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Abstract: The corporate sustainability strategy in organisations is a current topic and set in Agenda
2030 for sustainability, and so this study aims to map the literature on the subject through a bibliometric
analysis. From 97 documents identified and analyzed, the results obtained show the fragmentation
and hiatus between the planning of a global strategy and inclusion therein of a sustainable strategy.
Furthermore, these results provide the construction of a framework as an auxiliary tool for managers
of different organisations to implement a sustainable strategy, this being the main contribution of the
study. In addition, the theoretical contribution of this study is to obtain evidence that the resources
and market position of organisations is crucial to the successful implementation of this type of
strategy, in which the resource-based view and competitive advantage proved to be appropriate to
support the same. The contribution to the practice showed the importance of having full involvement
and commitment of all stakeholders in this implementation, so that the organisations acquire the so
ambitious internal and external legitimacy. Finally, some limitations, indications for future research
are draw.

Keywords: corporate sustainability; systematic literature review; formulation and implementation;
sustainable strategy

1. Introduction

Research in the management area has not identified many conceptual differences between the
processes of constructing a sustainable management strategy and the traditional strategy. However,
this research highlighted some factors and drivers, in the context of sustainability, which impact
executives’ decision-making process in organisations regarding the type of strategy to adopt and
its sustainability [1–4]. It is therefore interesting and topical to address this question as a great
many organisations have not yet integrated corporate sustainability in their global management
strategy [5]. This means that managers should be directed to construct sustainable business practices,
highlighting the formulation and implementation of management processes and systems that include
those practices [6].

The concept of strategy has undergone a constant, dynamic evolution since its origin, in the face of
phenomena occurring in the business environment, particularly that of globalization. Shrivastava [7]
emphasized that strategy is an orientation to define long-term objectives, where crucial programmed
and/or plans are chosen to achieve them, in accordance with appropriate allocation of resources. Other
authors [8] emphasized the definition of plans and actions necessary to attain defined objectives.
Ronda-Pupo and Guerras-Martin [9], in their compilation of the evolution of this concept, also stated
that strategy can be seen as a path to cope with the environment, as a vehicle to reach a competitive
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advantage and high organizational performance. Strategy has been studied as a concept implicit to
management since the 1950s, always aiming to obtain a competitive advantage [1].

The globalization of business environments, the growing importance of sustainable development
in the 21st century and corporate sustainability in its three dimensions (economic, social and
environmental), led to researchers and organizational managers in the 1990s being faced with a
paradigm of transition regarding strategic management [10]. According to these authors, this transition
was already shown in their book in 1996 [11], when stating that “strategic managers” know that most of
the decisions they make can potentially affect the natural balance, and here lies the change in thought
concerning the relationship between economic activity and sustainability. Stead and Stead [12] also
concluded that this thinking is considered critical.

Regarding the phenomenon of globalization, another important concept must also be defined,
i.e., sustainable development. Historically, this concept has been addressed from 1945 until today,
by various international organisations (www.cebds.org). Conceptually, sustainable development
has been relevant in the last decades [5]. The World Economic Commission on Environment and
Development [12] defined sustainable development as development that satisfies the needs of the
present without jeopardizing the capacity for future generations to also satisfy theirs (here, three
basic principles were defined [13]: environmental integrity (related to not harming the natural
environment); social equality/equity (equal access to resources and opportunities) and economic
prosperity (organisations’ productive capacity to provide individuals with a reasonable quality of life).

Based on the definition of universal sustainable development, Carcano [5] argued it is accepted
that without corporate support, society will not achieve sustainable development as organisations
represent the economy’s productive resources [14], and so organisations face this question more and
more [5]. Following this line of thought, Stead and Stead [11] introduced the concept of sustainable
strategy, which means that strategic management involves developing competitive advantages that
allow organisations to capitalize on environmental opportunities and minimize the threats, as the
environmental dimension can provide relevant benefits, despite being subject to some criticism. Stead
and Stead [10] based themselves on the premises underlying the concept of business strategy, but
aiming to give organisations a three-dimensional (economic, social and environmental—triple bottom
line), long-term, competitive advantage.

Supported by the above line of thought, market-based theory [15] and resource-based theory [16]
provide a suitable theoretical framework for studying sustainability and strategic management
(according to the core of these theories, Engert et al. [1] explained how both focus on organisational
performance (market-based vision) and resources (resource-based vision) as key factors, which are
crucial questions in the formulation, implementation, execution and assessment of either sustainable
or traditional strategy.

In this context, recent decades have seen numerous efforts to integrate the legislation associated
with corporate sustainability in organisations’ management systems [17]. This means that for
organisations to contribute to improving global sustainability, they must undertake an internal
transition process of adaptation and flexibility, which should involve all stakeholders and be in line
with a long-term strategic view [17,18]. Batista and Francisco [19] also showed the importance of
organisations adapting their strategies to the triple bottom line, while considering the particularities
of the business, organisational culture and their own resources so that sustainable objectives can be
fulfilled in practice. In addition, current business models and management systems should direct
organisations towards the creation of a competitive advantage supported by the creation of a sustainable
added value [18,20].

Corporate sustainability in management originated the identification of some gaps still in need of
conceptual and empirical research. Those gaps concern the lack of scientific knowledge about how
these two dimensions can be integrated in practical terms in organisations, namely their formulation,
implementation and strategic execution [1]. These authors also mentioned the importance of studying
the correlation between all the factors affecting integration per se, while Perrott [21] found little
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empirical evidence of the level and impact of organisational commitment in that integration (degree of
uncertainty) and the economic impact of integrating sustainability in the strategy.

The pertinence of the subject of this study is the reflection of the gaps and controversy surrounding
the topic found in the literature, which suggests the need to elaborate a conceptual review of
scientific articles on the formulation and implementation of the sustainability strategy in companies.
Baumgartner [22] concluded on the growing search for literature on this topic as well as the absence
of studies providing empirical evidence in this domain [23]. For Adiningrum [24], the formulation
and implementation of the strategy is a much debated theme, but urgent questions are raised as little
attention has been paid to how corporate sustainable strategy should in fact be implemented [23,25],
as this is a double challenge (managers and organisation), leading to a high demand for literature on
the subject [26]. Calabrese et al. [18] described how it is fundamental to study the different paths to
implementing sustainability in firms, and Rok [20] concluded it is crucial for future research to focus
on understanding how firms’ management processes and systems can include sustainable strategic
management, to allow assessment of its contribution to global sustainability.

The aim of this study is therefore to map the literature related to the implementation of corporate
sustainable strategy in organisations, through a bibliometric analysis (co-citation network), preceded
by content analysis, which was guided by the premises of quality and credibility required by this type
of study [27].

After this introduction to the subject of study, the article is structured as follows; bibliometric
methodology, discussion of the results and implications for theory and practice and identifying future
lines of research in this area.

2. Methodology

Aiming to identify the topics most studied in the area of corporate sustainability strategy,
a bibliometric analysis was presented preceded by the respective descriptive analysis of the final
database [28,29]. Elaboration of a systematic literature review using the bibliometric method (co-citation
analysis), means that scientific articles (empirical and reviews) were the unit of analysis, with the
bibliometrics grouping them according to similarity of objective and focus [30], besides allowing
their descriptive and conceptual standardization [31–33]. Therefore, the subjectivity of this research
was overcome through methodological criteria of planning, development and presentation of the
results [34].

Table 1 summarizes the items and research criteria used in this study referring to 11 March 2019.

Table 1. Items and search criteria.

Items and Search Criteria

Items Criteria
Period: No chronological filter

Online databases: Web of Science (WOS)
Key-words: (Implementation of the sustainability strategy in companies)

Systematization by search category: Management or Business
Systematization by document type: Articles and Review

Software used: Endnote X8 and Microsoft Excel 2016
Language English

Documents identified and analyzed: 97

After exporting the informative files of the 97 documents obtained in Web of Science (WOS)
to the software mentioned above, the results were presented in Section 3. Results and Discussion.
The bibliometric analysis presented in the same section was performed using Vosviewer software,
which allows identification of the co-citation and cluster network [35–39]. Finally, the cluster content
analysis was included, as well as analysis of the total base selected, sequenced holistically [40–42].
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Of course, other methodologies for conducting a systematic investigation could be used, either
quantitative or qualitative, such as a meta-analysis and the use of another software’s (e.g., NVIVO,
Endnote, Vantage point).

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Descriptive Analysis

According to the documents selected in WOS and included in this analysis (97), empirical articles
(95) were found to predominate, with only two review articles. The review articles are by Brockhaus,
S., Kersten, W. and Knemeyer, A. M. (2013). Where do we go from here? Progressing sustainability
implementation efforts across supply chains, published in Journal of Business Logistics, 1st quartile
review and with an impact factor of 2.089 and already cited 51 times, and by Fernández, E., Junquera,
B. and Ordiz, M. (2003). Organizational culture and human resources in the environmental issue:
a review of the literature published in International Journal of Human Resource Management in the 1st
quartile (sub-topic of Strategy and Management) and with an impact factor of 0.939 and 103 citations.
This means there is a theoretical hiatus regarding implementation of a sustainable strategy in firms,
which represents a challenge and involvement for managers (Figure 1). In addition, the 97 documents
have a total of 2.410 citations, with the years 2017 (18 documents) and 2018 (18 documents) having
most publications, whereas until the date of the research (11 March 2019) only three articles have been
published this year.
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Figure 1. Evolution over time of all publications, adapted from Web of Science (WOS).

It is important to highlight that only in 2000 did the first two publications on this topic emerge,
entitled: (1) Effects of “best practices” of environmental management on cost advantage: The role of
complementary assets, by Christmann, P. (2000) published in the Academy of Management Journal,
1st quartile review and with an impact factor of 8.548 and 834 citations; (2) Xerox’s approach to
sustainability by Maslennikova, I., and Foley, D. (2000) in Interfaces journal of the 2nd quartile and
with an impact factor of 0.637 and only 57 citations. The last article published in a journal indexed to
WOS. Figure 1 shows the evolution of publications from 2000 to 11 March 2019.

Reading of this figure shows that the most productive years in the academic world were 2017 and
2018, as a consequence of approval of Agenda 2030 for sustainable development and the Paris Agreement
on climate change, which are international milestones that organisations/companies worldwide cannot
avoid. In other words, it became urgent to study the impact these milestones had on the academic
world in the years following their approval (2015) and their relationship with tripartite (economic,
environmental and social) sustainable organizational strategies in the organizational domain.
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It was also found that the countries contributing most to scientific knowledge on this subject are
Spain (13 articles), the United States of America (12 articles), the United Kingdom (11 articles) and
Germany (9 articles), representing around 46% of all publications (97).

Table 2 shows the main journals publishing the 97 documents analyzed.

Table 2. Publications by source titles (Top 10).

Source Title No. of
Publications

Impact Factor
(SJR) Quartile Country

Journal of Business Ethics 8 1.276 Quartile1 Netherlands
Business Strategy and the Environment 7 1.881 Quartile 1 USA

Amfiteatru Economic 5 0.180 Quartile3 Romania
Corporate Social Responsibility and

Environmental Management 5 1.706 Quartile 1 USA

Benchmarking an International Journal 4 0.314 Quartile3 UK
Journal of Manufacturing Technology

Management 4 0.867 Quartile 1 UK

Quality Access to Success 3 0.229 Quartile3 Romania
Total Quality Management Business

Excellence 3 0.634 Quartile 1 UK

California Management Review 2 2.209 Quartile 1 USA
Corporate Governance the International

Journal of Business in Society 2 1.500 1 Quartile1 UK

Others <2 43 Source: Adapted from WOS
and SJR Impact Factor

Total 97
1 SJR (Scientific Journal Rankings) of 2015 (webpage of journal).

Journal of Business Ethics had the greatest number of publications, and the article with the most
citations (99) was by Mueller, Dos Santos and Seuring (2009). However, the California Management
Review with the highest SJR (Scientific Journal Rankings) only included two publications, with the most
cited article (82) being by Perez-Aleman and Sandilands (2008). Nevertheless, the most cited article
(834) was not included in the top ten, its journal, the Academy of Management Journal, presenting an
SJR (Scientific Journal Rankings) of 8.548.

Table 3 presents the most cited authors in WOS (Web of Science).

Table 3. Top 10 of citations.

Author/Article/Journal Total Citations

Christmann, P. (2000). Effects of “best practices” of environmental management on cost advantage: The
role of complementary assets. Academy of Management Journal, 43(4), 663–680. 834

Golicic, S. L., and Smith, C. D. (2013). A meta-analysis of environmentally sustainable supply chain
management practices and firm performance. Journal of Supply Chain Management, 49(2), 78–95. 167

Fernández, E., Junquera, B., and Ordiz, M. (2003). Organizational culture and human resources in the
environmental issue: a review of the literature. International Journal of Human Resource Management, 14(4),
634–656.

103

Mueller, M., Dos Santos, V. G., and Seuring, S. (2009). The contribution of environmental and social
standards towards ensuring legitimacy in supply chain governance. Journal of Business Ethics, 89(4),
509–523.

99

Baumgartner, R. J. (2014). Managing corporate sustainability and CSR: A conceptual framework
combining values, strategies and instruments contributing to sustainable development. Corporate Social
Responsibility and Environmental Management, 21(5), 258–271.

85

Perez-Aleman, P., and Sandilands, M. (2008). Building value at the top and the bottom of the global
supply chain: MNC-NGO partnerships. California Management Review, 51(1), 24–49. 82

Hsieh, Y. C. (2012). Hotel companies’ environmental policies and practices: a content analysis of their web
pages. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 24(1), 97–121. 63

Maslennikova, I., and Foley, D. (2000). Xerox’s approach to sustainability. Interfaces, 30(3), 226–233. 57
Olsen, M., and Boxenbaum, E. (2009). Bottom-of-the-pyramid: Organizational barriers to implementation.
California Management Review, 51(4), 100–125. 56

Duarte, F. (2010). Working with corporate social responsibility in Brazilian companies: The role of
managers’ values in the maintenance of CSR cultures. Journal of Business Ethics, 96(3), 355–368. 53
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Reading of Table 3 shows once more the article published in the Academy of Management Journal,
with an impact factor above 8, although it was not part of the top 10 journals (Table 1). In addition,
the most cited articles were from 2000, the first year of publishing articles on the topic studied here.

To sum up, this descriptive analysis shows the trends of the 97 documents selected in WOS,
regarding their bibliographic information. However, this should be complemented by a bibliometric
analysis using Vosviewer software, as presented in the next section.

3.2. Bibliometric Analysis

Exporting the files of the 97 documents forming the final database from Endnote X8 software to
Vosviewer software led to obtaining co-citation network outputs. This network (Figure 2) reflected
the similarities of the bibliographic references of those documents, i.e., the bibliographic connection
was performed [43] and clusters formed to determine the frequency with which two documents were
cited [36–39].
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Figure 2. Co-citation network of references.

Three clusters were seen to be obtained with a total of 13 documents. In each cluster, three nodes
stand out (larger circles) showing the relative importance of the number of citations of each document,
while the distancing (curved lines) of the other documents represents the dimension of the documents’
connection in bibliographical terms.

Table 4 below shows the content analysis of the three clusters obtained and then their relationship
with all the selected articles (97).

Cluster 1 addressed the sustainable competitive advantage in a close relationship with the
consequences of current environmental issues. The authors included in this cluster present various
theoretical settings and frameworks to overcome the negative impacts on the environment by
organisations/firms. Cluster 2 dealt exclusively with the integration of corporate social responsibility
in organizational strategies and its relation with short and long-term competitive advantage. Finally,
Cluster 3 addressed sustainability in the field of strategic management of the supply chain. A common
flow was perceived in these three clusters in relation to the link between competitive advantage,
sustainability and the importance of implementing a sustainable strategy in firms as an integral
part of their production chain, of tangible and intangible resources, which it should be possible to
assess and monitor so that society in general gives legitimacy to their contribution to improving
global sustainability.
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Table 4. Cluster analysis.

Author(s)/Year Co-Citations Type of Document Content Analysis

Cluster 1—Environmental Questions and Sustainable Competitive Advantage and Inherent Theoretical Support

Hart (1995) [44] 13 Theoretical

- Proposal of a new theory of competitive advantage based on firms’
natural resources to support the strategy of pollution prevention;

- Presented various frameworks to apply those strategies, leading
to the generation of a sustainable competitive advantage.

Russo and Fouts
(1997) [45] 12 Empirical/qualitative

- Supported by the vision based on the firm’s resources, they
argued that firms’ environmental performance and economic
performance have a positive relationship.

Sharma (2000) [46] 9 Empirical/quantitative

- Studied relations between environmental questions and strategies
for their solution in firms;

- Concluded that managers should adapt organisational structure
for this to be an effective situation and should also motivate their
human resources to perceive environmental questions as
an opportunity.

Barney (1991) [16] 8 Empirical/qualitative

- Examined the relation between firms’ resources and sustainable
competitive advantage, using four indicators—value, imitability,
rarity and sustainability;

- Considered that managers are fundamental for sustainable
competitive advantage, as firms’ resources equipped with
essential competences.

Bansal (2000) [47] 7 Empirical/qualitative

- By studying the motivations and contextual factors that induce
corporate ecological responsibility, they explained that
competitiveness, legitimacy and ecological responsibility are a
consequence of firms’ involving factors (e.g., cohesion).

Porter (1995) [48] 7 Empirical/qualitative

- Firms are in a phase of paradigmatic transition, i.e., they are
simultaneously green and competitive, and have to use all their
resources in an extremely productive and innovative way;

- Suggested that environmentalists, regulating entities and firms
should base themselves on logic of integration in relation to the
environment, resource productivity, innovation and
competitiveness as a single element.

Cluster 2—Corporate Social Responsibility and Competitive Advantage

Porter and Kramer
(2006) [49] 10 Empirical/qualitative

- Investigated the positive influence of corporate social
responsibility on firms’ competitive advantage, by presenting
various frameworks;

- Concluded that the inclusion of corporate social responsibility in
firms’ strategies allows the creation of global, economic and social
value, which generates improvements in their
competitive advantage.

Freeman (1984) [50] 8 Book

- Development of strategic management based on the
stakeholder approach;

- Argued that this approach can be summarized as “stakeholders
are about the business and the business is about stakeholders”.

Bansal (2005) [13] 7 Empirical/quantitative

- By defining organisational determinants, investigated the
operationalization of sustainable corporate development;

- Explained that firms’ institutional factors and resources are
determinants influencing the development of their
corporate sustainability.

Garriga (2004) [51] 7 Theoretical

- Mapping of the theories and approaches related to corporate
social responsibility, by grouping these in four groups according
to their central focus;

- Concluded that corporate social responsibility includes four
dimensions: profit, political performance, social demand and
ethical values, and so it is urgent to develop a theory
covering them.
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Table 4. Cont.

Author(s)/Year Co-Citations Type of Document Content Analysis

Cluster 3—Sustainable Management of the Supply Chain

Seuring and Müller
(2008) [33] 13 Theoretical

- Reviewed the literature on sustainable management of the supply
chain, from the supplier and the product perspectives associated
with environmental questions.

Carter and Rogers
(2008) [52] 9 Theoretical

- By developing an intermediate theory of sustainable management
of the supply chain, they understood demonstration of relations
between environmental, social and economic performance within
that chain.

Vachon and Klassen
(2006) [53] 8 Empirical/quantitative

- Studied the application of green practices in firms’ supply chains
in logistic and technological constructs and their relation with
the environment;

- Inferred there are positive relations between these constructs and
the environment.

The topics addressed in these three clusters were the result of a vast amount of literature on
corporate sustainability, its integration in organisations’ global strategy and implicit associations with
their formulation and implementation of a sustainable strategy. Consequently, it is important that the
clusters obtained were complemented with content analysis to achieve the characteristics of amplitude,
quality and credibility of this systematic literature review [27].

Between 1992 and 1996, there was a significant volume of scientific publications on the dimensions
of corporate sustainability, particularly in the Academy Management Review [10]. In 1996 the literature
already highlighted criticism regarding practical application of sustainable strategy in organisations,
particularly its implementation [10]. Despite its evolution, the concept of sustainable management
strategy in the 21st century is still considered incomplete, i.e., it does not provide the incorporation of
social performance, but only contemplates environmental and economic performance [10]. Given this
gap, the concept of the three dimensions was introduced in 1997. In these circumstances, the model
by Porter [54] is incomplete, as it assumes the economy to be a closed system, not including these
dimensions. However, in the sustainable management strategy, these dimensions are extremely
important and should therefore be included in organisations’ value chain [55].

Obviously, underlying this strategy is the concept of corporate sustainability, highlighting some
relevant contributions to its definition: satisfying the total needs of organisations’ stakeholders, in the
present and future [56]; organisations must apply sustainability in its three dimensions, for them to
be recognized as contributing to sustainable development ([13]; application of the three dimensions
provides unique opportunities for a competitive advantage and organisations’ improved reputation [56].

In addition, there is extensive literature clarifying the importance of integrating corporate
sustainability in organisations. However, this integration implies: sharing values as a reflection
of its three dimensions, without casting doubt on their competitive advantage [57]; stakeholder
satisfaction [5]; adoption of a “strategy as a response to environmentalism” [58,59]; this strategy’s
relationship with those defined by Porter in 1985 [48,60–63] and reassessment of values, of the role of
all collaborators and the operationalization of business activities [10].

Consequently, strategic management of corporate sustainability is a response so that there is a
return/benefit from organisations’ investment in the social and environmental sphere, to mitigate the
impacts provoked here by activities [1]. Baumgartner [3], Baumgartner and Ebner [22] and Lozano [64]
pointed out that to achieve real progress, corporate sustainability needs to be joined in a holistic
perspective, i.e., considering its three dimensions, its impacts and its correlations. If organisations strive
to incorporate corporate sustainability in their activities, managers’ strategic decisions must take these
dimensions into consideration [26]. It is noted that this integration process produces a web of changes in
organisations, such as learning structures and processes, to make managers’ self-questioning possible,
regarding their position and relations with the natural environment [55]; but this situation and/or
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task is a complex challenge faced by organisations and managers [26], as there is some uncertainty
and complexity with regard to the continuous changes in organisations’ environments and strategic
management, in this case corporate sustainability, is implicitly long-term [1]. Therefore achieving a
balance between this uncertainty and the time horizon may represent one difficulty of integrating this
sustainability in organisations’ global strategy [65,66]. This balance is clearly crucial for organisations
to promote conditions of stability and consistency in their organizational structures and processes [1],
but that responsibility must be assumed at the management level.

Therefore, for an organization to become sustainable, covering the three dimensions, it faces a
certain pragmatism [1], with the moderating and/or influencing factors being summarized in Table 5.

Table 5. Moderating/influencing factors.

Authors Factors

Carcano [5], Hahn [67] Organizational commitment
Windolph, Harms and Schaltegger [68] Motivations of capital holders
Gupta and Kumar [69], Radomska [70] Type of organisational culture

Radomska [70] Type of leadership and the motivation of all

All these factors have to be managed, and so the integration of corporate sustainability in
organisations’ global strategy means the strategies to adopt must be carefully selected by top
management [71], as these will be reflected in long-term organizational performance. In other
words, strategic management promotes organizational efficiency [72] and is a response to the great
dynamism of business and institutional environments, to ensure survival in the present and future [71].
The combined contributions of Mintzberg et al., Porter, Sharplin, [73–75] and Njiru [71] lead to
considering that sustainable strategic management is a long-term orientation for organisations, leading
to improved competitive advantage. However, for this to occur, they must carry out structural changes
and adjust their organizational (nuclear and distinctive) competences in relation to the current interests
of all stakeholders.

Consequently, many organisations have begun to consider the sustainability strategy as necessary
to remain competitive [56] and academics have begun to distinguish sustainable organisations from
traditional ones, with the former trying to respond to the challenge to achieve a balance between
financial, social and environmental results. Teh and Corbitt [76] corroborated the importance of
this balance, highlighting the relevance of adopting these three dimensions in formulating and
implementing a strategy of sustainability.

Then again, Crittenden and Crittenden [77] argued that the factors destroying either a sustainable
or traditional strategy are related to top managers’ style of management, definition of a strategy based
on weak policies and systems, implying the need to take corrective measures in terms of organizational
processes and the respective structure, as well as a re-adaptation of organizational competences [78].
Therefore, these factors must be overcome at the stage of top management’s formulation of the strategy,
so that all its components are duly adapted [77].

In this connection, corporate responsibility begins to be recognized not as an obligation,
representing accounting costs, but as a long-term investment that brings benefits shared by all
stakeholders. However, as the environment is dynamic, corporate governance must be effective,
i.e., it must originate improvements in financial operations and solve conflicts between stakeholders,
promoting changes in the vision and mission and improving the quality of results [79]. This author
concluded that corporate governance is a bonus for strategic management (although it must be
continually monitored), as it is a lever between the financial and sustainable elements of organisations.
This means there is a positive relationship between corporate governance, corporate sustainability
and strategic management [80], where the premises inherent to the former were reconsidered (in
terms of ethical and behavioral principles), due to the effects of recent financial scandals, which had
effects on organisations’ strategic management, with more creative and dynamic models being created.
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Consequently, this positive relation ensures that firms can continue with their objectives (micro level)
and allocate their resources effectively (macro level), as argued by Saltaji [80].

The holistic combination/connection of these attributes allows introduction of the dynamic
implementation of a strategy of corporate sustainability, where organisations experience some
difficulties [81]. For organisations, sustainability means their conservation and stability of their
activities, as claimed by this author. Furthermore, to benefit from the trade-offs of the design,
formulation and implementation of a corporate sustainability strategy, it is fundamental to understand
the meaning of that concept for organisations, including their managers’ own values, according to the
same author.

Organisations have to change from traditional to sustainable behavior, to have internal and
external legitimacy and thereby create added value, i.e., contribute to the global value chain [82],
as intangible assets take precedence over tangible ones today, where the former are considered valuable
and important.

Given these organizational changes, the stages of the strategy (formulation, implementation and
assessment) have changed dramatically since its creation in the early 1970s, surviving the failings of its
original design and evolving to a viable system of strategic management or strategic thought. Standing
out is a major change in the responsibility for team planning by top managers, decentralization
to business units/departments/divisions and greater attention to the ever-changing environment,
particularly concerning competitiveness and technology, as pointed out by Wilson [82]. This means that
these stages have failed, formally, from the mechanical perspective, something that has been debated
in the academic world since 1960, according to the same author. Between 1960 and 1970, this planning
was widely appreciated by organisations, but limited [24] due to not including uncertainties [82].

Once more, globalization implies that organisations are increasingly flexible, and so the phases of
their strategy should mirror that flexibility and reflect all the uncertainties of their surroundings [24,82].
Therefore, there is no good strategy common to all organisations [83]. The strategy’s success depends on
the efficiency and effectiveness of its stages (formulation, implementation, execution and assessment)
and was also influenced by various factors (Table 6).

Table 6. Factors for successful/unsuccessful strategy and its planning.

Authors Factors

Okumus [84], Riccò and Guerci; Shen, Chanda, D’Netto and
Monga; Vele [85–87]

Degree of resistance to change in the whole
organisational structure

Håkonsson, Burton, Obel and Lauridsen [88]; Jin and Bai [65];
Miller, Hickson and Wilson; Rose and Cray [89,90] Managers’ individual competences and capacities

Finkelstein and Borg [91]; Hrebiniak [92]; Miller, Wilson and
Hickson; Radomska; Sharplin; Whelan-Berry and

Somerville [93,94]
Type of leadership (management style)

Walker Jr and Ruekert [95] Organisational processes
Amirthan, Lavanya and Nithya [96]; Daft and Macintosh [97] Control systems
Amirthan, Lavanya and Nithya [96]; Peljhan [98]; Zeps and

Ribickis [99] Reward and incentive systems

Amirthan, Lavanya and Nithya [96]; Dess and Priem [100];
Smith [101] Managers’ degree of organisational commitment

Amirthan, Lavanya and Nithya [96]; Whelan-Berry and
Somerville [94] Changes to the mission and vision

For Rose and Cray [90], all these factors are rooted in the dynamism of strategic management.
David [102] argued that the phases of strategic management can be defined as an art and/or science,
as the strategy and its inherent processes are dynamic [103]. This art is being able to make the
formulation and implementation of the strategy show, clearly, the mission and long-term objectives,
the identification of external opportunities and threats and internal strengths and weaknesses [104],
where practical execution of the actions associated with those phases should represent a true situation
and not a worthless document [75,104] and have a suitable allocation of resources [71]. This means that
all this process, in its various sequential stages, provides organizational stability, and consequently adds
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to organizational performance [71,105]. Since all these phases are chronological, their formalization is
an unavoidable aspect for organisations [84,104,106,107]. This formalization is closely related to the
use of appropriate tools for execution and diagnosis [104], and so a proliferation of these has been
found [108] as an effective means to help with implementation, assessment and control/monitoring [109]
of the strategy implemented. It is noted that this proliferation has been caused by the continuous
evolution of technology [108]. Important also in all these phases of strategic management is the
communication in the whole organizational structure [110], internal consensus [111] and the crucial
consideration of external factors [73].

As such, the implementation process must be understood as an ally rather than an opponent,
functioning side by side with the formulation, providing financially, socially and ethically responsible
plans, so that the strategy can be implemented successfully [77].

Summarizing, it is crucial to think out of the box, i.e., considering that organisations’ internal and
external environment, their resources and their managers’ capacity to coordinate are vehicles for the
strategy’s success in all its phases, but this is also dependent on having strategic thought [99].

This systematization of the formulation, implementation and assessment of the strategy presented
in the previous paragraphs, generally speaking, is summarized in the argument of Crittenden and
Crittenden [77], that “implementation of the strategy helps to create the future rather than inhibiting it”.
Naturally, this argument is based on the research of other authors who studied the factors destroying
the strategy implementation process [78] and the processes associated with this [112,113]. These factors
destroying the strategy must be overcome in the phase of formulating the strategy [77].

Implementation of the strategy implies emphasizing the corporate functions inside the
organization [22]. According to this author, how these functions are executed in practice depends on
the type of strategy adopted in those areas, i.e., their execution implies that the organizational structure
and management processes are modified or adapted.

As a starting point, to integrate corporate sustainability in organisations’ global strategy,
Hrebiniak [92] considered that implementing this strategy implies that top management makes
decisions and transforms them into practical actions. This author also claimed this implementation
had to be preceded by crucial alterations in the organisational culture, which should have corporate
governance as a premise and be reflected in its structure and in its business activities; operationalization
of this strategy has short-term reflections on everyday management (operational management).
However, functional managers must be in line with this short-term operationalization and with
long-term strategic objectives, and so it is important to have a suitable control and incentive system [92].

Explaining these requirements better, the same author indicated that changes in business
environments worldwide have caused changes in competitiveness and corruption levels, which
is a concern for corporate governance. However, effective corporate governance includes changes in
internal and external factors inherent to organisations and their strategic management [80].

To address the controversial aspects of the meaning of that implementation, Elkington [114]
proposed the concept of tripartite sustainability (triple bottom line), i.e., the organization’s sustainability
can be measured in economic, environmental and social terms regarding its global effects and impacts.
This question had already been raised by Stead and Stead [10,11].

Supported by the arguments of Hrebiniak [92] and Saltaji [80,81], i.e., as a positive consequence of
their contributions, Klettner, Clarke and Boersma [115] showed the importance of building sustainable
businesses, which had already been addressed by the Institute of Chartered Accounting/KPMG in 2011.
This conclusion culminated in a dynamic, interactive model that begins by defining and formulating
the strategy, followed by its implementation, forcing all the organization’s internal processes to be
sustainable (sustainability should be rooted as an intrinsic value) and all the reports/outputs produced
to show the creation of added value [115]. However, these authors consider there must be organizational
commitment by organisations’ top management to take on that responsibility and they must make
major efforts to achieve a balance between financial performance and sustainable performance.
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The formulation and implementation of a strategy covering the three dimensions (tripartite
sustainability) of corporate sustainability has proved not to be an easy task, but a very complex
challenge for organisations and their managers, since they must also keep thinking about their growth
and continued operations [81]. For this author, some organisations perceive sustainability as an
opportunity to improve their image and reputation, rather than considering social or environmental
initiatives. Others present sustainability reports, but when these are analyzed by the relevant authorities,
they do not reveal much added value, despite the growing importance of drawing up these reports.
Many organisations did not have leaders with the capacity to implement this concept, and moreover,
the organizational culture of some hinders that implementation.

Then again, the research by the Conference-Board [116], based on interviews with business
executives, reported that factors that may hinder a successful strategy of corporate sustainability are:
clear articulation between leadership and the new identity the organization must assume, particularly
regarding its values and mission; the existence of a strong economic model underlying the business;
senior managers’ philosophy and style must transmit confidence to the new entity. Baumgartner [117],
Epstein, Buhovac and Yuthas [118] also found that leadership and culture are the most limiting factors
of this strategy’s success, including its implementation. They clarify that a great many managers
visualize that strategy as something good for the organization in terms of public relations, rather
than incorporating it in their objectives, in their global strategy and operational plans. Formally,
sustainability strategies and the structures supporting them do not ensure that decision-making to make
the necessary investment by itself implies practical progress of those strategies [81]. This decision must
be associated with collaborators’ education, correct and constant communication and its integration
in all organizational processes [81]. Therefore, formulation and implementation of the sustainability
strategy, among other aspects, requires major investment in organizations’ intangible assets and
appropriate allocation of tangible and intangible assets, which will take a long time, according to
this author. Collaborators (intangible resources) may naturally demonstrate some resistance to these
changes, increasing the time taken to integrate the strategy, and this can also represent a risk to
achieving successful integration (possibly imposing implementation of a weak strategy with effects on
competitive advantages in the sector [81]. In addition, this author sees the sustainability strategy as a
responsibility held in trust by organisations, and so they must set all their assets to produce benefits for
all stakeholders, make decisions based on the three dimensions of sustainability and draw up reports
emphasizing their potential, particularly for financial performance.

To improve implementation of the sustainability strategy, managers must take care to identify
and measure the drivers of performance, covering various inputs and processes. These drivers
are the external context (regulatory and geographical), the internal context (mission, corporate
strategy, organizational structure and culture, systems and the business context) and financial and
human resources [118]. Inputs, therefore, guide top managers in decision-making, so that they
can formulate an appropriate sustainability strategy and allow aligned configuration of structures,
programmed and systems, to advance subsequently with practical actions. In turn, these actions lead
to (positive/negative) sustainability performance and reactions from all stakeholders, which ultimately
affect the organization’s long-term corporate performance. Finally, this identification of inputs and
processes helps managers to make a more efficient analysis of these drivers and improve the level
of social and environmental impacts [118]. These authors also clarify that most of the literature on
the implementation of this strategy focuses on formal systems and incentive systems, but these per
se do not have any effect on its success, since they must be included in a wider set of systems and
processes. These combinations and processes must be constructed based on objectivity and equity and
be measurable. Obviously, these must include the three dimensions of sustainability, despite the social
and environmental dimensions being intangible and more difficult to measure [118].

More recently, Baumgartner [22] claimed there are different approaches, instruments and tools
to support organisations in managing corporate sustainability, but that management requires a
wide-ranging, integrated vision [119,120], namely, in strategic terms, where this integration is a
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pre-requisite of success [117,121,122]. Summarizing, Baumgartner [22] underlined that the contextual
factors (the business’s juridical status, surrounding environment, sector of activity and stakeholders)
of corporate sustainability have to be assessed in the three dimensions of sustainable development,
and this assessment must be on a scale (low, average and high). It is also highlighted that the sector
factors are based on the five competitive forces of Porter [123,124].

Baumgartner and Ebner [3] state that the corporate sustainability strategy can be an
introvert (mitigation), extrovert (external legitimacy), conservative (efficiency) and visionary (global
sustainability). However any of them must be duly developed, with the starting point being
identification of all contextual factors, applied at the normative, strategic and operational level.
However, it is in the last-named that the strategy is effectively implemented and executed [22]. That is,
they built a model for the integration of a sustainable strategy in organisations, in which there must
be normative management (definition of the basic philosophy of management, including values,
attitudes, beliefs and basic judgments—Where are we and where do we want to go?—reflecting
internal and external legitimacy), strategic management (definition of long-term objectives and their
articulation with the environment—What are our strategic objectives?—for these to become effective)
and operational management (covering the whole organization and management of all corporate
activities, in order to reach strategic objectives efficiently) [22].

Summarizing, this model can be used in all types of organisations, whatever their size and sector
of activity, as it gives organisations a real sustainability strategy that is effective in practical terms,
particularly its formulation and implementation, ensuring the connection of sustainable development
at the three levels of management and with added value in social and environmental terms in harmony
with economic performance (three dimensions of sustainability) [22].

The International Standardization Organization (ISO) 26000—Social Responsibility [125]—also
considers that organisations do not operate in a vacuum, that their relationship with society and the
environment in which they operate is a critical factor in their capacity to continue to operate effectively.
This norm provides orientations as to how organisations can operate in a socially responsible way.
This means acting ethically and transparently, contributing to society’s health and well-being [125].
It also establishes the stages for developing a sustainability strategy, where the three dimensions are
interlinked with strategic management [66]. Based on this norm, the phases of corporate sustainability
strategy management are an integral part of a global process [68] divided in four process elements
which are: internal and external auditing, formulation of the strategy (statement of the mission and
vision, definition of long-term objectives), its implementation and assessment in terms of performance
(www.iso.org/iso/home/standards/iso26000, 2010).

The contributions of Baumgartner [22,117,126] corroborate and are directed to those four elements
by ISO26000 (2010), i.e., the model it presents is guided by the three types of management and by the
three types of dimensions referred to, which include the premises of this norm, and the phases of the
strategy have to be supported by appropriate instruments (auditing, information systems, budgets,
performance indicators and risk analysis) and will always consider corporate governance (its practices
allow assessment/monitoring of the strategy implemented and its dynamic adjustment in relation to
that assessment) and corporate culture (organisational culture is a crucial factor), in order to reach
long-term objectives [102].

Throughout this analysis, a hiatus was found between the formulation and implementation of the
corporate sustainability strategy, which can generate tension/conflict in respect to its three dimensions,
whose recognition and identification is crucial [127] in order to choose the appropriate strategies,
as these occur at different organizational levels and contexts but must be considered simultaneously.

It is also important to measure the three dimensions of corporate sustainability strategy, so that
stakeholders know the financial value of the actions implemented through organisations’ adoption of
that strategy [128–131].

From another, but creative and innovative perspective, Lampikoski et al., [132] argued that
corporate sustainability strategies generating value are regarded as green initiatives, but as if it was a
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game, i.e., these initiatives are understood to have similar characteristics to games where the role of
managers is still fundamental.

Finally, Table 7 summarizes all the contributions of the authors referred to above, aiming to help
organisations’ top management to formulate and implement their corporate sustainability strategy,
so that their organisations and business can be sustainable.

Table 7. Summary of contributions.

State-of-the-Art Dimensions Contributions

Corporate sustainability and its
integration in global strategy

Real
Saltaji [79,80]

Review of the premises of corporate governance as the
consequence of the effects of recent financial scandals, which
originated the need for more creative and dynamic models of
strategic management, to allow integrating corporate
sustainability in the global strategy.

Formulation and implementation
of sustainable strategy

Theoretical Hrebiniak (2006) [92]
Klettner et al. [117]

Saltaji [82]

Organisations and their business should be more sustainable and
corporate governance practices should be adopted, to ensure:

(1) Existence of a corporate strategy.
(2) Implementation of that strategy.
(3) Inclusion in the processes of the concept of sustainability.
(4) Creation of internal and external added value.

Corporate sustainability versus
formulation and implementation

of sustainable strategy

Alteration Crittenden and
Crittenden [77]

Having organisational awareness of the need for internal
structural changes and the values of organisational culture,
implying great commitment by managers.

Formulation and implementation
of sustainable strategy

Practical Beer and Eisenstat [78]
Bonoma and Crittenden [112]

Crittenden and Crittenden [77]
David [102]

Thompson Jr et al. [113]
Baumgartner [22], [117], [126]

Hahn [66]
Hahn et al. (2014) [127]

Saltaji [79], [80]
Stead and Stead (2000) [55]

(1) It is necessary to identify obstacles, apply corrective
actions and readapt organisational processes (actions,
programs, systems and policies) and organisational
competences (interaction, resource allocation, monitoring
and corporate culture).

(2) It is necessary to make crucial decisions and implement
them in practical terms (hiatus).

(3) It is crucial to carry out internal and external diagnosis
(internal and external auditing)—normative management
that provides internal and external legitimacy; formulation
of strategy (mission, vision and definition of long-term
objectives)—strategic management, which originates
effectiveness); implementation of the strategy, assessment
and measuring of its results—operational management,
which represents efficiency.

As a whole, these steps allow the construction of a model of
sustainable strategy, to fill the gap between the various phases of
the strategy, whose results are the acquisition of internal and
external legitimacy, the formulation of a robust, sustainable
strategy and the implementation and efficient assessment of the
strategy formulated, with relevant performance in tripartite
(economic, social and environmental) sustainability.

This table aims to summarize all the relevant information that should be taken into consideration
in these phases, setting out from the real dimension to the theoretical dimension, which simultaneously
allows passing to the practical dimension and to results in a holistic way. In addition, the importance
of changing strategic thought strengthens the interactive cycle of sustainable (and even traditional)
strategic management, which implies that organisations and their managers take on a commitment to
the business and simultaneously to society in general. That commitment is fundamental for there to be
a balance between financial performance and sustainable performance. It is precisely in reaching this
balance that the hiatus between formulation and implementation lies, i.e., managers must pass from
theory to practice efficiently and effectively, so that their organisations can contribute effectively to the
sustainable development that is so important for future generations.

The major contribution of this study lied in the presentation of a framework aimed at the firms,
because in magazines with this objetives, there is a certain shortage. For example, Alshehhi et al. [133]
studied the impact of corporate sustainability on financial performance, identifying the topics that
stand out in the literature, concluding that more attention has been given to the social dimension
over the economic and environmental dimension, presenting a framework that bridges this gap.
On the other hand, Ramos-González et al. [134] studied how a sustainable entrepreneur’s behavior can
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positively affect corporate reputation/internal and external legitimacy, concluding that sustainable and
responsible management is as crucial as ethical behavior of people for that reputation.

The extensive literature reviewed in this study allowed definition of a framework summarizing
the pertinent information that must be considered when implementing a corporate sustainable strategy,
setting out from the real dimension to the theoretical dimension, which simultaneously allows
passing to the practical dimension and to results (Figure 3). This model reflects the diagnosis of the
internal and external environment, the definition of the mission and objectives, plans and policies
(formulation), in order to obtain a competitive advantage over the competition. The implementation
phase includes programs, budgets and procedures, while assessment and monitoring include calculating
the performance of the defined strategy.Sustainability 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 16 of 22 
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It should be noted that the implementation of a corporate sustainability strategy,
for Moldavska [135], is dependent on factors such as the commitment of business leaders, available
resources, how this type of strategy is communicated and the organizational climate. On the other hand,
these strategies also lack control and monitoring of the results obtained with their implementation [136].
In this sense, Radomska [104] argued that the process of implementing a sustainable strategy includes



Sustainability 2019, 11, 6214 16 of 22

the implementation, implementation and control/monitoring phase, which should be flexible and
adaptable to internal and external conditions.

4. Conclusions and Implications

This conceptual study addressed corporate sustainability and organisations’ strategic management,
intending to compile the extensive scientific information existing on the subject, in order to provide
the scientific community and managers with an integrated vision from its origins until the present
time. A growing tendency for studies to be consensual was also found, regarding the pertinence of
the topic, given the phenomenon of globalization and the heterogeneity of business environments.
However, the evidence obtained lets us argue that more research is still needed into the formulation
and implementation of a sustainable strategy in organisations, particularly empirical studies (Engert
and Baumgartner, [23]; Engert et al., [1]), in order to construct appropriate models combining the
three dimensions of corporate sustainability with organisations’ objectives, competitive advantage
and internal/external legitimacy. This argument is the result of the extensive literature review, where
some controversial points or obstacles were noted (e.g., organizational culture, competences, among
others), which can influence the success of that formulation and implementation, but which are based
on common premises.

This study led to the conclusion that organisations are a bridge towards coming closer to true
global sustainability, meaning they allow the creation of intangible value for new models of economic
growth, which include tripartite sustainability as an inseparable pillar for both organisations and
society in general. Organisations must therefore implement sustainable strategies as an integral part of
their growth and competitiveness strategy, to maximize their resources and have a positive impact on
their performance.

The formulation and implementation of a corporate sustainability strategy in organisations still
needs more conceptual and empirical studies, to equip top management with a solid basis to formulate
and implement that strategy successfully and thereby contribute to sustainable development [22,129].
This systematization revealed a tendency towards consensus that the formulation and implementation
of this strategy must include management processes oriented towards systems, policies and practices,
as well as their integration and coordination, considering managers’ competences. There is also the
need for continuous monitoring and assessment [65]. Stead and Stead [55] already highlighted the
importance of this formulation and implementation being designed to provide organisations with
competitive advantages, through the use of corporate responsibility.

As an implication for theory, it is argued that the resource and market-based visions are appropriate
in framing this topic, as organisations should always pay attention to their resources and their position
in the market, for suitable definition of their sustainable strategy. However, difficulties in the processes
of building and implementing a sustainable strategy are no different from the traditional strategy,
despite being set in different contexts, finding additional complexity regarding the demands of
all stakeholders, the degree of organizational commitment and the organizational and individual
competences of managers/collaborators [1].

As implications for practice, first of all it is believed this study can help researchers and managers to
identify potential strengths and weaknesses in the formulation and implementation of their sustainable
strategy, to understand what their strategic position is, and what strategy they should follow. Secondly,
the systematization carried out allowed construction of an innovative framework, providing an
orientation for organisations to follow in their sustainability strategy, for them to become successful and
sustainable. Finally, it contributed to highlighting that when organisations adopt strategies directed
towards sustainability, this means all stakeholders feel involved in the process, which gives legitimacy
to, and awareness of the tripartite responsibilities assumed by their managers.

This study is not without limitations. Using only the WOS database is one limitation, despite its
credibility being unquestionable. The second limitation refers to the theoretical framework, as many
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other theories could have been used, for example, stakeholder theory. The third limitation concerns
the non-use of relevant statistical tests, which should be addressed in future research on this topic.

As for future research, empirical literature is still needed on how this strategy is formulated and
implemented in practical terms in organisations, study of the role of motivation and communication
between all the organization’s collaborators for that implementation, and study of the importance
and level of organizational commitment that should be assumed by managers/collaborators in the
phase of implementing and executing the strategy. It is of note that the negative impacts of leadership
styles, different organizational cultures, ineffective instruments and weak information systems affect
successful implementation of a strategic model of corporate sustainability, and so this topic also suggests
various paths for future research. Other future research is an empirical study on the implementation of
this strategy in listed companies through a quantitative methodology, such as the one performed [137].
A final suggestion would be to include the circular economy model in organisations’ sustainable
strategies, to generate new opportunities and improve competitive advantage.
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