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ABSTRACT

This study aims to review the existing literature on organisational sustainability to understand
diverse concepts related to organisational sustainability and its evolution. To achieve these
objectives, the researcher has reviewed more than one hundred and fifty peer reviewed journal
articles related to organisational sustainability that were published between 1987 and 2020.
Findings of the literature review confirmed that there were diverse definitions of organisational
sustainability and that organisational sustainability is in the process of evolution. Further, this
review of literature confirmed the importance of stakeholder engagement in sustainability related
decision making at the organisational level. The long term perspective has become a key concern
when implementing sustainability in organisations; it has, however, become one of the biggest
sources of worry for organisational leadership in this millennium as well. National cultural values
and organisational culture are also identified in the literature as influencing leadership decisions
related to organisational sustainability. Hence, this literature review confirmed that there are no
best solutions or strategies in achieving organisational sustainability, though managers should
adopt holistic perspectives and develop innovative solutions to deal with sustainability issues
unique to their own organisations. Therefore, it can be concluded that organisational leadership
implemented according to a holistic perspective would facilitate excellent results in establishing
organisational sustainability. Future research should be directed towards understanding
organisational sustainability in a context specific manner rather than using a generalised approach.
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1. INTRODUCTION 2. What are the most significant frameworks
developed to explain organisational

The aim of this article is to examine the sustainability?

evolutionary process of  organisational 3. What are the most popularly used

sustainability (OS) and how it has shaped the measurements to evaluate organisational

understanding of the concept in the literature. sustainability?

This would enable an understanding of how the 4. What are the developments in the

concept of OS has been dealt with during each
decade and permit an examination of its
evolution in the near future. To achieve these
objectives, this literature review focuses on the
most relevant academic publications that have
facilitated the evolution of OS. This review begins
with examining the historical roots of OS and
describes the early work relating to OS that has
contributed to the most current understanding of
the subject.

Considering the relatively long history of
Corporate Sustainability (CS), this review has
only focused on the publications that have
contributed significantly towards the development
of CS and OS. In this regard, the paper will not
explore the alternative concepts related to OS
that emerged in the recent past. The paper does
not review the entire literature available on the
subject but highlights, instead, the key factors
that have shaped the evolution of OS. To this
end, the author summarizes the key stages of
OS that would enable readers to understand its
historical evolution through highlighting the most
important academic work as well as the most
significant events that have helped shape it as a
concept.

The main contributions of this paper are the
compilation of historical knowledge on OS and
the description of the evolution of OS. This
review also contributes to the literature through
exploring the changes in social expectations from
a corporation throughout the period. The review
also contributes to the general literature on
organisational sustainability through reviewing
diverse corporate groups (for example, small and

medium enterprises, multinational enterprises
and public organisations).

1.1 The Aim of This Study

This study, therefore, reviews the extant

literature to understand the evolution of OS.

1. What are the different definitions

surrounding organisational sustainability?

12

application of organisational sustainability
in different sectors (namely; small and
medium enterprises, multinational
enterprises, not for profit organisations and
the public sector)?

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Published knowledge related to OS is vast
and its history goes back to as early as the
1930s. Today, in the 21% century, the concept
continues to evolve. The extensive body of
literature pertaining to OS required the
researcher to limit the scope of the
literature review to areas that are directly related
to the evolution of OS and the historical
aspects relating to this concept. The initial
exploratory search of articles was done using key
concepts such as CS, OS, sustainability,
corporate social responsibility and history of
sustainability. These key terms are
sometimes considered to be interchangeable
and sometimes not in the studies that were
reviewed [1;2]. Since the main objective of this
study is to explore the concept of OS, it was
decided to include sustainability, history of CS,
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and OS in
the literature search. These terms were
then keyed into the online databases. The key
terms were searched in the titles, abstracts
and the bodies of the articles examined.
Preference was given to articles selected
from indexed journals having a high impact
factor. Publication dates were limited to the
period extending from January 1987 to July
2020. The year 1987 was selected for the
commencement of the search as it was
the time when the Brundtland report was
released. Some information was also
extracted through searching online magazines,
websites  and reports of  government
organisations. During the search, some articles
that were identified as not directly related to the
evolution of the concept were still retained in the
review process as they had contributed to the
development of the OS concept in different
dimensions.



3. ROLE OF LEADERSHIP IN CREATING
ORGANISATIONAL SUSTAINABILITY

Leadership has been identified as the most
studied and least understood concept in social
science [3], pointing to the need for continuous
study of changing human behaviours and the
need to adapt to changes in the environment.
Over the years, there has been a shift in
leadership  theories from leader-member
relationship theories to a holistic, sustainable
perspective. It is commonly accepted that to
ensure a firm’s long-term competitiveness in
today’s market, organisational leaders need to
transform their organisations so that they can
best adapt to environmental challenges. The
importance of adaptation to ensure a firm’s long-
term competitiveness had been pointed out by
early management scholars such as Ansoff [4],
who suggested that leaders should transform
their organisations to match ‘new customer
attitudes and new dimensions of social control’
and emphasized the importance of ‘organisations
regularly questioning their role in society’ (p.36).

This organisational transformation towards
sustainability requires leaders to collaborate with
diverse stakeholders and incorporate stakeholder
feedback and interests into their business
decision making [4;5;6;7;8;9]. Numerous
scholars continued to challenge the applicability
of traditional leadership models to answer
diverse questions that contemporary managers
often have to face. For example, certain scholars
[10] have adopted a much broader perspective
towards leadership, where leadership has been
perceived as a function of engaging with diverse
participants in the social system. Most leadership
scholars [10;11;12;13] have confirmed that
contemporary leadership is more diverse, robust,
multifaceted and multi focused than ever before.
This has sparked a paradigm shift in the
leadership literature, at least in a theoretical
sense, where research emphasis has shifted
from exploring leader-member relations to a
much broader perspective of integrating the
whole organisational environment in leadership
decision-making [12;14].

As a result of this paradigm shift, leadership
literature has expanded into other well-
established management research streams such
as CSR [15;16;17;18;19;20;21;22;23]; complexity
leadership theory [24;25]; corporate governance
[26;27]; environmental management [28;29]; and
positive leadership [30]. The above mentioned
studies were based on some new leadership
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dimensions that recognise ethical and
responsible leadership towards societal needs,
and leadership that goes beyond the internal
organisational environment and embraces a
much broader perspective. This new leadership
paradigm will help leaders to answer such
pressing business problems as how to sustain
the competitiveness of their businesses in a
complex business environment [10;31].

Although much has been done to provide ideal
leadership solutions to today’s more complex
business challenges, there is still a ‘leadership
vacuum’ in the literature [31], as stakeholders in
general have voiced dissatisfaction with the
selfish behaviours of many contemporary leaders
and have bought into the belief that ‘leadership
has failed’ [32]. To address this gap, leadership
scholars have started to explore effective
leadership skills, attitudes and behaviours that
can help to achieve the satisfaction of
stakeholders, in other words, to explore OS
[6;33]. To achieve OS in a chaotic and complex
environment, leadership with diverse skills is
necessary [10;34]. Some of the relevant skills
include interacting with other stakeholders,
predicting outcomes through complexity, thinking
through complex problems, engaging groups
through  dynamic, adaptive organisational
change, and possessing the necessary
emotional intelligence to adaptively engage in
problem-solving through dealing with personal
emotions [7;10]; possessing adaptability and
flexibility towards change [35;36]; being sensitive
to environmental changes, and developing
stakeholder relationships [6;13,37;38;39].

3.1 Concept of Sustainability

It is worthwhile thoroughly understanding the
concept of sustainability before elaborating on
the concept of OS. It has commonly been
acknowledged that the concept of sustainability
is very difficult to define and extant literature
suggests that scholars are still engaged in
clarifying and providing a focus to this concept
[40;41;42;43].

The extant literature reveals that most research
on sustainability has aimed to answer the
following questions:

e What constitutes sustainability, sustainable
development and organisational
sustainability?

How should sustainability be achieved?
How should sustainability practices be

implemented in different contexts?



What are the most important areas of a
business organisation that should focus on
achieving sustainability?

Who is responsible for sustainability
initiation in the organisational context?
What are the expected outcomes of
sustainability initiatives in the
organisational context?

The subsection below explores sustainability
literature relating to the above questions and
specifically explores the concept of sustainable
development, models that support sustainable
development and how sustainable development
is measured.

3.2 Defining Sustainable Development

The first gathering of the UN on the protection of
the human environment (Conference on the
Human Environment) was held in Stockholm,
Sweden in 1972 [44]. This conference
established guidelines that covered a range of
environmental issues including natural resource
management, pollution prevention, and the
relationship between the environment and
development. Just over a decade later in 1983,
the UN’s World Commission on Environment and
Development (WCED) further acknowledged the
limitations of the earth’s natural resources and
the ever-increasing pollution of the global
environment, which impacts on the long-term
economic and social development of the world
[45]. On 20" March 1987, the UN commissioned
another WCED conference to discuss issues
pertaining to sustainability, which was popularly
known as the ‘Brundtland Commission’. The
WCED was chaired by the then Prime Minister of
Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland, who defined
sustainability as; ‘meeting the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs’, [45,43].

This  definition indicates that sustainable
development requires the efforts of all
participants in society (e.g. individuals, voluntary
organisations, businesses, institutes  and
governments) to invest more than what we
consume, and pass on more than what we take
from what belongs to future generations [46;47].
The confusion  surrounding  sustainability
definitions has now been largely resolved, as
most scholars are now more concerned about
how to realise sustainability results than on
finding a suitable definition of ‘sustainability’
[42;43;48]. As a result, scholars and practitioners
are now interested in branching out into other
relevant areas, such as what constitutes
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sustainability and how to implement sustainability
in different contexts.

Two years after the 1987 WCED, preparations
began in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1989 for the
UN Conference  on Environment  and
Development (UNCED), also termed the ‘Earth
Summit’ [49]. At this summit, economists and
statisticians calculated and highlighted the main
weaknesses in the primary economic
development concepts of gross national product
(GNP) and gross domestic product (GDP), which
only record national assets but continue to
underpin the productivity of most developed
economies [50]. As pointed out by Henderson

[50] the 1989 Earth Summit raised public
awareness of the growing social and
environmental costs resulting from merely

increasing the GNPs and GDPs of countries (see
Fig. 1 below).

To devise solutions to growing social and
environmental costs while maximising economic
development, the Earth Summit developed
significant global agreements such as The Rio
Declaration and Agenda 21. These agreements
were focused on providing guidance on how to
link  national-level  sustainable  economic
development targets with organisational and
individual level development [51]. Twenty years
after the Earth Summit, the UN held another
sustainable development conference named
‘Rio+20’ in June 2012 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil,
where its main objectives were securing a
renewed political commitment to sustainable
development, assessing the progress to date,
identifying the remaining gaps in the
implementation of sustainable development
practices, and addressing new and emerging
challenges [52]. To achieve these objectives, two
main themes were established at Rio+20; 1) the
Green Economy relating to poverty eradication
and sustainable development; and 2) improved
international  coordination  for  sustainable
development [52].

The introduction of 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) in 2015 recognised that
eradicating poverty can result in economic
growth  through  ensuring  environmental
protection, and that social harmony helps nations
to establish sustainable development [53].

3.2.1 Early models for measuring sustainable
development

The UN call to identify ways to measure
sustainability attracted the attention of many



scholars from the outset. For example,
researchers [46;47] suggested that sustainability
requires the balancing of three segments: 1) the
country’s rate of population growth; 2) rate of
change in the stock of capital (including the
natural environment); and 3) investment in
technology and innovation. Countries with high
population growths, environmental pollution
and poverty that are often unable to achieve
higher levels of sustainability could use
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innovation as a solution to break the cycle [54].
Another sustainability model developed by
Henderson [55] suggests that humans
need to have access to three basic resources
while achieving global sustainability: 1)
information; 2) matter; and 3) energy (see
Fig. 2). Among these three modes of resources,
Henderson [55] posited ‘information’ as the
most important dimension in  achieving
sustainability.

* “Gross” G.N.P. growth v. “Net” G.N.P, growth?

* 6.N.P. only measures prices of those goods and
services traded in the market - ignores all other
valuable production services and amenities
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Fig. 1. Gross national product problem
Adapted from Henderson [50]

3 MODES OF RESOURCE-USE IN NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT
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Fig. 2. Three modes of resources used in national development
Adapted from Henderson [55]
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3.2.2 Measuring sustainability

Despite many studies having identified the main
dimensions of sustainable development,
measuring sustainable development has often
proven to be a challenge [56;57]. Despite such
difficulties, several successful methodologies for
calculating sustainability have been produced,
including indicators by Talberth et al., [58], and
the Minnesota Planning Environmental Quality
Board [59] sustainable wellbeing indicator [60].
Among these, sustainability assessment at the
organisational level consists of two approaches,
namely 1. Criteria-based approaches and 2.
Model-based approaches, where model based
approaches are recommended as most suitable
[61]. Another aspect of measuring sustainability
at the corporate level is based on the
performance-measurement driven model and the
maturing-measurement driven model [62]. Due to
weaknesses in the prevailing measures of OS,
recent scholars [63] have even developed
composite indexes to measure OS.

Some of the most popular sustainability
measurement models are explained below.

Genuine Progress Indicator: The Genuine
Progress Indicator (GPI) [58] was developed
based on the concept of sustainable income
which was introduced by Hicks [64] with the aim
of replacing GDP as a measure of economic
growth. The GPI incorporates environmental and
social factors that have hitherto been
disregarded in traditional GDP measures. It
consists of 25 variables related to economic,
environmental and social factors.

Minnesota Progress Indicator: The Minnesota
Progress Indicator [59] comprises 42 variables,
based on the main objective of measuring the
goals that establish a healthy economy.

Triple bottom line for sustainability: The
concept of the TBL was first introduced in 2005
at the United Nations General Assembly [65]. It
was later termed the ‘triple bottom line’ and
presented as an accounting framework first
introduced by Elkington [66] to measure the
performance of corporate America. This
framework has since moved beyond traditional
financial performance measures such as profit,
return on investments and shareholder value to
much broader perspectives that include the
social and environmental impacts  of
performance. The ftriple bottom line is now
regularly used as a common ground for the
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development of  sustainability  standards,
certificates and principles relating to various
industries [67;68]. In addition, the TBL framework
is now commonly used by most social
businesses [69], for-profit and non-profit
organisations, as well as in the government
sector at federal, state and local levels to achieve
sustainability goals [70].

Deborah [71] identified economic challenges
including fair allocation of resources, and transfer
of technology challenges including technology
spill over. Social challenges consist of issues
such as human rights violations, employee rights,
and improved health and safety regulations.
Environmental challenges include climate
change, managing waste, recycling and
exploring ways to generate energy from waste
piles such as solid, electronic and hazardous
wastes. Deborah [71] described many of these
environmental challenges as ‘wicked problems’,
and climate change as the ‘super wicked
problem’ that most leaders have to find solutions
to. Complex challenges such as the above
emphasise to most managers that improving
productivity of human capital is not a sufficient
condition for achieving sustainability [36;72;73]. It
has therefore been pointed out that there need to
be alternative ways to maximise financial
performance while minimising the negative
impacts on a firm's socio environmental
dimensions [74].

Despite its heavy usage, a major drawback in
Elkington's [66] TBL model is the lack of
measurements for each of the three main pillars
of development, the environment, society and the
economy. This limitation has weakened the
practicality of using the TBL to measure
performance related to sustainability [57],
although a lack of universally accepted standards
to measure TBL performance has been identified
by some as an advantage. For instance, Slaper
and Hall [57] argue that ‘this can be viewed as a
strength because it allows a user to adapt the
general framework to meet the needs of different
entities (business or non-profit), different projects
or policies (infrastructure investment or
educational programmes), or different
geographic boundaries (a city, region or country)’

(p- 5).

Natural step for sustainability: Brundtland's
[75] efforts towards defining sustainability
motivated Robert [76] to develop the framework
of the natural step. This framework set out the
conditions that are required to ensure the



sustainability of human activities on earth, and
introduced four main conditions that a society
must focus on as part of its contribution to
sustainable development. This framework also
recommended prohibiting the extraction of
materials from the earth, stopping the production
of all human-made substances, and stopping any
activity that disturbs the natural environment.
Because the economic and industrial systems
have failed to stop environmentally damaging
practices, the framework suggests a method
termed ‘back-casting from principles’ to advance
societies towards sustainability. Based on this,
sustainability needs the integration of ‘systems
thinking’ with ‘back-casting from sustainability
principles’ to apply various tools and practices in
the planning and re-designing of management
areas such as organisational strategies and
processes, and new product innovation.

Impact assessment for sustainability: Impact
assessment was identified by the Commission of
the European Communities [77] as a concept
that ‘identifies the likely positive and negative
impacts of proposed policy actions, enabling
informed political judgements to be made about
the proposals and identifying trade-offs in
achieving competing objectives’ (p.2). At an
international level, the European Union has
developed guidelines based on impact
assessment [77] and upgraded them via several
rounds of improvements such as those adopted
at the Secretariat General EU [78].

Dow Jones Sustainability Indices for
sustainability: The Dow Jones Sustainability
Indices (DJSI) are commonly used to measure
the financial performance of corporate
sustainability methods [79]. The main objective of
the DJSI is to track the financial performance of
leading sustainability-focused companies. S & P
Dow Jones Indices [79] recommend that every
organisation should immediately shift towards
sustainability strategies to stay competitive in the
future.

The launch of the 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) made the issue of
inconsistency in measuring sustainability at the
macro and micro levels worsen, making the need
to bring in more practical measures for
sustainability urgent [80]. Adopting a nexus
approach has been recommended by scholars to
address this gap [81]. At present, there are some
popular measurements to assess sustainable
development (SDGs) performance at the national
level, namely, Sustainable Development
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Solutions Network- SDSN [82;83], the OECDs
Distance measure [84] and progress measures
based on Eurostat’s report [85].

3.3 Role of Organisational Sustainability

to Ensure National Level
Sustainability
While sustainability first evolved as a
macroeconomic  objective  introduced by

Brundtland [75], the concept shifted to an
organisational approach based on identifying the
organisation as another living organism in an
interconnected ecological community that
requires responsible decision-making in every
aspect [86]. In addition to this shift in
organisational relevance, global sustainability
issues such as food and water, security, climate
change, environmental cost of war and terrorism,
natural disasters, and urbanisation are also
pushing organisations to act more sustainably
than before [45;87;88;89;90]. Hence, an
approach reoriented towards ensuring the TBL
together with stakeholder needs help these
organisations to achieve better sustainability at
the national level [91]. Therefore, it can be
identified that CS is the capacity of the
corporation to create and maintain economic,
social and environmental value for itself (i.e. to
the TBL) and for all its stakeholders in both the
short term and the long term [92].

Complex challenges and sustainability issues like
these have pushed organisations to adopt more
sustainability aspects in their businesses, shifting
from the business-as-usual model which can no
longer ensure the firm’s competitiveness and
longevity in complex contemporary environments
[40]. In 2010, the Chairman of the Sustainable
Development Commission, Will Day, highlighted
the importance of micro level engagement in
sustainability to ensure national level sustainable
development goals. He has affirmed that
sustainability works well when organisational
leadership accepts that they need to make
changes that contribute to sustainability. In line
with this, many recent scholars [43;74;93;94]
have recognised that changing the attitudes,
values and behaviours of individuals and
organisations is  essential to ensure
organisational level sustainability. This aspect
was further illustrated by Roome and Bergin [95]
who revealed how organisational leadership
influenced positive transformational change at
the Ontario Hydro, which moved beyond
traditional environmental protection practices to a
broader, more sustainable developmental



perspective that has provided more benefits to
society.

3.3.1 Traditional theoretical
surrounding sustainability

perspectives

The concept of sustainability encourages strong
interrelationships between members of social
networks, whereas modernity aims to maximise
self-objectives for economic benefits [96]. The
concept of modernity mandates a fragmented
view of the world, focusing on the self at the
expense of the community. In contrast, the
concept of sustainability requires appreciation,
harmony and a holistic understanding of the
universe. Early economists such as Friedman
[97] believed that organisations were bound by
government rules and regulations, and that the
sole purpose of businesses was to maximise
economic benefits — a perception that has
minimal validity today [7;10]. This may have been
largely due to early economic and political
philosophers such as Karl Marx and John
Maynard Keynes who also failed to explain the
negative socio-environmental impacts of profit
maximisation [98;99].

Even earlier on, 17" century theorists such as
James Hutton and Adam Smith were able to fill
unanswered gaps by identifying the link between
the organisation’s role in the maximisation of
economic output and the protection of the
environment. In particular, Smith, in The Theory
of Moral Sentiment [100] emphasised that one’s
inner-self judgement associated with honesty,
compassion and trust makes an individual fit
enough to benefit society and create social
harmony. For example, if all organisations had
been perceived as living organisms in the social
system, some infamous corporations such as
Enron (USA), Aldephia (USA), Healthsouth
(USA), Parmalat (ltaly),Worldcom (USA) and
Tyco (USA) may have been withdrawn from
the markets before their failure, as it was clear
that these firms placed minimal priority on
corporate governance and CSR
[21;101;102;103;104].

3.3.2 Influence of national culture on
organisational sustainability

In contrast, more sustainable firms such as
Jerry's Home Made Ice Creams, Proctor and
Gamble (P & G), 3M, The Body Shop, and Volvo
Car Company have been able to survive
turbulent times after transforming their strategies
to prioritise the state of ecology and sustainability
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[105]. Recollections of corporate successes and
failures have caused many organisations to
realise the potential negativities that can result
from prioritising modernist (capitalistic) values
within a firm; many of these organisations have
shifted their strategic focus towards an ecological
perspective and natural capitalism, offering better
competitive advantages and business longevity
[98;99;106;107;108].

The new environmental paradigm (NEP)
introduced by Dunlap and Van Liere [109] and
Dunlap and others [110] is a concept similar to
natural capitalism and the ecological perspective.
NEP points out that human intervention in the
natural system can have negative impacts, as
opposed to the dominant social paradigm (DSP)
in which the world is perceived as having
unlimited resources and where humans are
considered to be superior to other species based
on their engagement in the development of the
world. According to these concepts, an individual
that affirms NEP values is considered more
sustainable than one who prioritises DSP values.

The question arises here as to whether
capitalistc and modernist values lead
organisations towards unsustainable practices,
or whether sustainability values confirm social
and environmental sustainability practices in a
complex social environment. Delving further into
the literature, and perusing the work of
academics [86;111], it was seen that preserving

national cultural values whilst promoting
corporate social responsibility facilitates the
successful implementation of OS [112]. For

example, Hargett and Williams [86] identified
that Norwegian cultural values that
validated protecting the environment and taking
care of people as natural activities have helped
the Wilhelmsen Group to successfully establish
OS.

Avery [113] has stated that ‘the form of
capitalism practised in a particular region
influences how easy or difficult it is to adopt
sustainable principles’ (p. 13). For example,
Avery and Bergsteiner [114] found American and
British CEOs tend to favour capitalistic values
such as shareholder wealth maximisation,
whereas continental European CEOs traditionally
prefer engaging with a range of stakeholders.
These scholars concluded that geography does
not determine an enterprise’s leadership
philosophy; it is, instead, based on the level of
acceptance of capitalistic values in an
organisation.
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3.4 Definitions Surrounding the Concept
of Corporate Sustainability and
Organisational Sustainability

Chang et al., [1] confirmed that CS is an
extension of CSR. However, some scholars have
stated that OS and CS are similar concepts,
albeit OS being the more recent term [115].

CS has been identified as a multifaceted concept
that has evolved progressively since the 1980s.
When the literature was reviewed, it became
apparent that the concept has many definitions,
often lacks clarity, relates to varying practices,
and still has space for further development
[40;116]. According to this model, the initial
stages of CS often meet with a certain degree of
opposition towards its implementation. In this
model, Dunphy et al., [117] highlighted the fact
that sustainable goals, organisational actions,
interventions and types of effective leadership
vary across the different phases of CS.

The following are some popular definitions of CS.
e “The firm is a profit generating entity in a
state of constant evolution. This entity is a
system comprised of resources and
networks of relationships with
stakeholders. The firm’s employees are
responsible to represent the firm, manage
its resources, and empower its
stakeholders so that the firm complies with
laws, maintains its ‘license-to-operate’,
increases its competitive advantage, and
better contributes to foster the evolution of
more sustainable societies by holistically
addressing the economic, environmental,
social, and time dimensions.” [118]
The ability of firms to respond to their
short-term  financial needs  without
compromising their (or others’) ability to
meet future needs. Thus, time is central to
the notion of sustainability.” [119]
Meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and
indirect stakeholders, such as
shareholders, employees, clients, pressure
groups, and communities without
compromising its ability to meet the needs
of the future.” [120]
Corporate activities that proactively seek to
contribute to sustainability equilibria,
including the economic, environmental,
and social dimensions of today, as well as
their inter-relations within and throughout
the time dimension while addressing the
company’s systems (including Operations
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and production, Management and strategy,
Organisational systems, Procurement and
marketing, and Assessment and
communication) and its stakeholders [121]
A company’s activities - voluntary by
definition - demonstrating the inclusion of
social and environmental concerns in
business operations and in interactions
with stakeholders [122]

“‘A fully sustainable organization
incorporates  sustainability into its
corporate strategy and communicates its
sustainability mission both within and
external to the organization” [123]

“A company’s delivery of long term value in
financial, social, environmental and ethical
terms.” [124]

“Corporate sustainability refers a
systematic  business approach and
strategy that takes into consideration the
long-term social and environmental impact
of all economically motivated behaviors of
a firm in the interest of consumers,
employees, owners or shareholders.” [125]
A study conducted by McKinsey [126],
using 1,946 executives from a diverse
range of industries and regions, found that
most corporate leaders still lack clarity
about the concept of sustainability. In this
study, 55% of respondents believed that
sustainability is related to the environment,
another 48% identified sustainability as a
governance issue concerned  with
challenges such as adherence to
regulations, ethical practices and meeting
acceptable industrial standards, while a
further 41% of executives perceived
sustainability as a social issue.

“A business approach that creates long-
term shareholder value by embracing
opportunities and managing risks deriving
from economic, environmental and social
development ... is crucial in driving interest
and investments in sustainability to the
mutual benefit of companies and investors.
As this benefit circle strengthens, it will
have a positive effect on the societies and
economies of both the developed and
developing world.” [127]

to

Literature on CS suggests that the evolution of
CS has emerged from corporate governance
[128;129], and then spread into many areas such
as ecological economics [130;131;132]; ethical
and responsible corporate behaviour
[17;18;19;133;134]; investments in CSR to
enhance an organisation’s profit performance



[22;135]; emergence of sustainability leadership
during the implementation of resource-saving
initiatives [7]; investments in human resource
development to enhance OS [29;136];
challenges of eco-leadership [28]; and social
responsibility and stakeholder views in relation to
organisational decision-making [20].

In sum, the literature indicates that sustainability,
at one extreme, is based on corporate activities
that flow from a firm’s funds and resources in a
more charitable way to ensure the betterment of
society and the protection of the natural
environment [137], while the other extreme
relates to sustainability values embedded as core
values and principles that in every aspect
safeguard the TBL [106]. Similarly, Dunphy et al.,
[117] identified CS as a process (i.e. a journey)
rather than as one particular, static status, as
shown in Fig. 3 below.

The increasing scholarly interest and growing
public demand for sustainable organisations has
created complex business challenges with
relation to transforming traditional organisations
into sustainable organisations [86;138;139;140].
Dunphy et al., [40]; and Sari [61] identified both

internal and external forces as causing
organisations to shift towards sustainability.
External pressures include governments,

communities, consumers, market expectations,
other corporations, industry associations, and

NGOs. Internal pressures can stem from
corporate leaders and other change agents
such as employees, shareholders and

investment companies that see the benefits and
push for OS [112]. For example, marketing,
human resources and production functions are
some of the internal operations that often prefer
to incorporate sustainability into their business
functions [40].

In  relation to determining whether an
organisation is sustainable, Avery [113] proposed
four factors that should be considered:

1) ‘An enterprise is not sustainable if it
produces negative outcomes for the
parties it contracts with; for example, if it
has dissatisfied employees, owners and
customers.

An enterprise that produces positive
outcomes for voluntary stakeholders (e.g.
satisfied employees, owners and
customers) but negative outcomes for non-
contracting parties (e.g. depleting non-
renewable resources, or a farmer who

2)
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uses more water than his legal entitlement)
is only sustainable

If no-one holds the enterprise accountable
for the negative outcomes

Until all the negative outcomes of similar
firms eventually combine to undermine the
entire industry — an example is the
fisheries industry where fish are harvested
faster than they can breed.

An enterprise or business model that
produces positive outcomes for contracting
parties (e.g. satisfied employees, owners
and customers) but negative outcomes for
large groups of non-contracting parties
(e.g. pollution, poverty and social
alienation) is not sustainable and should
not be sustained.

An enterprise or business model that
produces positive outcomes for both
contracting and non-contracting parties
alike is sustainable’ (p. 61).

3)

Dunphy et al., [40] defined the creation of
sustainability in organisations as an incremental
change process that requires diverse strategies
and leadership skills unique to each phase, as
shown in Fig 4 below.

Many scholars and  practitioners  now
perceive sustainability as a main organisational
strategy that can deliver a competitive advantage
to firms [10;74;81;98;99;107;114;141;142;143,;
144]. Meanwhile, the increasing complexities in
the business world and the uncertainties
facing CS has become a key concern to the
survival of companies under turbulence,
and the solution lies in creating OS as a
competitive advantage [145]. Based on these
perceptions, it has been suggested that
reorientating and redesigning the firm’s
strategies by identifying demands for less
environmentally and socially damaging activities
will ensure the most effective form of OS
[17;144].

as Investment

3.5 Sustainability an

Opportunity

Researchers [139;146] opined that sustainability
has often been considered by leaders as an
investment opportunity that yields the promised
results. For example, researchers
[146;147;148;149;150] have highlighted how
organisations could attract stakeholders through
CSR investments to build loyalty and to achieve



better financial performance. However,
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labour, additional marketing opportunities via

researchers [137; 151;152;153;154;155;156;157] greener competition, brand repositioning, a
have found contradictory results under different  stronger brand image, and the
contexts for the relationship between a firm's attainment of social and ecological labels
sustainability investments and its financial [126]. Some studies even confirmed the
results. Some other non-financial benefits of ability of CS to improve organisational
sustainability initiatives include new skilled performance [158].
- ™
‘ 15 Wave 2% Wave 35 Wave |
Opposition Ignorance Risk Competitive Transformation
Advantage
» Rejection Non » Compli » Effi -> > The sustaining’
2 ¢ / responsiveness =3 proactivty corporation
® Highly ® Financial and ® Focuses on * HR systems ® Focus on ® As a sustaining
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natural minimum legal and efficiency. stakeholder itself, to society
environment. * More ignorant and community engagement to and to the
than standards. * Environmental innovate safe, planet.
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Fig. 3. Waves of sustainability
Adapted from Dunphy et al., [117]
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Fig. 4. The sustainability change matrix: Incremental paths
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3.6 Sustainability Initiatives

As a result of the growing prevalence of
sustainability, = some  organisations  have
implemented ad hoc strategies that are

unsuitable for and mismatch their contexts.
These strategies have been defined by Porter
and Kramer [159] as those that are ‘disconnected
from the firm’s strategy, that neither make any
meaningful social impact nor strengthen the
firm’s long-term competitiveness’ (p.4). Scholars
have often contended that most managers prefer
adapting familiar and generic sustainability
business models rather than implementing new
and customised sustainability strategies [114],
suggesting the failure of strategic level
management to successfully implement CS in
many organisations [160]. However, most of
these traditional frameworks cannot guarantee
positive sustainability results, as they are often
mismatched with the organisational context
[161]. Organisational leaders need, instead, to
implement sustainability strategies that are
appropriate to their own organisational context
[40;160].

The world media have consistently reported on
the unsustainable practices of well-established
organisations that have often used traditional
models to implement sustainability. This
validates the research perspective that these
traditional sustainability models are unable to
solve an individual organisation’s contemporary
problems in a complex environment. In line with
this, various scholars [63;74;139;162] have
suggested that such issues can be avoided by
developing a framework that guides
organisational leaders to implement customised
sustainability strategies.

Similarly, scholars [71;138] have also highlighted
the pressing need to develop business models
that address unsolved complex problems related
to OS. Khavul and Bruton [163] suggested that
these new sustainability models should
incorporate  innovation and the natural
environment as essential indicators to measure
concepts related to sustainability. Regardless of
the current progress, the journey still continues
towards a OS model since the evolution of the
concept in the 1980s [106;113;139;149;164].

3.7 Organisational in
Practice

Sustainability

Resistance to changes that have to be made to
achieve sustainability is often considered a threat
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to the company's competitive position
[40;165;166]. Sustainability can be defined as a
social movement that raises public awareness of
sustainability, as well as a response of
organisational change  through  adopting
sustainable business practices [40]. This has
caused some leaders to shift from traditional
employee-oriented and  production-oriented
leadership styles to a third-dimension change-
oriented leadership style [167;168;169].

As noted previously, OS has attracted a great
deal of attention across a range of sectors,
namely, small and medium enterprises (SMEs),
MNCs, NGOs and government authorities. The
sub-sections below focus on the range of
relevant issues and applicability of the
sustainability concept across each of these
sectors.

3.7.1 Organisational sustainability in family-
owned businesses and small to medium
enterprises

Strong stakeholder relationships enable many
family-oriented businesses to perform financially
better than other larger organisations, even
during economic downturns [170;171;172;
173;174;,175;176]. Family-owned businesses
rarely lay off staff [175;176;177;178;179], and are
often more concerned about social responsibility
[180;181;182], business reputation and
innovation [183;184;185], which strengthen their
position in the market compared with other larger
businesses.

Unlike public-listed companies, SMEs are not
legally bound to disclose their sustainability
initiatives, a course of action that has prompted
Slaper and Hall [57] to propose the following
guidelines to measure the TBL scorecards of
these companies.

Economic (amount of taxes paid)

Social (average hours of training for
employees, from welfare to career
retention and charitable contributions)
Environmental and safety (safety accident
rate, lost/restricted workday rate, sales
dollars per kilowatt hours, greenhouse gas
emissions, and amount of waste to landfill).

2)

3.7.2 Organisational sustainability in

multinational corporations

For more than 15 years, sustainability has been
a buzzword among top managers of many MNCs
[157]. Sustainable development goals have also



recently become a key concern of many MNCs.
Therefore, these MNCs are often considered the
driving force behind the uptake of sustainable

business practices [186]. For example,
researchers [86;106;114;149] have explored
diverse issues that arose during the

implementation of sustainability in MNCs.

Numerous MNCs have received a public
backlash in relation to well-known unsustainable
events such as the Ok Tedi natural disaster in
Papua New Guinea, the BP oil spill off the
Mexican Gulf, sweatshop factories operated by
Nike and Levi Strauss, and accusations of rate
fixing in pursuit of better financial outcomes by
HSBC [187]. As public awareness of
sustainability increases, many MNCs have
moved towards better sustainability practices
[188]. As such, there are many examples of
MNCs embracing sustainability, for example,
Starbucks, Shell, Cascade Engineering,
Motorola, General Electric, Unilever, Proctor and
Gamble, 3 M, Adidas, and Patagonia, whose
sustainability initiatives have attracted the
attention of many scholars [40;57;106;113;149].

Research on sustainability initiatives in MNCs is
diverse [188]. At one extreme, some of these
organisations  prioritise = conveying  social
responsibility by improving their voluntary
commitment to disclosure requirements such as
the Global Reporting Initiative [189]; and at the
other extreme, others adopt sustainability as a
legal or institutional requirement expected from
organisations such as the World Business
Council for Sustainable Development [88]. Virgin
Group [190] and Interface [40] are examples of
MNCs that have voluntarily prioritised
sustainability by incorporating such values into
every aspect of their business activities. Other
MNCs such as Unilever have been able to
improve their shareholder value by prioritising
customer satisfaction and acting as responsible
corporate citizens [126]. Irrespective of the lack
of a universal measurement tool to calculate the
sustainability impacts of MNCs, most senior
managers have started to adopt the concept of
the TBL into the sustainability strategies of their
MNCs.

3.7.3 Organisational sustainability in non-
profit organisations

Many for-profit organisations now choose to
partner with non-profit organisations to improve
their sustainability initiatives using the TBL
principle to measure the sustainability of their
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projects [57;191;192;193;194]. Top management
commitment, resources and need-based,
demand-driven programs are a few factors
influencing not for profit organisations to
implement sustainability into their organisations
[192]. In line with this, it has been identified that
most for-profit organisations prefer sponsoring
not-for-profit ~ organisations  that prioritise
economic prosperity, social wellbeing and
environmental protection as their key goals [195].
Some non-profit organisations such as the Ford
Foundation [196] and RSF Social Finance [197]
have used TBL concepts to achieve
sustainability. For example, RSF Social Finance
[197] has used food and agriculture (economic),

ecological stewardship (environmental), and

education and the arts (social) as its OS

initiatives.

3.7.4 Organisational sustainability in
government organisations

Most state, regional and local government

institutes use the TBL sustainability framework
as a performance assessment tool in their policy
decision-making [57;198]. For  example,
Minnesota Planning Environmental Quality Board

[59] has implemented the TBL or similar
sustainability frameworks (e.g. impact
assessments) to assess which policies or

projects to implement and which to reject. Most
public sector organisations use sustainability
performance measures in the areas of cost
efficiency and quality. Public sector organisations
rarely use measures in the areas of learning and
growth to satisfy legislative requirements and
manage programs. It was also found that these
organisations use environmental and social
responsibility measures the least [198;199].
However, over the vyears, there has been a
satisfactory improvement in reporting
sustainability  initiatives in  public  sector
accounting, but the inconsistency of reporting
varies to a large extent, suggesting that further
improvements are necessary in this field of study
[200;201].

3.8 Challenges Faced by Organisational
Sustainability Initiatives

Sustainability initiatives at the organisational
level often require radical transformations within
an organisation [117;202;203;204;205], and
these changes can produce complex challenges
for organisational leaders [10;206] and
employees [207]. For example, Wilhelmsen, an
international maritime company in Norway [86],
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encountered a range of challenges when it
decided to practise sustainability, including an
inability to control globally-expanded processes
across the organisation, investments in CSR, the
need to communicate sustainability values with
different parties, lack of common understanding
about sustainability leadership, identifying the
most suitable ways to measure the impact of
sustainability, aligning day-to-day decisions with
both company values and local norms, dealing
with  single-focus stakeholders, establishing
consistent CSR accountability processes, and
integrating a traditional organisational culture
with new innovative organisational changes.

Lack of knowledge about sustainability, lack of
sustainability led approaches to solve
business issues, cultural mismatches, a lack of
demand for sustainable products from
consumers and lack of incentives are hindering
the implementation of sustainability at the
organisational level [208]. In a global business
context, cultural mismatches between a parent
company and its international operations can
also be a barrier to implementing company-wide
sustainability [86].

3.8.1 Steps taken to address challenges to
corporate sustainability initiatives

Despite many theories, strategies and
performance measures to promote OS, there yet
remain critical gaps in understanding how to
identify sustainable pathways, how to assess
sustainable alternatives and how to implement
sustainability transitions [209]. Collaboration of
stakeholders in making sustainable business
decisions helps to achieve a shared vision of
sustainability within the organisation [209].
Hargett and Williams [86] suggested that cultural
clashes or mismatches could be avoided by
developing a common communication platform,
developing best practices for diverse national
cultures, implementing a systematic approach to
integrating the TBL into the company’s internal
and external practices, enhancing employees’
knowledge of CSR, increasing diversity in the
organisation, especially at the headquarters
level, and developing a sponsoring strategy that
highlights the main projects the company will
support and fund, including the reasons behind
these sponsoring choices. Moreover, developing
systems thinking, nexus thinking [210] and
incorporating industry 4.0 [211] are a few
suggestions that have been advanced to mitigate
these challenges to the achievement of OS.
Stakeholder collaboration would facilitate the
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journey towards OS through considering
organisational dynamics such as ensuring that
organisational capabilities match with the
external context [209].

4. CONCLUSIONS

The main objectives of this study were to explore
the literature pertaining to CS, to review this body
of literature in order to explicate the concept of
OS and to identify the challenges that emerge in

the transition of organisations towards
sustainability. In order to achieve these
objectives, a review of the literature was

performed focusing on both OS and CS. The
review also suggests some future avenues for
research.

This review of literature identified diverse
definitions of sustainability and OS. The results
were elaborated using diverse frameworks
related to OS. This review points out that the
manner in which organisations are implementing
sustainability is diverse. The choices made by
management and the extent of its understanding
of and willingness to broaden the concept will
influence the way the organisation engages with
its external and internal stakeholders, and its
strategic  management  decision = making,
creativeness and innovation. Clear
communication with diverse stakeholders would
also make the journey towards OS an easier
one.

Organisational transformation towards
sustainability has become a hot topic in the
organisational literature in many disciplines such
as systems thinking, and holistic views and
shared visions are now considered to be

essential to implementing sustainability in
corporations. These emerging areas are
identified in this review as future research

avenues. In examining the implementation of OS,
the diverse groups involved in OS, the varied
organisational settings and the many challenges
faced when transitioning to sustainability were
identified .The dominance of various groups of
stakeholders has also been identified as a key
issue that sometimes impedes smooth
organisational transition towards sustainability.
This highlights the importance of stakeholder
engagement in this process of change. Since,
stakeholder demands are in a constant state of
flux and their involvements in business decision
making are also increasing, organisational
leaders now have to consider more innovative
and improved processes to address OS issues.



Many organisations are now struggling to
balance long term sustainability with the
complexity of economic, social and

environmental challenges. It was found that
family businesses, and small and medium
enterprises are more focused on actually
practicing sustainability than some other larger
businesses. Multinational corporations are the
organisations that are in the forefront of
implementing sustainability and they transform
the knowledge necessary for this implementation
through their international business and
investment activities. Therefore, it is crucial to
examine the diverse strategies used by each
type of organisation to implement sustainability in
turbulent business environments. However, it is
noteworthy that there is no unique way to
implement OS, and organisational leadership has
to develop innovative solutions that best suit its
unique organisational context and requirements.
Management attempts to create a shared vision
and to develop an integrated perspective could
be further examined by future researchers.
Similarly, the manner in which national cultural
values either support or hinder the
implementation of OS is another avenue for
future empirical research.
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