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Abstract

:

To facilitate organizational change and improve corporate sustainability, this study identifies change agents and factors driving sustainability integration in the core business of companies. The survey on corporate sustainability management in Austria, with focus on smaller large-sized companies (revenue of €50–300 million, at least 250 employees), fills the research gap between studies commonly concentrating on the largest companies and on SMEs. Companies mainly established integrated cross-departmental sustainability management teams, which required change in the routines of employees and change agents to drive the projects. Possible locations of these change agents were identified. We drafted a process model that visualizes how change agents multiply their impact on the organizational level through interaction. The main sustainability implementation drivers are rooted in personal and organizational values, e.g., organizational culture and personal interest; the main inhibiting factors are the lack of resources or locked-up resources, originating from organizational inertness and other barriers to change. Companies can reduce the barriers by, e.g., providing extra resources in role and routine adaption phases and creating incentives to use sustainability-related skills. Austrian companies focus on established environmental and energy management topics. To implement themes that do not necessarily bring financial return, adopting paradox perspective on tensions between conflicting objectives might be useful.
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1. Introduction


Increasing resource use and environmental impacts that are associated with an increasing global population and accelerating development have made it obvious that “business as usual” is not good enough to achieve a sustainable future [1,2]. Planetary boundaries that define safe operating spaces for humanity are already being crossed as a result of our activities [3]. Many researchers have reached the consensus that the sustainable development of economy and society cannot occur without the sustainable development of organizations; thus, companies should integrate sustainability at the core of their organization [4,5,6].



Sustainability, corporate sustainability management and corporate social responsibility (CSR) management have become catch phrases in the business world in recent years [7]. Although the variety of activities that company managers view as sustainability projects is very broad, without reconsidering the core meaning of sustainable development and the fundamental function of organizations, sustainable development work will continue to suffer from ‘reductionism’, ‘problem displacement’ and ‘problem shifting’ in terms of time, space and knowledge transfer [8] (p. 72). In line with this corporate challenge, researchers work on topics such as strategic thinking for sustainable development [8], strategic sustainability [9] and integration of sustainability in core business [4,10], organizational design and organizational change for sustainability [11,12,13] and sustainable business models [1,5,6,14,15]. Several studies have shown that companies have to integrate sustainability in all levels and in all departments of the company, meaning that corporate architectures and culture must change as well [10,11,16,17]. In some cases, companies will not be able to contribute to sustainable development without changing the underlying business logic.



Consequently, the question arises: How can such sustainability integration processes take place, and what are the favorable conditions for this to occur? Siebenhüner and Arnold [18] found in their case studies that in the absence of ready-made structures for sustainability management, individuals play an important role for sustainability implementation in the company. Furthermore, sustainability-oriented learning and successive change processes are initiated when sustainability-related requirements are “anchored in personnel and cultural attributes of the company,” supported with structures and learning mechanisms [18] (p. 350). Based on this, our study was primarily developed to identify the individuals or ‘change agents’ in companies, who drive the advancement of sustainability management and, thus, the organizational change for sustainability. However, given the multiplicity of actors and factors that interact and simultaneously form sustainability management strategies, it was important to maintain a holistic view on companies in this process. Hence, additional drivers and barriers for sustainability integration and change, as summarized by, for example, Aguinis and Glavas [19], Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner [20] and Lozano [13], were included while drafting the research design. Finally, as both human and non-human factors were identified in the existing literature that are essential for sustainability management and sustainability integration in organization, the following research question was developed:


RQ: “Who or what drives the integration of sustainability in the core business of the company?”







To ensure a holistic view on companies and their environment, this research question was addressed by exploring three descriptive aspects:

	
Change agents: persons and organizational departments involved in and responsible for sustainability management.



	
Motivation/Drivers: internal and external influential factors, stakeholder requests and impact of sustainability management on the company.



	
Outcomes: themes currently addressed in companies and themes, which are considered relevant for the future.








These three descriptive aspects encompass a high number of items, which were highlighted in the literature as useful predictors of company behavior in sustainability management (explained in Section 2). Primary data to answer the research question was collected using surveys of the persons responsible for sustainability management in Austrian companies. This method enabled us to test the relevance of large number of items from the literature. The possibility to benchmark our results against the results of the largest German companies [21] and the results of companies in ten other countries [22] was an additional benefit from choosing this method.



Previous studies have generally placed a focus on sustainability management in the largest companies or selected large companies, whereas other research streams have been devoted to small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and their experiences, such as the study by Witjes, Vermeulen and Cramer [23], or the literature review by Ortiz-Avram et al. [24]. In contrast, the presented corporate sustainability management survey places a focus on companies that fall within the gap between the two previously mentioned size categories, i.e., smaller large-sized companies. Consequently, the upper sample cut-off point excluded the largest Austrian companies identified in a preliminary analysis of a company database (for more details, see Section 3); and the lower cut-off point excluded SMEs using the European Commission definition (i.e., companies with fewer than 250 employees and annual revenues of up to €50 million) [25]. These two criteria are used in the European Union (EU) as firm size proxies to distinguish SMEs from large companies.



As a result, the sample of smaller large-sized companies includes around two-thirds of large companies in an Austrian context, with revenues falling between €50–300 million and at least 250 employees. Companies of this size have enough resources for more formal sustainability management and decision-making for sustainability, unlike SMEs [26] (p. 30). At the same time, their practices are still expected to be less centralized and standardized compared to those of the largest companies, which allows employees to reflect on the management processes and their own motivation.



In our study we found that smaller large-sized Austrian companies need change agents to drive sustainability activities and control/motivate other employees, since sustainability projects include diverse organizational units in all project phases. Project phases were also used to demonstrate how change agents can leverage their impact on organizational level. The top factors promoting sustainability implementation are rooted in personal and organizational values, for example, organizational culture, corporate philosophy or personal interest. However, the lack of resources for sustainability implementation is inhibiting the sustainability implementation, as organizational inertness and other barriers to change keep managers from redistributing the resources in favor of sustainability management. Change in routines, role extension and even dual roles challenge employees in sustainability implementation processes. We propose handful of strategies to reduce the barriers to organizational change for sustainability, and to broaden the range of sustainability activities.



This work contributes to the research linking organizational architectures and corporate sustainability performance and outcomes [11], adds propositions for developing a sustainable organization [27] and provides primary data collected from sustainability professionals [10]. It also presents additional knowledge about corporate sustainability implementation using survey data, as proposed in previous studies [28].



This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 includes a summary of the most relevant concepts and empirical findings from previous studies used to design the survey. The methods are described in Section 3. Results are aligned with the three descriptive aspects of sustainability integration in core business in Section 4. The main results of each descriptive aspect and their roles in the bigger picture of sustainability integration in core business are discussed in Section 5, while Section 6 presents concluding remarks about this study and recommendations for future research.




2. Theoretical Background


Sustainability management and its integration in organizations can be analyzed from different perspectives. These include sustainability/CSR management [19], strategic management [8,20,27], organizational development and change [10,11,12,13], change agents and leadership, organizational learning [18], stakeholder engagement [29,30,31], sustainable organization [17,27], sustainable business models [1,5,6,32] and business case for sustainability [33,34]. Internal and external company environment influences the choice of persons or organizational units to be responsible for sustainability management, and needs to be carefully noted. Thus, an integrated perspective is needed, looking first at individuals and organizational units that act as change agents for sustainability, then at their motivation and drivers to act, including the internal and external factors, and, finally, at the outcomes of their activities. The subsections of the theory section are organized according to the three descriptive aspects of the research question; each subsection concludes with implications on the survey design.



2.1. Change Agents


2.1.1. Change Agents and Management


Individual commitment is one of the drivers for sustainability implementation in organizations. Siebenhüner and Arnold observed that change agents play a leading role in sustainability-related learning and change processes, even if they were not in executive functions [18] (p. 348). Change agents are persons that “generate, implement and adopt change within and outside organizations” [35] (p. 218). It is important to distinguish between company management and sustainability champions or change agents, since these are not necessarily the same persons [36]. If these are different persons, both corporate management and change agents or champions are playing important, but differing roles in the sustainable development of organizations. For example, Visser and Crane [36] identified four types of change agents in companies and their personal motivation to act as change agents: ‘Experts’, which derive meaning in sustainability work from developing and offering specialist input; ‘Facilitators’, which do so from empowering other people; ‘Catalysts’, which do so from influencing the company’s leadership; and ‘Activists’, which do so from improving life of other members of society [36]. Before change agents act, choose the tools and support sustainability integration in the company, strategic decisions for sustainability have to be made by the management [23] (p. 530).



To build upon sustainability processes successfully, new leadership competences and complementary management and organizational models need to be developed and applied [37] (p. 9). If no readymade sustainability management structures are in place, individuals play important roles in sustainability-related organizational learning and initiating changes to improve sustainability [18]. Heiskanen, Thidell and Rodhe [35] summarized the most important competencies of sustainability change agents. These are competences for systems-thinking, interpersonal competences/emotional intelligence (e.g., competences to resolve conflicts, motivate and inspire others), anticipatory competences (e.g., anticipate consequences), strategic competences (e.g., planning, organizational change and decision-making), subject-specific competences, normative competence/responsibility, and action skills (e.g., initiative, confidence, decision-making, dealing with uncertainty) [35] (p. 219).



Siebenhüner and Arnold [18] found in their case studies on top performers that change agents are mainly located in management positions in medium-sized companies and located in sustainability and R&D departments in large companies. The Corporate Responsibility Barometer for Belgium (all size companies, all sectors) in 2015 showed that CSR managers are mainly located in strategy departments (14%), but might as well be sitting in HR, environment, PR/communication, Quality management or CSR departments (9–14%) [26] (p. 29). Companies with dedicated CSR person outscore companies without such persons in all five CSR domains rated in this study. In comparison to previous study in Belgium in 2011, the gap between these companies has even increased [26,38].



Kiron et al. [39] highlighted eight key lessons on the integration of corporate sustainability into business strategy in their eight-year study, which was based on over 60,000 survey responses and the results of 150 interviews with executives and thought leaders. Two of the key lessons related directly to the organizational unit and management. The first key lesson identified was to get the board of directors to support sustainability strategies. The unclear financial impact of sustainable business practices, lack of expertise, other priorities and short-term perspectives were shown to stand in the way of recognizing the long-term gains of sustainability integration into business strategies. Only 48% of companies reported that CEOs engaged with sustainability, and merely 30% of the boards had strong supervising roles regarding sustainability efforts, even though 86% of survey respondents agreed that the board should play a strong role in the company’s sustainability efforts [39].



Input for survey design: In this study, persons responsible for sustainability management and change agents driving the sustainability integration were identified. Support from management and staff was examined at all hierarchical levels of the company.




2.1.2. Sustainability Management and Organizational Units


The second key lesson from the study by Kiron et al. [39] is related to organizational units. This lesson indicates that companies should set up the organization in a way that they can reach their sustainability ambitions, and thus, integrate sustainability into the organization, e.g., form cross-functional teams, set clear targets and key performance indicators. Interactions between the organizational units and levels of hierarchy are seen as catalysts for sustainability-related learning processes and, correspondingly, sustainability outcomes [18].



Schaltegger et al. [21] conducted a corporate sustainability survey on the largest German companies and found that the level of involvement of company organizational units depended on the ecological or social focus of the project. With respect to social themes, the most frequently involved departments were those of CSR/sustainability, HR/personnel and management, whereas the CSR/sustainability and manufacturing, R&D, procurement/purchase and PR/communication departments were involved for ecological topics. Top management and PR/communication departments were highly involved in sustainability management, showing not only their strategic relevance, but also their importance with respect to the company’s communication and reputation [21]. The International Corporate Sustainability Barometer includes surveys on the largest companies in eleven countries: Spain, Belgium, UK, France, Germany, USA, Japan, Switzerland, Hungary, Korea and Australia. In all countries, companies have on average rated organizational units as promoting for sustainability implementation, or at least as being neutral to it [22] (p. 26). Overall, the international results showed strikingly similar practices in sustainability management in developed countries [21].



The departments that were identified as the least concerned and least involved in sustainability management in German companies were the departments of finance and financial and management accounting [21]. These departments need to be involved in sustainability management to integrate sustainability in economic corporate decisions [21] (p. 34). In a follow-up study in which the role of accountants was explored, Schaltegger and Zvezdov [40] showed that sustainability accounting was mainly done by CSR/sustainability managers or middle managers. Financial accountants could act as gatekeepers, (selectively) providing the information to the higher-level decision-makers. They could also provide their expertise in translating the results from sustainability accounting into management language or even be willing to support sustainability accounting process and act as mediators [40] (p. 351).



Input for survey design: In this study, the project management phases were used to identify the roles of various organizational units. The organizational unit impact on and involvement in sustainability management was examined.





2.2. Motivation and Drivers


The second descriptive aspect identified for sustainability integration was the motivation for sustainability management and drivers for its integration in the company. Aguinis and Glavas [19] offered an extensive overview of the existing empirical and conceptual research on CSR management. They summarized the predictors, mediators and outcomes of CSR management on institutional, organizational and individual levels. In this study, these three levels were slightly adjusted so they could be used for the analysis of the drivers and factors motivating sustainability management (see Figure 1).



The starting point, which was relevant for each level of analysis, was the study by Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner [20], in which the internal and external drivers and factors supporting and hindering sustainability integration in strategic management were summarized (Table 1). In addition to the CSR and (strategic) sustainability management literature, the literature on organizational change for sustainability was reviewed to finalize the questions on motivation/drivers included in the survey design. Organizational change requires overcoming various barriers during iterative stages of change [13]. Hence, barriers to organizational change were considered along with drivers and motivation, since these influence the company’s efforts to improve sustainability.



2.2.1. Individual and Organizational Factors


Since the individual’s attitudes and beliefs were not within the scope of the study, the individual was viewed from the ‘macro perspective’, i.e., as a part of the organizational unit and the company. Aguinis and Glavas [19] used institutional, organizational and individual levels to classify the factors identified from an extensive CSR literature review, while the study by Engert et al. [20] was referenced to obtain the strategic viewpoint and emphasis. Based on a synthesis of the results from these studies, questions about individual and organizational factors, such as the concern for CSR, CEO support and company’s alignment of mission and vision, were included in the survey design. In a domestic context, case studies in Austria have shown that legal regulations, leadership, organizational culture, employee interest and willingness to implement projects are drivers for business models for sustainability [14] (p. 151). These results were tested in part with the current quantitative study.



Multiple studies identify organizational culture as an important factor for sustainability implementation. In order for companies to become more sustainable, their sustainability activities need to actually fit the organizational culture, and be considered as authentic by the employees and credible by the stakeholders [17]. A study by Berson, Oreg and Dvir [41], in which the connection between CEO values, organizational culture and firm outcomes was studied, emphasized that organizational culture is formed by the subsequent CEO and is likely to reflect the leader’s personal value system. However, Linnenluecke and Griffiths [16] argued that more internal mechanisms are in place that influence the company’s success of becoming a more sustainable organization, given the existing subcultures and organizational rigidity. The constructivist view from previous studies on organizational culture was applied in the current analysis (i.e., that organizational culture itself cannot be managed, but the social interactions that construct organizational culture can be influenced) [17] (p. 106).



To include the internal mechanisms that could possibly hinder organizational change, the study of Lozano [13] on barriers to change was considered while developing the survey design (see Table 2). Lozano [13] explained the dynamics of organizational change as ‘Orchestrated Change for Corporate Sustainability,’ determined by the status quo, corporate sustainability drivers, strategies, barriers to change, institutional framework, transition period and corporate sustainability institutionalization.



The company’s size, scope, structure and industry influence the sustainability management practices, as the drivers and barriers influence sustainability integration [20]. However, although these were not directly included in the analysis, they have to be considered when interpreting the results for practical application in individual companies.



Input for survey design: In this study, the list of internal and external factors was included in the survey design to test the results of the studies presented above. More organizational variables, including organizational culture, and factors derived from barriers of change, were included.




2.2.2. Stakeholder Requests and External Drivers


Aguinis and Glavas [19] identified factors, such as activist group pressure, economic conditions and institutional and stakeholder pressures, that influenced the CSR management practices at the institutional level. Stakeholders and related external factors have been among the main themes in the CSR management literature and, thus, have been seen as an important aspect to analyze the motivation and drivers of sustainability implementation.



Considering what others “require, expect or desire” in a company context is typically understood as a task of stakeholder management [30] (p. 43). Stakeholder theory, coined by Edward Freeman, has taken on many forms since it was created: a version that is instrumental (places a focus on expected returns) versus moral (‘right thing to do’); one that places a focus on making trade-offs versus avoiding trade-offs; and one that places a focus on a decision-making organization or stakeholder engagement [31] (pp. 43–44). Even though these forms of the theory have often been used to explain CSR management outcomes, the results of an extensive qualitative study conducted with sixteen Danish companies show that these did not sufficiently address CSR strategy-making. Thus, the stakeholder influence should be analyzed in context of other influencers, e.g., top management, employees [30]. The results of the study by Trapp show that companies mainly listen to external stakeholders during the strategy-making process, and that the CSR strategy is managerial exercise, involving the top management, employees, experts and consultants [30].



In line with the limited scope of this research, four further studies were considered as being of relevance for the survey design. Customers, regulators and investors are considered to be the most influential stakeholders in Belgian companies [26]. Over the past years, requests from customers and employees have lost their negative connotation in Belgian companies, and are now perceived as opportunities to develop new products or services [38]. In case studies conducted with Austrian companies, competition and customer demand do not appear to be the main external drivers for the transformation towards sustainability, unlike what authors of one study had expected [14] (p. 149). These factors were, therefore, included for validation in the survey. Regarding stakeholder involvement, the largest companies in Germany benefit from NGOs and media/public as their external stakeholders for sustainability implementation, since these help them build up and preserve the legitimacy of their motives for sustainability management. Financial markets have gained importance with regard to corporate sustainability; this is also reflected in the positive ratings of competitors, shareholders and rating agencies by surveyed companies. Suppliers, insurance agencies and banks are not considered to be helpful for the promotion of sustainability management [21].



Input for survey design: In this study, the stakeholder influence on sustainability implementation was analyzed, and other contextual factors were added, such as customer demand, competition in the market, innovation in the sector and cooperation.




2.2.3. Impact as Motivation for Sustainability Management


Possible answers to the research question were synthesized from scholarly work [13,18,20,21,33,42], including business case drivers as formulated by Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen [34]. They argued that each company only has a limited number of business cases for sustainability, and, therefore, these should be actively created and managed. The following items were selected after examining the impacts frequently discussed in the research literature:

	
Cost reduction



	
Cost increase



	
Risk reduction



	
Sales increase



	
Reputational benefit



	
Employer attractiveness



	
Business model innovation



	
Radical innovation processes



	
Collaboratively developed innovation with stakeholders








The top five reasons why companies in Belgium implemented corporate responsibility management measures were (i) positive impact on their reputation, (ii) building relationship with stakeholders, (iii) employee motivation, (iv) contribution to innovation of products/services, and (v) obtaining support to comply with regulations [26] (p. 13). A study conducted on the largest German companies showed that companies implement measures that improve efficiency, manage risks and improve the company’s reputation [21]. Innovation is rarely the driver for sustainability measures; even though sustainability-oriented innovations are the key to solving damaging problems in the production processes and with products, and the key to directing sustainability management towards the market [21].



Input for survey design: In this study, companies were offered to rate the impacts of sustainability management on the involved companies; these impacts were derived from business case drivers and the related literature.





2.3. Outcomes and Themes


Since company managers have varying degrees of understanding in terms of what can be categorized under ‘sustainability themes,’ the outcomes of sustainability integration in the company were approached with three perspectives; (i) themes relevant to companies, (ii) globally relevant themes requested by external stakeholders, and (iii) sustainability management approaches used in the company. In this section, the underlying concept of sustainability management approaches is first presented, and the section is finalized with the summary of the trends in sustainability themes as collected from previous studies.



2.3.1. Sustainable Business Model Archetypes


Companies should tackle the source of unsustainability instead of correcting the outcomes of this unsustainability with add-on activities. The business model is a useful concept that can be used to describe the underlying business logic. Sometimes it is necessary to change that underlying business logic so that companies can truly become more sustainable [1,14]. Bidmon and Knab [43] examined business models and societal transitions. They stated that many companies tend to hold on to existing business models and consider it impossible to transition to alternatives. In other cases, companies have found a way to use well-known business models in new technological niche contexts to disseminate a technology, for example, by offering leasing PV technology [43] (p. 912). Therefore, it is interesting to study whether companies consider applying new business models or at least taking new approaches, as opposed to conducting ‘business as usual,’ when managing sustainability. Bocken, Short, Rana and Evans [1] offered eight “Sustainable business model archetypes” that categorized useful mechanisms and solutions for business model innovation for sustainability (p. 48).



Technological

	
Maximize material and energy efficiency



	
Create value from ‘waste’



	
Substitute with renewables and natural processes








Social

	
Deliver functionality rather than ownership



	
Adopt a stewardship role



	
Encourage sufficiency








Organizational

	
Re-purpose the business for society/environment



	
Develop scale-up solutions








Even though the development of these archetypes was mainly based on information from the manufacturing industry, these seem to be applicable in various contexts if some additions are made, for example, banking as in study by Yip and Bocken [44]. Hence, the archetypes are considered to be an appealing choice to address the question of which “sustainability management approaches” Austrian companies consider when developing their strategies.



The archetypes were applied empirically by Ritala et al. [32], who explored the shift to more sustainable business models by analyzing press releases from S&P 500 companies over period of nine years. The codes in press releases show evidence for ‘substitution with renewables and natural processes’ (28.53%), ‘maximizing material and energy efficiency’ (27.42%) and ‘creating value from waste’ (22.11%) most frequently. There is little support for archetypes ‘deliver functionality rather than ownership’, ‘encourage sufficiency’ and ‘develop scale up solutions’ [32]. It was expected that Austrian companies would have similar preferences for sustainability management approaches.



Input for survey design: In this study, managers could report about sustainability management approaches (derived from Sustainable business model archetypes [1]) that they have used in the last five years or planned to use in the near future.




2.3.2. Themes from Other Studies


The largest German companies strongly engage with the themes of (further) education, energy consumption, occupational safety, employment and emissions, waste and wastewater. These themes, plus that of ‘diversity’, represent the six themes that are the most frequently requested by their external stakeholders [21]. The importance of themes related to social aspects and personnel has increased recently, in both company engagement and stakeholder requests for, e.g., diversity and equality [21].



A CSR survey conducted with businesses and their stakeholders in Hong Kong showed that environmental performance, health and safety, good governance, human resource management and employment practices are the main concerns for businesses and their stakeholders [29]. In a study using text mining on the Forbes 2000 companies’ sustainability reports, the main sectors of the process industry show almost identical trends, additionally emphasizing the impact of community investment [45]. Average values from study on the largest companies in eleven countries show that stakeholders most often have requests on occupational health and safety, workplace/employment, energy consumption, diversity and equal opportunities, training and development, emissions/waste/waste water and consumer protection [22] (p. 50).



The top five challenges in 2015 reported by Belgian companies (all sizes, all sectors) were economic instability, worker’s rights, stakeholder dialogue, human health and diseases and climate change [26] (p. 13). The last three were new to the top list as compared to the study from 2011 [38]. As the top five challenges in ten years, Belgian companies identified economic instability, stakeholder dialogue, climate change, shortage of skilled workers and resource depletion [26] (p. 13). In 2012, ten out of the eleven countries of the International Corporate Sustainability Barometer expected energy/greenhouse gas emissions, water, transport, materials and resources to be the most relevant environmental issues in five to ten years [22]. Social issues ranged from those related to diversity and equal opportunity, work-life balance and safety and health to those related to employee generation, human rights, supply chain management, training and employee qualifications [22] (p. 22). Since the international study identified striking similarities on how the largest companies from developed EU and non-EU countries manage sustainability issues, Austrian companies are expected to provide similar results on these topics. The planetary boundaries for human development as defined by Rockström et al. [3] were included in the survey design to test the company representatives’ recognition of these.



Input for survey design: In this study, companies were offered to evaluate stakeholder requests with respect to the list of globally important topics, such as Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and planetary boundaries. Company representatives were given the opportunity to share the themes which they expected to be important for the company’s sustainability management over the next five to ten years.



The descriptive thematic aspects and specific topics were prioritized during the survey design to limit its length and detail and maximize the rate of voluntary company participation (Figure 2).



The main empirical studies that were partly used as survey design input, and therefore, could be used to benchmark our results, are summarized in the Table 3.






3. Methods


3.1. Survey Development


A survey was chosen as an appropriate method to gain an initial overview of the CSR management practices in smaller large-sized companies in Austria. In order to benchmark some of the results, the survey was based on one of the most well-known CSR studies in German-speaking countries: the Corporate Sustainability Barometer from Leuphana University Lüneburg on the largest German companies and the extended study with participants from eleven countries [21,22]. The survey questions were revised, focusing on the top management and roles of organizational units, motivation and drivers behind sustainability implementation and sustainability management approaches (see Section 2). The overview of survey questions is found in Appendix A.




3.2. Sample and Data Collection Procedure


Given that the authors of most of the previous studies concentrated either on the largest/selected companies or on SMEs, the focus of this study was placed on the remaining unexplored group of companies, the so-called “smaller large-sized companies”. The Compass Group database on Austrian companies was searched to identify companies for the study (data export date: 28 June 2017). First, SMEs were excluded from the company list; these are companies with fewer than 250 employees and up to €50 million in revenues in the previous (reported) financial year [25]. Revenue is the best financial company size proxy available for sampling company databases. A list of 1160 large companies was subsequently compiled. Second, all subsidiaries were removed if the parent company was on the list to avoid double entries (i.e., group’s strategy). This left 938 companies on the list for further consideration.



Finally, to apply consistent sample selection criteria, the revenues and numbers of employees were also used to identify and remove the largest companies (in an Austrian corporate context) from the sample. Once the remaining companies had been sorted by descending revenues, large differences in size could be observed (Figure 3). The distribution of companies (in terms of size) becomes smoother as the revenues drop below €350–250 million, as this is the range below which about two-thirds of large companies can be found (Figure 4). Hence, for the purpose of this study, the cutoff point was set at €300 million, excluding the top 300 largest companies from the sample and leaving 638 companies with revenues of €50–300 million to be contacted for the survey.



The revenue, rather than total assets, in this case was also the best available proxy extracted from the company database, and this has also been used for sample selection in similar studies, for example, that of Hörisch, Johnson and Schaltegger [46]. Furthermore, revenue and the number of employees is used by the EU as a criterion to distinguish SMEs from larger companies.



The survey was carried out from October until mid-December 2017 using an online tool with a personalized access code for each company. The invitation e-mails were sent to the company contact addresses or to sustainability contact address, if these were mentioned on the homepage. To increase the number of responses, the companies received a reminder e-mail, reiterating the invitation to participate. During the invitation process, 32 companies could not be contacted because the contact details were invalid, and forty reported sharing the same CSR strategy with another company on the list, which had not been identified in the initial ownership analysis (“doubles”). After this initial phase, 566 companies were sent a valid access code which allowed them to fill out the survey (Table 4). In total, 57 companies participated in the survey. A dataset of 51 valid surveys (i.e., 9.01% response rate) were identified after removing empty entries and companies that had revenues that were too high. The latter had been falsely selected because the revenue data in the database was outdated. Additionally, fifty companies declined participation due to company policy (n = 7), lack of time (n = 23), nothing to report (n = 4) or named no particular reason (remainder), whereas 34 companies opened the survey link, but never completed the survey.




3.3. Data Analysis Procedure


Results are presented using descriptive statistics. In some cases, the use of a five-point ordinal scale enabled the respondent to assign a positive or negative value to the listed items. The results of the preliminary data analysis showed that using mean values in this case kept the authors from making any meaningful statements on the rated items, and the use of frequency tables on with high-/low-end evaluations was more reasonable. Given the heterogeneous profiles of the companies, relatively small sample size and ordinal scales used in the most of the questions, the results of the cluster analysis and correlation analysis turned out to be insignificant. However, some group comparisons were possible and significant.



Histograms were used to determine whether the data distribution would allow the use of mean rank comparisons in non-parametric tests. The Kruskal-Wallis test was then performed to conduct a multiple pairwise analysis of variance between more than two groups in certain cases, namely, when the answers were expected to have different distributions between groups based on hypotheses developed from existing literature and the results of the descriptive analysis [47] (p. 232). The null hypothesis of the Kruskal-Wallis test is that the group distributions were the same. Asymptotic significances (two-sided tests) are displayed with a significance level of 0.05. A Dunn-Bonferroni post hoc method was used for this test, adjusting the significance levels for multiple tests [48].





4. Results


In the first section of the results, the results of the analyses of the variety of the companies are presented. In the second section, the results are structured according to the three aspects used to address the research question: the change agents, motivation/drivers and outcomes/themes of sustainability integration in company.



4.1. Companies Reached in the Survey


4.1.1. Company Size


The surveyed companies had 250–7385 employees and €51–293 million in revenues in 2016 (or the most recent data), and thus covered the range of companies targeted quite well (see Figure 5 and Figure 6). The revenues and numbers of employees grew in an approximately linear manner. Three outliers with large numbers of employees and relatively low revenues were identified among the survey responses. These three companies operated respectively in integrated facility services, integrated services such as catering and safety and the theatre business, and could have many part-time employees and lower revenues due to specific aspects of their business. The revenue per employee ranged from €94,148 to 569,226 with a median of €205,000 and mean of €221,628. When the three outliers were omitted, the mean increased to €233,067.




4.1.2. Sector


Considering the limited number of responses, the distribution of the companies across the sectors reached in survey represents the distribution across the sectors within the population relatively well (see Table A2 in Appendix B). The ÖNACE 2008, Austrian version of the “Statistical Classification of Economic Activities in the European Community” [49], was used for the categorization.




4.1.3. Types of Companies


Groups of type of core business activities were analyzed based on the expectation that these also have different types of sustainability management processes (Table 5). Based on this categorization, the manufacturing and servicing group was slightly underrepresented, and there was lack of responses from holdings/banks/insurance companies. The results of the hierarchical cluster analysis did not reveal any other useful groupings for the analysis of the results.





4.2. Change Agents and Organizational Units


4.2.1. Survey Respondents and Existence of CSR Department/Team


The survey was addressed to the persons responsible for sustainability management in the company and, therefore, reached persons in the top management (17.6%) or CSR/sustainability (incl. EHS/environment/ occupational safety) employees (17.6%) (in further text CSR/sustainability). An equal number of answers came from people working in quality control, personnel/HR and other (multiple) departments (11.8% each) (Table 6).



In multiple questions about the organizational departments, 78.4–86.3% of the companies rated the CSR/sustainability department’s involvement in sustainability activities. Since respondents from such departments answered the survey questions in only in 17.6% of cases, one of three propositions could explain the observed variation:

	
The CSR “team” is embedded in other organizational units;



	
The CSR lead is in another (holding) company; therefore, the influence is rated in some cases, but a separate organizational unit does not exist in the company;



	
The representative of the CSR department was not willing or not allowed to answer the survey, and thus, a representative of another department responded.









4.2.2. Impact of Organizational Units


Companies could rate the impact of organizational units on sustainability implementation using a scale with both positive and negative values (1 = inhibiting–5 = promoting impact). The use of average values could cancel out opposite valuations by company representatives; thus, the summary of sustainability promoting (values 4–5) and inhibiting (values 1–2) organizational units is presented (Table 7).



The positive impact was most frequently assigned to top management and CSR/sustainability departments; four out of five companies agreed on the statement. PR/communication, procurement/purchasing, marketing, strategic planning and HR/personnel department had positive impacts on sustainability implementation in about three out of five companies. These could be the departments where the change agents are located, driving the sustainability management activities.



The ratings were not so unanimous for most inhibiting organizational units. The finance department was frequently seen as inhibiting sustainability implementation (35.5% inhibiting), whereas 19.6% of companies rated this department as promoting. Similar contradictions can be seen in the ratings of the financial and management accounting (27.5% inhibiting vs. 19.6% promoting), procurement/purchasing (23.5% vs. 62.7%), employee council (15.7% vs. 39.2%) and logistics/distribution (13.7% vs. 43.1%) departments. These findings are probably related to the roles and workloads that each department have in sustainability management. The implications of these findings are discussed in Section 5.



Since the companies had different core businesses, the roles of the organizational units were expected to vary according to the core business activities. This hypothesis was tested using a Kruskal-Wallis test and the Dunn-Bonferroni post hoc method [47,48]. The results show statistically significant differences with respect to how the companies valued the impacts of organizational units, based on their own core business (Gp1, n = 24: manufacturing, Gp2, n = 11: service, Gp3, n = 9: manufacturing and service, Gp4, n = 7 retail). The hypothesis that service and manufacturing companies should differ the most was not supported. Instead, most of the differences were found between service and retail companies, and, additionally, some differences were found between retail-manufacturing and retail-manufacturing and service companies. The summary of the test results and the pairwise comparisons of groups can be seen in Table A3 and Table A4 in Appendix C. The answers varied for the eight organizational units: R&D, manufacturing, logistics/distribution, quality control, investor relations, finance, financial and management accounting and strategic planning. Similar group differences also appeared when the question on organizational unit involvement in sustainability implementation was evaluated. Given the small sample size, more detailed statements about these differences could not be made. Further data on few group comparisons are not presented but are available upon request. Nevertheless, the group division based on the core business shows that authors of past studies may have ignored or summed up significant and contradictory values given by different business groups.




4.2.3. Involvement of Organizational Units


CSR/sustainability, top management, marketing, strategic planning and procurement/purchasing were shown to be moderately/strongly involved in sustainability implementation (Table 8). These are also between the departments with the most positive impact on sustainability (discussed above). The finance and financial and management accounting departments were identified as inhibitors of sustainability implementation. Our data show that these two departments are usually not involved at all or only moderately involved in promoting sustainability (company answers quite evenly distributed), but strongly involved in 5.9% of companies.




4.2.4. Country Comparison


If the differences among the groups are put aside for a moment, and the average values for the whole sample are calculated, the results can be compared with those of the Sustainability Barometer study on the largest companies in Germany [21]. Even though these two studies lie five years apart, and target companies of different sizes and origin (largest in Germany vs. smaller large-sized companies in Austria), the average values of the values assigned to the organizational units are remarkably close in both comparisons.



In Figure 7, which reviews the impact of various organizational units on sustainability management, it can be seen that PR/corporate communication, investor relations and legal department/compliance are rated slightly higher in Germany than in Austria. In Austria, 49% of the companies reported having no investor relations department. This could be related to differences in company size; the need for these departments is not firmly established in Austrian companies. The necessity for these departments and their involvement grows as the size of companies increases. Likewise, involvement of the organizational units was rated similarly both by Austrian and German companies (Figure 8), whereas the personnel department/HR, PR/corporate communication and top management scored higher in the German companies. These similarities could indicate that more inert and stable company structures develop with time, and more homogenous processes appear after the companies have reached a certain size.




4.2.5. Project Phases and Organizational Units


Project management phases often overlap in practice. However, to identify the main role of each organizational unit in sustainability management, the companies in the survey were enabled to assign just one main phase/task of project management to each organizational department (Figure 9).



The majority of the company representatives reported that multiple departments initiated the projects, and top management and financial department staff decided on them. The phases following the decision-making depended greatly on the project at hand, and the majority of companies assigned multiple organizational units to each of the project phases, which seems logical when the interdisciplinary nature of the sustainability projects is considered. Nevertheless, it also implies that all these organizational units needed to be ready to contribute to sustainability efforts.



While strategic planning and R&D were described as important in the initiation phase, showing the strategic relevance of sustainability management, marketing seems to have been assigned a universal role throughout the project management process—from its initiation to its implementation and checking success. However, this does not necessarily indicate that sustainability management was being greenwashed. The marketing department, for example, has existed in almost every company from the early days of organized business, and its staff members deal with customer requests and market trends (including sustainability). In 35% of the companies, financial and management accounting departments evaluate the success of project. It would be interesting to determine in a future study how many non-financial sustainability measures are included in this process.




4.2.6. Managerial Support


The CEO was actively supporting the implementation of sustainability activities in about four out of five companies (82.4%, 42 companies), and the (other) chief officer or head of department was actively supporting these activities in slightly more than half of the companies (54.9%, 28 companies). In many cases, a team of two or three people at the top level (shown in Table 9) headed these activities. In one out of ten companies, there was no active support for sustainability activities from the top management level. The high number of companies with management support in the sample could have been due to a non-response bias; the companies that did not have the support of management may have chosen to decline participation in the survey, or were not allowed to participate.



When company representatives were asked to specify which persons in the top management actively supported sustainability implementation, a whole range of persons were named. These persons belonged to nearly every department in the companies. The head of sustainability, EHS and environmental management staff were most frequently named, but procurement/purchasing and quality management staff, authorized officers, corporate communication and chief financial officers were also repeatedly named. If we examine which types of departmental employees are actively involved in sustainability management in detail, the roles of each department in these processes become clearer (Table 10). Clearly, sustainability is a topic that can be relevant to any organizational unit, and thus, employees should be ready to engage in it.



The head of the department supported sustainability activities in the CSR/sustainability department in 58.8% of companies; non-supervisory staff, in 9.8% companies; and –specialists, in 7.8% of companies. These results would correspond with the idea companies tend to have a head of CSR/sustainability leading a cross-departmental team or specialist unit instead of having a distinct CSR/sustainability department.





4.3. Motivation, Drivers and Barriers


4.3.1. Factors Promoting and Inhibiting Sustainability Implementation


The promoting factors that were assigned the highest values for sustainability implementation were related to the organization itself and people in it (Table 11). The appropriate corporate philosophy, personal interests of employees, organizational culture and support from top management confirm and support the ideas of those who have to carry out interdisciplinary sustainability management tasks. In other words, the sustainability implementation is easier when the sustainability values are aligned with personal and organizational values. Even the customer demand for more sustainable products and services could be seen as internalized values of customers. More detailed valuations are presented in Figure 10.



Companies had the chance to rate inverted positive factors as negative factors in the second part of a question. These positive and negative ratings were mainly consistent with each other. Around half of the companies rated the lack of personnel capacities, finance, top management support and know-how as strongly inhibiting sustainability implementation (see Figure 11). These results indicate that the lack of available resources for sustainability management in the company hindered sustainability implementation. Even the lack of governmental incentives can be viewed as a lack of financial resources. It was found that 17.6% of companies do not find that the lack of support from top management and lack or organizational strategy is inhibiting sustainability implementation. Perhaps the sustainability strategy is not linked to the business strategy in these companies.




4.3.2. Stakeholders Promoting and Inhibiting Sustainability Implementation


The summary of company ratings on stakeholders (Table 12) shows that the investors and media were judged as having a positive impact on sustainability implementation in about 70% of companies. Company representatives mostly shared the opinion that certain stakeholders helped the sustainability implementation and certain ones hindered it. Competitors and NGOs seemed to play more diverse roles for the companies in question, and the assigned roles probably depended on the company’s contextual factors. For example, if company had a stable market position, competitors would potentially have been seen less as threat and more as source of new ideas or, if company faced large environmental challenges, it might not have been happy about being placed in the spotlight by an environmental NGO.



These results are consistent with those of studies conducted in other countries, which were identified in Section 2. For example, investors, members of the media and public, scientific organizations, competitors and NGOs were also assigned high valuations in study conducted in Germany in 2012 [21]. For a closer comparison, see Figure 12.



While Austrian companies rated banks, investors and consumers more positively in 2017 than large German companies did in 2012, the rating agencies, trade unions, consumer organizations and national authorities are a few of the stakeholders that have received higher ratings in Germany. The differences are partly explainable by the different historical and cultural importance of these stakeholders, and partly by the size factor. For example, for nearly a half of the Austrian companies rating agencies have not yet become a relevant stakeholder.




4.3.3. Impact of Sustainability Management in the Company


Companies report the reputational benefit (58.8%), employer attractiveness (37.3%) and cost reduction (29.4%) as the top three impacts of the implementation of sustainability in the company (values 4–5, where 5 is strong) (Figure 13). The companies reached the highest consensus regarding these impact factors. Only 3.9% companies saw no impact on the reputational benefit, and 9.8% of companies saw neither an impact on employee attractiveness nor cost reduction (9.8%). The companies did not reach such a strong agreement on the other effects. While 27.4% believed that implementing sustainability impacted radical innovation processes, 21.6% saw no impact. In addition, 17.6% of the companies saw no impact on business model innovation, 17.6% saw no sales increase, 15.7% saw no cost increase and 13.7% saw no collaboratively developed innovation with stakeholders.





4.4. Themes Managed


4.4.1. Sustainability Management Approaches


Companies could report on the extent to which they had used the sustainability management approaches adapted from Bocken et al. [1] in the last five years or planned to do so in the next five. The most popular approaches were ‘maximizing energy efficiency’, ‘creating value from waste’ and ‘substituting with renewable and natural processes’. When the full integration or at least partial implementation in the organization is considered, these reach 94.1%, 92.1% and 78.5%, respectively (Figure 14).



The strong identification observed with these approaches could be related to the topics of material and energy use. These topics involve comparatively straightforward, cost-saving activities carried out by energy management and environmental management departments, which were established in companies long before the sustainability trend began. Around half of the companies have also partly implemented the ‘upscaling solutions’ and ‘encouraging sufficiency’ approaches, that are associated with the product or service itself. The findings on these popular approaches match those of the study by Ritala et al. [32].



Approaches that did not seem to have a primary focus in the companies were ‘redefining the business purpose to better solve the social/environmental problems’, ‘offering services rather than physical products’ and ‘adopting stewardship role.’ Nevertheless, these were partly implemented at least in one-fourth to one-third of the companies surveyed, showing some differences in comparison to study of Ritala et al. [32]. Lower popularity of these approaches could be related to less straightforward implementation as compared to energy and material efficiency measures, complications when core business is challenged, and credibility of company motives in the eyes of customers.



Looking in the near future, no large differences were seen in results compared to company current efforts. Companies have planned to concentrate on approaches related to maximizing energy and material efficiency also in the next five years (see Figure 15). More companies consider ‘adopting a stewardship role’ for the future, but otherwise, the degree of popularity of the approaches remains relatively similar (Figure 16).




4.4.2. Themes Requested by Stakeholders


Economic themes were perceived in around half of the companies as being always or mostly requested by their external stakeholders, for example, innovation and infrastructure (58.9%) and secure jobs and economic growth (52.9%) (Figure 17). Health and pollution by used materials, chemicals and toxins are topics that are related to workplace safety and environmental regulations and is well established in Austrian companies. Climate compatibility, air pollution and use of renewable energy are EU-wide priorities [50] and are seen as important themes by four to five out of ten of the surveyed companies. The social themes education, gender equality and reduced inequality were also regarded as important (in one-third to one-fourth of the companies).




4.4.3. Themes Expected to Be Relevant in the Future


Respondents were asked to name environmental and social themes that they believed would be important for their company over the next five to ten years. Many of the companies named similar environmental themes, but struggled to name social ones. The most frequently named themes were saving raw materials, energy efficiency and renewable energy, waste and waste avoidance, carbon footprint and climate change, and these themes were also mentioned in the study conducted with the Sustainability Barometer in Germany by Schaltegger et al. [21]. The most frequently mentioned social themes were the working conditions, and especially health and safety in workplace, education and training, secure jobs, flexible working hours, fair remuneration, age-equitable workplace and equal rights. For more detailed review of these themes, see Appendix D.






5. Discussion


The aim of this research was to identify a set of actors and factors that drive sustainability integration in the core business. This was done using the survey of sustainability managers and other persons responsible for sustainability issues in smaller large-sized companies in Austria. Previous studies on drivers of sustainability implementation and barriers to organizational change were used as input for the survey design. Particular focus was put on organizational units and individuals in them. The sample of smaller large-sized companies was seen as interesting for this research purpose, as companies of this size have enough resources for formalized decision-making for sustainability, yet they have largely remained unexplored, as researchers mainly focus on SMEs or the largest companies. This offered a possibility to determine, if there is an additional company size threshold within the large company group, influencing sustainability management practices (discussed in Section 5.4). This section is structured according to the three descriptive aspects: change agents and organizational units (findings summarized in Table 13), motivation and drivers (Table 14), and outcomes and themes (Table 15), used to answer the research question.



5.1. Change Agents and Organizational Units


1. The survey respondents were identified as change agents in integrated cross-departmental sustainability management teams, and their interactions are catalysts of sustainability-oriented learning. The survey was addressed to the person responsible for sustainability management in the company. It was filled out by single persons or, in some cases, diversified cross-departmental teams (indicated in the responses). Opinions were captured from employees that represented various organizational units and management levels. After CSR/sustainability (incl. EHS/environment/occupational safety), the most often named organizational units were top management, HR, Quality control and combination of multiple departments. Three from these units were also between the top five locations for CSR managers in Belgian companies [26].



Top management staff and CSR/sustainability employees took part in the survey in 35.2% of cases. Interestingly, as many as 80% of companies provided answers about the CSR/sustainability departments during the survey, which raises the question of why the survey did not reach CSR/sustainability department in all cases. Three possible answers to this question were proposed. First, sustainability management is integrated in existing organizational units, and respondents used “CSR/sustainability department” answer in remaining questions to report on the cross-departmental CSR/sustainability “team.” Second, the CSR/sustainability department was located in a holding company and, thus, the respondent was someone in the daughter company who has a good overview of sustainability activities. Third, due to company policies, the targeted employees were not allowed to fill out the survey, and another representative completed the task.



Whether companies have added sustainability management activities to the list of operational activities performed by other organizational units for specific reasons or due to limited resources is still unclear. Either way, a variety of organizational units und hierarchical levels are involved in sustainability management in Austrian companies, and, according to Siebenhüner and Arnold [18], these interactions are catalysts for sustainability-oriented learning processes that in turn drive sustainability integration in the organization.



The answers about the type of personnel from the CSR/sustainability department actively supporting sustainability implementation show that in 58.8% of companies, the head of the CSR/sustainability department actively supported sustainability implementation; in 9.8%, non-supervisory staff; and in 7.8%, specialists. Low numbers of non-supervisory employees and specialists could reflect the CSR/sustainability department function as executive department or head of cross-departmental teams, outsourcing the necessary human resources with subject-specific knowledge from other departments.



2. The support and involvement of the top management was identified as a success factor. The CEO supported sustainability implementation actively in four out of five cases. In more than a half of these cases, other chief officer supported this managerial exercise. In contrast, one out of ten companies had no active top management support for sustainability management, which in previous studies have been identified as barrier to organizational change [13]. Half of the companies saw this lack of support from top management as an important inhibiting factor to sustainability implementation, whereas the existence of support was seen as a highly promoting factor. These findings are in line with those of Kiron et al. empirical study [39] that showed sustainability strategies with actively involved management to be the more successful ones. Whether the employees had to comply with sustainability goals set by their manager, or if these were encouraged to engage with sustainability themes according to their interest, the effect is the same: the employees of the company are exposed to and engaged in sustainability themes. This, in turn, could remove organizational change barriers such as misunderstanding and a lack of awareness by increasing participation and information flow, and thus, lead to changes in attitudes [13], increased sustainability-oriented learning [18] and changes in organizational culture [17,20,27], all of which enforce further changes that promote sustainability.



3. The organizational units that have a significant impact and involvement in sustainability implementation could be the location of (new) change agents for sustainability. Out of six departments that had a positive impact on sustainability implementation most frequently, five were also strongly involved in sustainability implementation. The top departments and organizational units that had a positive impact on sustainability implementation were the top management, CSR/sustainability, PR/corporate communication, procurement/purchasing, marketing, strategic planning and HR/personnel departments (three to four out of five companies). These departments could, hence, be the ones where change agents are located. The company representatives mainly agreed on the ratings given departments, except in case of procurement/purchasing; one-fifth of the company representatives claimed that this department inhibited sustainability implementation. This could be due to diverse nature of procurement changes that come with the efforts to increase sustainability; while some actions visibly decrease the costs, or the positive outcome is more predictable/guaranteed, the procurement will be supporting the changes. In turn, initiatives that at first require increased spending and show results in the long-term will be more likely hindered or less supported, making change agents see procurement as inhibiting factor.



4. The financial departments play a dual role. Less agreement was observed between companies when it came to rating departments that inhibit sustainability implementation. The main “inhibitors” were finance (35.3% of companies) and financial and management accounting (27.5%), and these were also assigned positive values by around one-fifth of companies. Both departments were involved in sustainability management to varying degrees, ranging from ‘not at all’ to ‘strongly involved.’ Sustainability projects have often uncertain (or delayed) payoffs. Schaltegger and Zvezdov [40] argued that employees in finance and financial and management accounting departments who have controlling functions might choose to make selective reports to decision-makers based on their own understanding and justification for the need of such sustainability projects (i.e., act as gatekeepers). Nevertheless, these two departments could assist in translating sustainability accounting information into management language for decision-makers, mediating sustainability management [40] and thus play a dual role in companies.



5. An increase of workload contributes to changes in roles, and various effects are explained by organizational inertia perspective. In cases of procurement/purchasing and logistics/distribution, these departments were also rated as both positive and negative. These departments clearly had to implement sustainability criteria as part of their daily operations, such as making sustainability assessments of suppliers or ensuring carbon neutral deliveries. We propose that the observed differences in ratings may be explained by how much change due to sustainability implementation had taken place already. As sustainability-oriented requirements are introduced, these can be interpreted as extra work. Employees of these departments might be reluctant to alter their routines, slowing down the process of meeting social and environmental challenges in the company, thus, getting the negative rating. However, when the new requirements have been integrated in the routines, the departments can positively contribute to sustainability implementation. We can related this transition from inhibiting to promoting effect back to the U-shaped effect in firm performance by changes [51]. The organizational inertia perspective explains the employees’ reluctance to change, since low level/beginning of change is accompanied by increased coordination costs, organizational conflicts and decreases in performance, as employees have to stop performing old routines and establish new ones [51]. Later on, when the level of change has increased beyond a critical point, i.e., the old routines have been disrupted and the new ones have been established, the effect of change becomes positive. Companies can then enjoy smoother processes of sustainability management. Thus, we propose that companies should recognize the level of change/adaptation within the organizational unit to support this process correspondingly, e.g., with extra resources for a period of time to balance out the negative effect on performance and reduce the risk of negative connotation of sustainability-related changes.



6. Sustainability projects require change agents. Multiple organizational units are typically involved in the project initiation phase, and the top management and finance department staff make a decision on the project in half of the cases. In later stages of project organization and implementation, the tasks are managed again in multiple departments. This type of project management, which takes place across many departments, in turn implies two things. The first is that personnel throughout the organization have to be ready to invest their time and effort to support sustainability issues, and, second, that there is a need for person(s) who coordinates the efforts across the organizational units. These persons have to keep the project objectives on the table and motivate/discipline the colleagues in order to get the work done; thus, the term ‘change agents’ for these persons seems appropriate. While it is expected that most change agents are the team-leaders of sustainability projects (and those who responded to this survey, as described above), these are not necessarily the only change agents that promote sustainability in the company, driving sustainability-oriented learning and change.



7. Change agents multiply their impact through interactions. Survey results and previous studies confirm the obvious: companies need proactive employees which invest their efforts in sustainability projects. However, the discussion in the literature on how change agents trigger the change in whole organization remains fragmented. A process model was drafted to visualize the mechanisms and better understand how change agents could disseminate sustainability-related knowledge, experience and even values within the company, changing the organizational culture to promote sustainability (Figure 18). This model was based on our synthesis of all survey answers about organizational units and personnel involved in sustainability management, project phases, and motivation and drivers for sustainability implementation (Section 4.2 and Section 4.3) in light of previous studies.



During initiation phase, change agents exchange their ideas and experiences with other organizational units (blue arrows for information flow). An exchange can also take place with external stakeholders, such as investors, NGOs, or consultants. Even in cases where the company does not benefit from this dialogue directly, change agents from other organizations, such as NGOs, may choose to monitor and exercise their influence on the company, for example, through press releases. Pool of ideas for sustainability projects grows through all these interactions.



After all the ideas have been gathered, evaluated and decided upon, the projects are set up. Change agents then “own” or champion sustainability projects and do not let these projects lose their relevance when shared with multiple departments or when the project lasts longer period of time. The projects can be treated as unrelated or related and have one or more change agents as drivers. In the implementation phase, teams and tasks can start to overlap when the same organizational units take part in multiple projects or one project is managed by multiple units. Since the projects are diverse, new persons may be involved in the implementation process, and the awareness for sustainability themes increases. As persons search for necessary information and expertise to carry out the projects, their interactions with other personnel drive sustainability-related learning processes, and the chance that new change agents appear also increases. In the best-case scenario, the company becomes so responsive to the requirements of sustainability that sustainability thinking and learning grows into an organizational culture, reducing barriers to organizational change and sustainability can be integrated in the basic logic of business activities.



Even though each company has a choice of appropriate structural provisions to initiate and diffuse sustainability-related learning processes, Siebenhüner and Arnold emphasized that such learning mechanisms must be in place to enable successful collective learning and organizational change [18] (p. 347). Project phases is one example of such learning mechanisms, and in combination with the collected data on change agents, they have enabled us to draft a process model illustrating how change agents can contribute to the sustainability-related learning and organizational change processes.




5.2. Motivation and Drivers


1. The top five factors that were the most frequently recognized as drivers of sustainability implementation are rooted in personal and organizational values. Corporate philosophy and organizational culture contain set of organizational values by definition. Customer demand, personal interest of employees and support from top management represent personal values expressed in attitudes and behaviors, or in case of top management a combination of organizational and personal values. To be seen as promoting factors for sustainability implementation, this implies, of course, that these values, upon which persons in companies act, are values that support sustainable development.



These results that place strong emphasis on personnel-related factors sum up and reinforce the factors from previous studies [14,17,18,20,28,39]. It is clear, that sustainability managers and change agents can better introduce changes for sustainability in companies when company values, personal values and sustainability values are aligned. However, Hahn et al. argued that even conflicting organizational and personal identities and values can help companies change to promote sustainability via cognitive organizational reorientation, organizational creativity and organizational learning [52] (p. 237). Nevertheless, based on our survey results that support value alignment, we propose that majority of companies may be able to deal better with sustainability strategy planning and implementation when companies first have integrated sustainability values on a normative level: corporate vision, mission statement other company documents used for the guidance in decision-making and daily business [53] (p. 264). Since CEOs have strong influence on normative level, they have to be especially aware of their own value system [41]. Transposing study on CEOs, organizational culture and firm outcomes by Berson et al. [41] to the context of sustainability, if a CEO recognizes own bias towards stability, but needs a change for sustainability in the company, then consulting with or even hiring another executive with different mindset is advised [41] (p. 628).



2. The factors that were identified as most strongly inhibiting sustainability implementation could be summarized as “lack of available resources.” Companies most often rated the lack of personnel capacities, financial capacities, top management support, know-how and governmental incentives as moderately/strongly inhibiting factors, closely followed by the lack of personal interest by the employees. We propose that this perception of ‘lack of resources’ is related to organizational inertness [51] and barriers to organizational change [13], and therefore, ‘locked-up resources’ will be more appropriate term in many companies. For example, as companies have distributed resources among the departments, adding additional task of sustainability management might drain resources from another part of the company. The sustainability manager could even question some of the core business activities. Hence, implementing sustainability creates a high degree of uncertainty among personnel about how changes would alter the allocation of resources in the company, influencing them on the individual and on the organizational level. Derived from the research on barriers to organizational change by Lozano [13] (summarized in Table 2 in Section 2), we propose that companies have to align vision and strategies with sustainability goals, hence addressing the resource distribution. Furthermore, sustainability managers have to identify employees that have political power on the organizational level, and inform and involve these individuals in decision-making to reduce uncertainty and unwillingness to embrace the change. On the individual level, companies have to create and communicate clear career opportunities for the personnel that might be or feel threatened by organizational change for sustainability.



3. Most stakeholders act as sustainability promoters, especially investors and media/public. Suppliers and trade unions are often seen as inhibitors. Our results show that investors (70.6% companies) and media/public (68.6%) are the main promoting stakeholders for sustainability implementation in smaller large-sized companies, followed by scientific organizations, consumers, community and competitors and NGOs. Comparing the average values of stakeholder impact with those of International Corporate Sustainability Barometer [22], three from these top factors (NGOs, media/public and community) can be also found on the top of the list for the eleven reporting countries. The results of our study mainly correspond to the results of the study on the largest German companies in terms of how they rated their stakeholder impact [21]. Some variation, such as the more positive valuation of NGOs, international authorities and rating agencies in the German study, can be explained by the differences in institutional framework as discussed by Preuss et al. [56] and the fact that these stakeholders play increasing roles as the company size increases.



In 15–20% of companies in our sample, NGOs and competitors were also seen as inhibitors of sustainability implementation. We propose that this could be in cases where NGOs heavily criticize companies, having an impact on reputation and revenues, or when competitors start price wars, thereby reducing the profit available for reinvestment. However, most frequently, companies rated the suppliers as inhibitors of sustainability implementation (29.4%) and trade unions (25.5%). Suppliers might be resistant to accepting sustainability requirements, passed down the supply chain. In Belgium, companies had managed to implement various sustainability measures in supply chains just in 20–37% of cases [26]. Trade unions could be protecting its members and sectors to maintain stability in the sector. Preuss et al. have examined trade unions across Europe, and they find different patterns of trade unions and CSR interaction depending on the country [56]. In general, trade unions seem to favor CSR, but might be skeptical about its implementation, as they consider CSR to be too vague and too general, and it is frequently used as a corporate marketing tool. CSR can also threaten the trade union role in social dialogue and in dialogue with stakeholders, explaining why trade unions might choose to slow down, or at least not support, the CSR adoption. Given all these results, it is worthwhile to remember, that stakeholder requirements and engagement alone are not good predictors of CSR outcomes [30]; therefore, the contexts of other drivers and motivations should always be considered.



4. The impact of sustainability management serves as motivation. Companies most often recognized strong or moderate impact from sustainability implementation on reputational benefit, employer attractiveness and cost reduction. Put another way, these are clearly motivational factors for why companies manage sustainability. The results agree with the findings from the international study [22], where companies reported on the business case drivers that are most common the reason to implement sustainability measures. As the use of business cases puts the focus on financial returns, and in that way disqualifies many more activities, companies should rethink their perspective for viewing sustainability projects to be able to promote sustainable development [52].



5. Companies should overcome the focus on financial constraints, and adopting paradox perspective and increasing strategic agility is an example of one of the strategies. Taking a step back and observing the survey results as a whole, there is much focus on themes of financial sustainability, financial aspects of sustainability, and financial barriers to implementing sustainability. Sustainability management practices are aligned with traditional management practices; hence, sustainability management themes that do not bring visible or immediate returns are not attractive. To solve this problem, Hahn et al. proposed that managers should learn about the paradox of occasionally conflicting yet interrelated environmental, social and economic objectives in the company [52], i.e. adopt paradox perspective. Then managers should accept these tensions and work through them while striving to meet these objectives simultaneously [52] (p. 235) [54]. Simultaneously striving to meet these objectives instead of trying to remove the tensions will increase certainty during the process and avoid forcing an alignment of social and environmental aspects with the financial perspective [52] (p. 237). Hence, ‘Unfreezing’ or reconfiguring some of the resources required for sustainability management should become easier. One approach that could help companies manage corporate sustainability while using this paradoxical lens is to increase strategic agility as an organizational capability as proposed by Ivory and Brooks [55]. Strategic agility is achieved with organizational practices and processes that increase strategic sensitivity, collective commitment and resource fluidity (i.e., meta-capabilities). This means that companies are able to quickly respond, seize opportunities and change direction. These changes would be in line with the findings of research by Griffiths and Petrick, who argued that traditional organizational architectures are not suitable for the changes necessary to achieve social and ecological sustainability, and that companies will have to experiment with structures and systems [11] (p. 1583).




5.3. Outcomes and Themes


1. Our findings show that companies focus on established environmental and compliance themes. Top management has to create incentives to change this focus. Most companies could identify themselves using approaches ‘maximizing material and energy efficiency’, ‘creating value from waste’ and ‘substituting with renewables and natural processes’ from sustainable business model archetypes [1]. The approaches that require change in the core business are less popular as current sustainability management practices. The responses indicated that the tendencies for the short-term (i.e., next five years) will remain the same. One reason why these themes are currently in focus could be better understanding of company’s impact and responsibilities (e.g., from legal requirements) and more evident solutions, objectives, measures of success and costs as compared to social themes, e.g., equality in workplace. Another reason for preferences of environment themes could be the fact that environmental management departments have been implemented in companies for a longer period of time, and thus, departments easily identify these themes and have clear incentives to work on these. Companies are obviously inert regarding their strategies and processes. As the design of the reward system in companies gives a clear signal to its employees about the priorities of the company, we propose that this should be adjusted for sustainability goals, especially social aspects of sustainability. If no reward is put in place for using sustainability-related skills, then also respective trainings and workshops on cultural change will not have lasting effects on the company [11] (p. 1577).



2. Stakeholders often require global sustainability themes. Surveyed Austrian companies seem to be receiving similar requests from stakeholders regarding the sustainability themes as other countries around the world. As in the studies conducted in Belgium [26,38] and in Germany [21], stakeholders require innovation and infrastructure, health, secure jobs, reduced pollution and themes related to the climate. International study on the largest companies in eleven countries has shown that companies tend to focus on themes that are required by stakeholders [22]. When companies expressed their beliefs about the social and environmental themes that would be relevant to their company for the next five to ten years, most companies did not name any specific social theme, but they could always name an environmental theme. Some of the companies, however, were able to identify highly relevant social themes, such as an age-equitable workplace. Hence, our proposition is that companies should have at least equal interest in the themes that will be relevant for the company in the future as they do for the stakeholder requests.




5.4. The Role of Company Size Thresholds and Core Business Activities


This additional section summarizes the most interesting findings from our survey about the impact of company size and type of core business activities on sustainability implementation (presented in Table 16).



1. Common quantitative sampling strategies need to be questioned: group differences based on core business. As companies represent diverse sectors, the best way to account for different company activities was to create groups based on ‘type of core business activities,’ (i.e., manufacturing, service, manufacturing and service, retail, holdings/banks/insurance companies). This grouping turned out to be relevant. When the company representatives had to reflect on the impact and involvement of the organizational units in sustainability management, significant differences could be identified, particularly between service and retail companies. The limited sample size did not enable more detailed statements about these differences. However, seeing these between-group differences in the data forced us to reconsider whether the results from previous studies presented as average values are valid, if company sector or type of business activities have not been taken into account. If these between-group differences are large, averaging them can lead to spurious inferences. To address this issue, this data from our survey was presented in terms of the percentage of companies that had assigned the highest/lowest valuation to the items.



2. Established and inert structures can be identified during a country comparison after a certain company size has been reached. For the lack of better data from past studies, only average values that do not account for sectors or types of business activities of companies could be used for the comparison with the current study. Smaller large-sized Austrian companies’ valuations of impact and involvement of organizational units on sustainability implementation were strikingly similar to those of the largest German companies in 2012 [21], even though company size differences are immense, and our study was conducted five years later. Some variation in valuations that are visible in these comparisons, such as the more positive impact of the legal department/compliance and investor relations department in Germany, can be explained by the differences in company size. About half of the Austrian companies did not have such departments, and these departments become more important as company size increases.



These findings support the size threshold proposed by Siebenhüner and Arnold [18], who mostly observed radical organizational changes in medium-sized companies and incremental changes in large companies. Therefore, companies that have reached large-size threshold can use similar strategies to push for organizational change and promote sustainability. The change of organizational structures is a challenge of all large companies, and there is no additional size threshold between smaller large-sized companies and large companies.



3. Company size is not always the most important explanatory variable. Our survey results were mainly benchmarked against the results from large companies in other countries, sometimes including the data from SMEs [21,22,26,29]. This dataset showed many similarities between sustainability management in smaller large-sized companies in Austria and companies in other developed countries. Hence, company size is not always the main variable explaining the different outcomes of sustainability management. For example, Hörisch et al. [46] researched SMEs and large companies within the same study and found that knowledge of sustainability management tools is a better explanatory variable for the implementation of sustainability management tools than company size, and has three times as much impact. Given this example, it is clear that for further statements on company size as a determinant for sustainability management, more detailed studies are necessary.





6. Conclusions


Our survey on smaller large-sized companies represent two thirds of underexplored large Austrian companies, and aimed to answer the question “Who or what drives the integration of sustainability in the core business of the company?” Three descriptive aspects were used to maintain a holistic view on the companies: change agents, motivation and drivers and the outcomes of sustainability management. These findings can be used to develop better sustainability management strategies and enhance the organizational change for sustainability. The main findings of this research confirm certain propositions extracted from the literature. Sustainability issues have to be integrated in operational management and considered in all activities, routines and processes in order to develop sustainable organization [27] (pp. 88–90). Austrian companies involve various departments and management levels in sustainability implementation processes; this is exactly what is advised in the literature to facilitate sustainability-oriented learning and change [10,18,27]. Such processes need change agents that coordinate the sustainability efforts between the organizational units and motivate the colleagues. The possible locations in companies of the change agents were determined during the study. Based on all the results, we drafted a process model to visualize the mechanisms by which change agents can multiply their impact to induce the change on organizational level through interactions.



Rauter et al. emphasized the leadership aspect in small and medium-sized Austrian companies, where knowledge and values of leaders or founders have been shown to influence strategic agendas [14] (p. 152). Sustainability managers in the smaller large-sized Austrian companies rate the variables that are rooted in personal and organizational values as the main driving factors for sustainability implementation, for example, organizational culture, corporate philosophy or personal interest for sustainability. Combining these results, we see that integrating sustainability on the normative level has to be priority of companies, which then enables change agents to act [53]. The main inhibiting factors to sustainability implementation were related to the lack of resources. However, in many cases this could actually mean locked-up resources, since organizational inertness, characteristic for large companies [51], and barriers to change [13] can explain the failure of companies to redistribute the resources in favor of sustainability management. Given that the existing organizational structures and routines will only support the sustainability outcomes that can be observed today [11], the structures and routines will have to be adjusted to promote more inclusive and comprehensive sustainability theme management in companies. Employees of finance and financial and management accounting departments are already challenged with their role extensions or even dual roles in sustainability implementation processes. Considering the diversity of sustainability projects, all company employees should be aware that they might have to engage with sustainability management activities. To increase their readiness to contribute, companies should provide incentives, e.g., further education courses and clearer career opportunities, adjusting the incentive system to reward the use of sustainability-related skills, or providing extra resources in the role and routine adjustment phases.



We tested sustainable business model archetypes in a new context [1], and saw that Austrian companies have mainly implemented established environmental management measures. These are often very straightforward and result in a business case as preferred by decision-makers in companies. To broaden the management view and remove financial constraints as priority criteria for selecting sustainability activities, managers are advised to adopt paradox perspective. This perspective requires acceptance of the tensions between the interrelated economic, environmental and social objectives in company, and working through these tensions while also seeing sustainability management activities as ends in and of themselves. One strategy that can help companies to meet the ever-increasing environmental and social challenges is to increase strategic agility, i.e., the ability of the company to continuously adjust its strategies and seize opportunities.



There were a few limitations to our study. First, the small sample size did not allow us to perform detailed statistical tests such as exploratory cluster analyses. Because the survey was conducted to gain a picture of overall practices in smaller large-sized Austrian companies, a focus was not placed one type of core business (e.g., service); hence, corporate context cannot be considered and analyzed in more detail. Since company size is a common sampling criterion used in quantitative studies, it is advisable for future researchers to test the robustness of the results once the type of core business activities has been considered (e.g., manufacturing, retail, banking). Second, even though the e-mails inviting participants to take part in the study encouraged the respondents that face challenges in sustainability management to take part in the survey, companies that consider themselves to be doing well are probably overrepresented in the study. Third, due to the tradeoff between length of the survey and the response rate, only a limited number of questions could be included in the survey design to cover each of the descriptive aspects while drawing a holistic picture of sustainability management in companies.



A few propositions for further research emerge from this study. Qualitative studies, such as case studies or event studies, could be useful to understand how change agents emerge in companies and how they form an opinion about the sustainability values present in the company. The various roles of sustainability change agents could be conceptualized in certain contexts by using multiple case studies, as has been performed in the area of innovation management. Another interesting question is whether companies are aware of the benefits from having sustainability management integrated in the existing organizational departments, or whether the integration is done due to limited resources. What types of measures could be used to motivate company employees to alter their routines and to perform the “extra” work needed to include sustainability aspect in their practices? This and other questions remain to be answered. Further syntheses of research streams that address organizational inertness, such as agile organizations, sustainable human resource management, or lean management in the context of sustainability management, are proposed.
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Table A1. Summary of survey questions.






Table A1. Summary of survey questions.









	Section
	Measurement Scale





	Company information
	



	Core business of the company
	Self-description, text



	Organizational unit where respondent works
	



	Number of employees
	Ordinal variable



	Revenue in previous financial year
	Ordinal variable



	Motivation and drivers
	



	Impact of stakeholders on sustainability implementation
	1 = inhibiting to 5 = promoting



	What impact …(a) promoting factors/(b) inhibiting factors (similar lists) have on sustainability implementation
	1 = no impact to 5 = strong impact



	How big is the impact of sustainability management in your company? (e.g., costs increase, costs decrease, reputation)
	1 = no impact to 5 = strong impact



	Sustainability issues managed
	



	(Global) Issues that external stakeholders request to manage
	1 = never required to 5 = always required



	Issues expected to be relevant in the future for the company (5–10 years)
	4 Topics can be named



	Sustainability management approaches based on Sustainable Business Model Archetypes (Bocken et al. 2014)—Implementation in the last 5 years
	Not implemented to fully implemented in the whole organization



	Sustainability management approaches (Bocken et al. 2014)—Implementation planned in 5 years
	Not considered, partly, fully integrated, not applicable



	Organizational units
	



	Impact of organizational units on sustainability implementation
	1 = inhibiting to 5 = promoting



	Impact of organizational units on sustainability implementation
	1 = inhibiting to 5 = promoting



	How are organizational units involved in implementation
	1 = not involved to 5 = strongly involved



	In what way organizational units are involved
	Initiates, decides, organizes, implements, checks success, org. unit does not exist



	Who of the management board actively supports implementation of sustainability
	CEO, other chief officer, assistant (name)



	Who inside the organizational units actively supports implementation of sustainability
	Vice head of department, non-supervisory/staff, specialist, not applicable



	Percentage of working time that organizational unit uses for sustainability management
	20% and less, 20–40%, (…) of all working time, all persons
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Table A2. Sector of the companies that took part in the survey, based on the Compass Database and OENACE 2008 classification [49]. Sector weights in sample compared to weights in population (i.e., the 638 targeted companies). Highlighted sectors were not represented within this sample.






Table A2. Sector of the companies that took part in the survey, based on the Compass Database and OENACE 2008 classification [49]. Sector weights in sample compared to weights in population (i.e., the 638 targeted companies). Highlighted sectors were not represented within this sample.





	Sector
	Sample
	Sample Weights, %
	Population
	Population Weights, %





	(A) Agriculture, forestry and fishing
	2
	3.9
	2
	0.3



	(B) Mining and quarrying
	0
	0
	2
	0.3



	(C) Manufacturing
	22
	43.1
	236
	37.0



	(D) Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply
	0
	0
	2
	0.3



	(E) Water supply; sewage, waste management and remediation activities
	1
	2
	2
	0.3



	(F) Construction
	4
	7.8
	34
	5.3



	(G) Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles
	7
	13.7
	125
	19.6



	(H) Transportation and storage
	1
	2
	18
	2.8



	(I) Accommodation and food service activities
	2
	3.9
	5
	0.8



	(J) Information and communication
	2
	3.9
	13
	2.0



	(K) Financial and insurance activities
	1
	2
	52
	8.2



	(L) Real estate activities
	2
	3.9
	10
	1.6



	(M) Professional, scientific and technical activities
	6
	11.8
	93
	14.6



	(N) Administrative and support service activities
	0
	0
	22
	3.4



	(O) Public administration and defense; compulsory social security
	0
	0
	1
	0.2



	(P) Education
	0
	0
	3
	0.5



	(Q) Human health and social work activities
	1
	2
	16
	2.5



	(R) Arts, environment and recreation
	0
	0
	1
	0.2



	(S) Other service activities
	0
	0
	1
	0.2



	Total
	51
	100
	638
	100
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Tests on group differences based on the core business of the company. The tables below include examples of the group differences that could be observed during the analysis. Due to the small sample, it is not possible to make more precise statements.
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Table A3. Test on groups differences when evaluating the impact of organizational units on sustainability implementation. Summary table of Kruskal-Wallis test statistics.
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Test Statistics a,b




	

	
Research and Development

	
Manufacturing

	
Logistics/Distribution

	
Quality Control

	
Investor Relations

	
Finance

	
Financial and Management Accounting

	
Strategic Planning






	
Chi-Square

	
11.065

	
13.688

	
16.334

	
14.185

	
8.095

	
13.543

	
8.532

	
12.625




	
df

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3




	
Asymp. Sig.

	
0.011

	
0.003

	
0.001

	
0.003

	
0.044

	
0.004

	
0.036

	
0.006




	
a. Kruskal Wallis Test




	
b. Grouping Variable: Groups based on core business
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Table A4. Impact of organizational units on sustainability implementation. Summary of pairwise comparisons for Kruskal-Wallis post hoc test with the Dunn-Bonferroni method.
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	Organizational Unit
	Sample1-Sample2
	Test Statistic
	Std. Error
	Std. Test Statistic
	Sig.
	Adj.Sig.
	Asymptotic Significances (2-Sided Test)





	R&D
	Retail-Service
	20.974
	6.943
	3.021
	0.003
	0.015
	0.011



	R&D
	Retail-Manufacturing and Service
	19.373
	7.237
	2.677
	0.007
	0.045
	0.011



	Manufacturing
	Retail-Service
	24.468
	7.003
	3.494
	0.000
	0.003
	0.003



	Logistics/distribution
	Retail-Service
	25.468
	7.010
	3.633
	0.000
	0.002
	0.001



	Logistics/distribution
	Manufacturing and Service-Service
	18.682
	6.517
	2.867
	0.004
	0.025
	0.001



	Logistics/distribution
	Manufacturing-Service
	−16.765
	5.279
	-3.176
	0.001
	0.009
	0.001



	Quality control
	Retail-Manufacturing and Service
	20.595
	7.275
	2.831
	0.005
	0.028
	0.003



	Quality control
	Retail-Service
	25.429
	6.979
	3.643
	0.000
	0.002
	0.003



	Investor relations
	No significance after Bonferroni correction
	
	
	
	
	
	0.044



	Finance
	Retail-Manufacturing
	21.292
	6.128
	3.474
	0.001
	0.003
	0.004



	Finance
	Retail-Service
	22.545
	6.898
	3.269
	0.001
	0.006
	0.004



	Financial management and accounting
	Retail-Service
	19.370
	6.894
	2.810
	0.005
	0.030
	0.036



	Strategic planning
	Retail-Manufacturing
	17.262
	6.169
	2.798
	0.005
	0.031
	0.006



	Strategic planning
	Retail-Service
	23.792
	6.943
	3.427
	0.001
	0.004
	0.006
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Table A5. Environmental themes relevant for companies in five to ten years, categorized.
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	Categories
	Themes Named
	Frequency





	Raw materials
	Save raw materials/resources, use secondary raw materials
	10



	
	Sustainable material sourcing
	3



	Products
	Sustainable products
	3



	
	Life cycle of goods
	2



	
	Energy efficiency, Energy
	11



	
	Circular economy
	1



	Energy
	Sustainable electricity sourcing, use of renewable energy
	6



	
	Energy self sufficiency
	2



	
	Electricity demand due to increased technological intensity
	5



	Waste
	Waste, waste sorting and avoidance
	6



	
	Electronic waste
	1



	
	Reduce plastic waste
	1



	Climate change
	Climate compatibility, climate protection, climate change
	6



	Pollution, CO2
	CO2 pollution, carbon footprint
	8



	
	Air pollution
	3



	
	Water pollution
	1



	
	Pollution from materials, chemicals, toxins
	2



	
	Soil residues, fertilization
	2



	Transport
	Green transport
	3
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Table A6. Social themes relevant for Austrian companies in five to ten years, as named by respondents. Sorted by frequency.






Table A6. Social themes relevant for Austrian companies in five to ten years, as named by respondents. Sorted by frequency.





	Themes Named
	Frequency





	Working conditions, Health and safety
	8



	Education and training, incl. Sustainability education
	6



	Secure jobs
	6



	Family-career friendly work hours, work-life balance
	5



	Fair remunerations
	4



	Age-equitable workplaces
	4



	Equal rights
	4



	Employee protection
	2



	Industry 4.0
	2



	Wellbeing & resilience, mental health
	2



	Inclusion of migrants
	2



	Employee loyalty
	2



	Human rights
	2



	Competent personnel
	2



	Generational management
	1



	Income gap
	1



	Pollution load
	1



	Innovation and infrastructure
	1
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Figure 1. Levels of analysis used to address the research question. 
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Figure 2. Three descriptive aspects of the research question, and topics used in the analysis. 
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Figure 3. Number of employees in all 938 large Austrian companies according to company revenue for 2016 (or the most recent data), after removing subsidiaries. 
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Figure 4. Number of employees in all large companies according to company revenue for 2016 (or most recent data), zoomed in. Companies with maximum revenue of €550 million in 2016 (or most recent year) visible, i.e., #192-938 in the list when ranked by descending revenues. 
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Figure 5. Surveyed companies. Number of employees compared to revenue in 2016 (or the most recent data). The three outliers are integrated services and theatre businesses. 
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Figure 6. Targeted smaller large-sized Austrian companies. Number of employees compared to revenue in 2016 (or the most recent data). 






Figure 6. Targeted smaller large-sized Austrian companies. Number of employees compared to revenue in 2016 (or the most recent data).



[image: Sustainability 11 00572 g006]







[image: Sustainability 11 00572 g007 550]





Figure 7. Impact of organizational units on sustainability implementation. Comparison between results from the largest companies in Germany [21] (p. 32) and results from the smaller large-sized companies in Austria in 2017. 
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Figure 8. Involvement of organizational units in sustainability implementation. Comparison between results from the largest companies in Germany [21] (p. 32) and results from the smaller large-sized companies in Austria in 2017. 
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Figure 9. Project phases in which organizational units are involved most frequently (each organizational unit could be assigned just to one project phase) by percentage of companies. 
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Figure 10. Factors promoting sustainability implementation. (1 = no impact to 5 = strong impact, values 4 and 5 represented) by percentage of companies. 






Figure 10. Factors promoting sustainability implementation. (1 = no impact to 5 = strong impact, values 4 and 5 represented) by percentage of companies.



[image: Sustainability 11 00572 g010]







[image: Sustainability 11 00572 g011 550]





Figure 11. Factors inhibiting sustainability implementation. (1 = no impact to 5 = strong impact, values 4 and 5 represented) by percentage of companies. 
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Figure 12. Impact of stakeholders on the implementation of sustainability in the company (1 = inhibiting to 5 = promoting), average values from a study on the largest German companies [21], compared to the results from smaller large-sized companies in Austria. 
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Figure 13. Impact of implementing sustainability (1 = no impact to 5 = strong impact, values 4 and 5) by percentage of companies. 
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Figure 14. Sustainability management approaches that have been fully integrated and partly implemented in the last five years by percentage of companies. Adapted from Bocken et al. [1]. 
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Figure 15. Sustainability management approaches that will be fully integrated or partly implemented within the next five years by percentage of companies. Adopted from Bocken et al. [1]. 
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Figure 16. Sustainability management approaches not implemented and not considered for the next five years by percentage of companies. 
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Figure 17. Themes that were mostly or always required to be managed by external stakeholders. List based on SDGs and planetary boundaries. 
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Figure 18. Change agents and sustainability project phases. Change agents exchange information with internal and external actors, facilitating sustainability-oriented learning and organizational culture change. 
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Table 1. Integrating corporate sustainability in strategic management; adapted from the results of a literature review by Engert et al. [20].
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	Internal and External Drivers
	Organizational Influences
	Supporting and Hindering Factors





	Legal compliance
	Company size
	Management control



	Competitive advantage
	Company scope
	Stakeholder engagement



	Cost reduction
	Company structure
	Organizational learning and knowledge management



	Economic performance
	Industry type
	Transparency and communication



	Innovation
	Industry structure
	Manager attitude and behavior



	Social and environmental responsibility
	Position within the industry
	Organizational culture



	Risk management
	
	Complexity



	Corporate reputation
	
	Investments



	Quality management
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Table 2. Barriers to organizational change for sustainability extracted from the literature, and strategies to overcome barriers. Adapted from Lozano [13] (p. 280–282).
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Barriers to Change




	
Individuals

	
Groups

	
Organizational




	
Misunderstanding/Lack of communication

	
Group culture

	
Lack of strategy, Lack of long-term plans




	
Lack of trust

	
Ignoring institutions in the group

	
Bureaucracy




	
Threat to job status/security

	
Individual-group conflict

	
Lack of top management commitment




	
Lack of awareness

	

	




	
Unwillingness to change

	

	




	
Denial about business impact on society and environment

	

	




	
Linear thinking

	

	




	
Fear of changes

	

	




	
Extra work added to day-to-day activities

	

	




	
Strategies

	

	




	
Negotiation, manipulation, participation

	
Group participation in change

	
New strategies, frameworks, policies




	
Better information in company

	
Individual-groups interactions

	
Identify champions




	
Lifelong learning

	
Changing group values

	
Collaboration




	
Educated workers

	

	
Alignment of key factors, e.g., vision




	

	

	
Empowerment of employees




	

	

	
Changing attitudes
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Table 3. The empirical studies that were mainly used to benchmark our survey results.
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	Country
	Year
	Company Size, Sectors





	Austria [14]
	2014
	Mainly SMEs, cross-industry case studies



	Belgium [26,38]
	2011, 2015
	Companies of all sizes, all sectors



	Germany [21]
	2012
	The largest companies, all sectors



	Germany [46]
	2012
	SMEs and large companies, all sectors



	Hong Kong [29]
	2008
	Companies of all sizes, all sectors, and stakeholders



	11 countries—Australia, Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Japan, South Korea, Spain, Switzerland, UK, USA [22]
	2012
	The largest companies, all sectors
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Table 4. Data collection statistics.
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	Number of Companies
	638





	No contact possible
	32



	“Doubles”
	40



	Contacted
	566



	Declined participation
	50



	Opened link
	34



	Answered (incl. empty answers)
	57



	Answered (excl. empty answers)
	51
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Table 5. Grouping based on core business as reported by survey respondents.
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	Type of Core Business Activities
	Number in Sample
	Weight in Sample, (51), %
	Weight in Population, (638), %





	Manufacturing
	24
	47.1
	35.5



	Service
	11
	21.6
	18.8



	Manufacturing and service
	9
	17.6
	6.4



	Retail
	7
	13.7
	18.0



	Holdings, banks, insurance
	0
	0
	21.2



	Total
	51
	100
	100
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Table 6. Organizational units of respondents reached by the survey.






Table 6. Organizational units of respondents reached by the survey.





	Organizational Unit
	Frequency
	Percent





	CSR/sustainability (incl. EHS/environment/occupational safety)
	9
	17.6



	Top management
	9
	17.6



	Personnel department/HR
	6
	11.8



	Quality control
	6
	11.8



	Multiple departments 1
	6
	11.8



	Other 2
	6
	11.8



	Procurement/purchasing
	3
	5.9



	Marketing
	2
	3.9



	Strategic planning
	2
	3.9



	Legal department/ compliance
	1
	2.0



	Logistics/distribution
	1
	2.0



	Total
	51
	100.0







1 Multiple departments: Environmental Management and External Relations; Competence Centre (HR) and Legal Affairs; Logistics and CSR; Works Council and Health Management and Management Assistant. 2 Other: Organization Department, Management Systems (2), Energy Management, Senior Expert.
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