Chinese manufacturing enterprises, the government should continuously step up in public
communication and reduce certification costs to stimulate enterprises’ enthusiasm. Besides, it should remove
current limitations of voluntary environmental regulation by strengthening regulation and improving professional
skills and the green finance system. Overall, this study not only helps deepen our understanding of the
relationship between voluntary environmental regulation and enterprises’ environmental and economic
performance, but also provides decision-making reference for promoting the green transformation of Chinese
manufacturing enterprises and achieving high-quality economic development.
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