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Involvement in sustainable development is a voluntary activity. Organizations apply the principles of sustainable development only when they identify several benefits. These benefits are identified, especially with the financial ones. The involvement of organizations in sustainable organizations has different intensity levels. These intensity levels are influenced by psychosocial factors (PF), attitudes toward organizational risks, and organizational and urban policies. The present paper identifies the key psychological factors involved in applying organizational sustainability principles within organizations. For this research, five groups were created for in-depth interviews with key people from Romania’s innovative companies. To identify the importance of the framework analysis factors, the Delphi method was used, in which 20 experts from different fields of activity were involved. Following the rounds involved in the Delphi method, the ranking of PF on four levels of importance was accepted, based on planned behavior and reasoned action theory. These levels were correlated with the intensity levels of involvement in sustainable development. The entire market study was conducted during COVID-19, which significantly impacted specific directions. As a result, it could be observed that motivation, learning attitude, behavior, and intention to take precedence are essential in the organizational sustainability approach.
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INTRODUCTION

Sustainability means that a company can secure its long-term resources, anticipate its future needs, and use resources efficiently and fairly in organizational activities. This is a reference definition, developed in 1987 by Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland in the report entitled “Our Common Future,” prepared by the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development. Sustainability does not only mean ecology, it also means achieving a balance between the three responsibilities: economic, social, and environmental. These responsibilities are embedded in most existing definitions in the literature, where there are several concerns for social equity and economic development (Horn et al., 2012; Noone et al., 2018; Pislaru et al., 2019).

Involvement in sustainable development differs from one company to another. Some of the companies are heavily involved, with several benefits. Other companies get involved for specific criteria they want to achieve (requiring employees to report their sustainability or have an adequate environmental footprint). It can be seen that in the manufacturing industry (Labuschagne et al., 2005; Jayal et al., 2010; Hesselbach and Herrmann, 2011; Mani et al., 2014; Ford and Despeisse, 2016; Kayikci, 2018), the implications are numerous. Over the years, this industry has shown an increasing evolution from involvement. The construction sector (Naik, 2008; Abidin, 2009; Marhani et al., 2012; Yılmaz and Bakı, 2015; Molavi and Barral, 2016; Kamali and Hewage, 2017) has many implications. Within this sector, the implications refer to buildings’ energy efficiency and the use of adequate construction materials. The electricity and heat sector, gas, hot water, and air conditioning are making considerable progress in sustainability principles (Oparaocha and Dutta, 2011; Sinclair et al., 2015; Dincer and Acar, 2017; Kveselis et al., 2017). Here, steps are being taken to reduce greenhouse gasses generated in the atmosphere. They began to use innovative technologies that consider consumer-dependent factors (Blevis, 2007; Barquet et al., 2016; Lal, 2016; Arfini et al., 2019). Studies conducted in the machine-building industry have highlighted the need to investigate psychosocial factors (PF) to increase the level of involvement in OS. Factors are mentioned as motivation and attitude (Cioca et al., 2015). The transport sector is also making progress due to new technologies used in vehicle manufacturing (Richardson, 2005; Steg and Gifford, 2005; Anderton, 2010; Yigitcanlar and Dur, 2010). Pollution norms contribute to reducing the level of greenhouse gasses and fuel efficiency. In this way, combined with driver-dependent factors, efficient use of resources in the field of transport (Steg and Gifford, 2005; Anderton, 2010; Cruijssen, 2020). It can be seen that the implications of organizations in different fields are numerous (Al-Mulali and Ozturk, 2015; Apergis and Ozturk, 2015; Farhani and Ozturk, 2015; Ozturk, 2017). The involvement of organizations in this voluntary approach depends on several factors. These factors include psychological factors, social factors, economic factors, technological factors, and other factors. Psychological factors are considered some of the most important, especially when it comes to the entry barrier. Among the social factors that contribute to the success of adopting approaches for sustainability are perception, motivation, learning, attitudes, beliefs, self-efficacy, culture, and others (Abdullah et al., 2017, 2018; Sarfraz et al., 2018a,b). Being a voluntary approach, the social factors’ approach presents a necessity in successfully implementing the principles of sustainability (Bocken et al., 2014; Eccles et al., 2014; Adloff, 2019).

The benefits involved in the organizational sustainability are diverse and multiple. First of all, there can be an improvement in financial results. These benefits are most attractive to organizations. Also, the following can be achieved: efficiency of processes and activities, increasing the level of innovation, reducing the carbon footprint and water, waste management, growing capacity of globalization, improving employee skills, strengthening work teams, aligning with global requirements, attracting new business partners, identifying new organizational opportunities, fulfilling an international vision, improving the image, and others (Apergis and Ozturk, 2015; Ivascu, 2020).

Several studies emphasize the need to identify PF. Identifying these factors can contribute to an accentuation of their treatment to intensify the involvement of organizations in organizational sustainability (Ivascu, 2020). There are several studies on organizational sustainability in Romania, but studies on PF are very few. These existing studies target the industry with a few limitations. Therefore, we have identified a need for a national study to help organizations identify and improve their PF for OS. In this variant, the organizational implications in sustainability can be intensified, and the organizations can increase their level of innovation (Cioca et al., 2015; Ivascu, 2020).

This research aims to identify PF at the level of organizations in Romania and improve the level of intensity of organizations for involvement in organizational sustainability. These intensity levels are influenced by PF, attitudes toward organizational risks, and organizational and urban policies. This study can be customized for specific activity fields or branches of activity. This study can be customized for specific activity fields or branches of activity and represents a pillar in intensifying the levels of the organization. Based on a transdisciplinary approach, the applied methodology allows the generation of a nuanced interpretation of problematic implications. It addresses the gaps in psychology that apply to sustainable organizational development. It enhances organizations’ innovation. In-depth interviews were analyzed with framework analyses. The paper begins with the presentation of the essential research in sustainability. It continues with the importance of innovation and involvement in OS, matrix presentation of factors identified in interviews, and developing the logic of intensity levels developed due to applying the Delphi method. Finally, the main elements found are presented. The conclusions refer to the practical and academic contributions within this organizational sustainability field.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Involvement in sustainability involves innovative approaches that develop several benefits for the organization. One cannot discuss sustainability without innovation and vice versa. It is a two-way relationship that supports PF for organizational involvement. Given this relationship, the chapter is structured on the following directions: the presentation of organizational sustainability, the importance of innovation for sustainability, and organizational theories applicable in companies (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010; Liu et al., 2015).


Sustainable Organization

Sustainability and sustainable development as concepts have gone through different development stages since their introduction. The historical development of the concept has taken place at various conferences, within organizations and institutions, which are currently concerned with implementing the principles, goals, and objectives of sustainable development. The concept of sustainable development has known various criticisms and interpretations over time, being accepted in various activity fields (Sadiq et al., 2020). In its development, the concept has adapted to a complex global environment’s contemporary requirements. Still, the basic principles and objectives, as well as the problems of their implementation, have remained almost unchanged. However, some goals have been updated, and new goals have been set since 2015. These goals are united in the 2030 Agenda, which outlines the challenges that humanity must meet for sustainable development, but also to survive on the planet (Choong and McKay, 2014; Erdmann Hilty et al., 2004; Ma et al., 2014; Honda, 2020).

In the 18th century, economic theorists, such as Adam Smith, pointed out organizational development problems. In the 19th century, Karl Marx and the classical economists Malthus, Ricardo, and Mill argued for certain sustainable development elements. In contrast, economic theory Neoclassical stressed the importance of pure air, water, and renewable resources (fossil fuels, ores), as well as the need for government intervention in extraordinary cases. Previous periods have dominated economic doctrine dominance, emphasizing human capital as a natural resource pilot (Smith et al., 2010; Tainter, 2011; Strathern and Stewart, 2018).

The term “sustainable development” was initially introduced in forestry and included afforestation measures for interconnected forests, which should not undermine forests’ biological renewal. This term was first mentioned in the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Strategy for Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN), published [International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) (2020)].

Sustainable development actions target 17 objectives (SDGs) and 169 targets (Lim et al., 2016; Pradhan et al., 2017; Schroeder et al., 2019). The companies partially aim at these objectives included in the 2030 Agenda. By evaluating the 17 objectives and the PF that influence the organizational implications, the authors perform an analysis presented in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Evaluation of the 17 SDGs and psychosocial factors.
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The Importance of Innovation for Organizational Sustainability

Innovation has a vital role in the current dynamics of the business environment. Innovative organizations aim at a series of objectives and targets of sustainable development. At the level of Romania, innovative enterprises’ situation is presented in Table 2 (National Institute of Statistics, 2020). It can be seen that the manufacturing industry and services present innovative enterprises for the analyzed period.


TABLE 2. The situation of innovative enterprises in Romania (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).

[image: Table 2]From the perspective of innovators in the analyzed period 2015–2019, in Romania, the situation is presented in Table 3. Product and process innovators are among the first to innovate. At the same time, innovative business processes innovate and are in a favorable position. The number of innovators has increased to 4,198 in 2020 (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).


TABLE 3. Types of innovators in Romania (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).

[image: Table 3]From the perspective of size, the situation is presented in Table 4. It can be seen that small enterprises register the most crucial level of innovation. Medium-sized enterprises follow them. The industry has an essential impact on innovation’s perspective (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).


TABLE 4. The situation of innovative enterprises by size classes (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).

[image: Table 4]Table 5 presents the share of enterprises with organizational innovation in the main activity fields. The manufacturing industry holds a vital percentage, followed by the production and supply of electricity and heat, gas, hot water, air conditioning, and services. The whole situation is presented below (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).


TABLE 5. Percentage of enterprises with organizational innovation by activities (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).
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Organizational Theories Applicable to the Present Research

The theory of Reasoned Action (TRA or ToRA) was developed by Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen, an improvement in information integration theory (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, 2010; Hill et al., 1977), a cognitive theory that presents a conceptual framework for understanding human behavior in different situations. This theory helps explain individuals’ behavior and involvement in various activities or decision-making situations. Behavioral intention (BI) is created or caused by two factors: attitudes (what is expected to be done and motivation) and subjective norms (SN) (strengthening the normative faith and persuasive objectives) (Madden et al., 1992; Lada et al., 2009; Trafimow, 2009; Rossmann, 2011; Hale et al., 2002). It is an extension of TRA, and the main component of this model is behavioral intent. Individual attitudes and subjective risk assessment influence these BIs. TPB consists of six constructions: attitudes, BI, SN, social norms, perceived power, and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1985, 1991, 2012; Rizzo and Columna, 2020).



METHODOLOGY

The research methodology is qualitative and transdisciplinary based on the experts’ empirical experience in sustainability. Below are the details of each step applied in the research presented. The entire research was carried out during (and has faced the impact of) the COVID-19 period, March–November 2020, when most of the organizational activities were carried out through telework. The companies involved in the present research are in categories A–S (presented in Appendix 1). The methods selected for this research have several advantages based on research. During this period of applying this study’s methods, a large part of the subjects involved in the study worked in telework. For each method used, the advantages are presented.


In-Depth Interviews

This research method is a qualitative one and involves direct contact with each participant. In-depth interviews are used to collect data because they have several advantages, especially during the COVID-19 period. These advantages include the following: sensitive topics can record complex and clear answers, subjects will feel comfortable and answer all questions, key topics can be researched and can be returned to at any time, it is a superior quality for sampling, the number of respondents does not have to be very large to obtain remarkable and relevant results, there is no possibility of pressure from participants, interviewers can monitor the tone and words used by participants, and the degree of focus on the topics is higher (Guest et al., 2006; Longhurst, 2009; Campbell et al., 2013; Adams and Cox, 2016).

To conclude this initial research, five working groups were set up. In the five working groups, 150 interviewees from Romanian organizations apply sustainability principles in their operations. An expert in organizational sustainability interviewed each working group. This helped to avoid the loss of essential data. Among the advantages of this method are the following: collecting a large amount of data, the information obtained is qualified and conclusive, and coordinating the interviews in the intended direction. For in-depth interviews, 10 common questions and five different questions were established for each working group. The structure of these questions is presented in Table 6. The five different questions were established by the experts used in the application of the Delphi method. These questions were developed according to the companies’ particularities of activity that constitute each working group.


TABLE 6. The structure of in-depth interviews.
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Delphi Method

The Delphi method involves a structured communication method that applies to a group of experts through the synchronous communication method. These experts evaluate the reports generated in several rounds of decisions until all experts agree with the variant generated. The method generates a final report of the decisions accepted by all experts. The Delphi method has several advantages, given in the present study. These advantages include the following: participants can be found anywhere in the world, a quick consensus of those discussed is obtained, it covers a wide range of expertise, avoids long interpretations and discussions, the predicted questions are specific and have predetermined answers, and you get a final report agreed by all experts during the study (Linstone and Turoff et al., 1976; Gordon and Pease, 2006; Botterill and Platenkamp, 2014; Chalmers and Armour, 2019; Humphrey-Murto et al., 2020). Find involved experts who consider that the final report is an adequate one and contains vital information for the targeted field. In the present research, 20 experts from the critical sustainability and innovation fields were involved. The expertise and their fields of action are presented in Table 7. The division of experts into groups was made according to the enterprises’ size involved in innovation.


TABLE 7. The structure of the experts involved in the application of the Delphi method.

[image: Table 7]The scheme of applying the Delphi method is presented in Figure 1. It can be seen in the proposed logical scheme that five rounds of in-depth discussions were held with experts in the field of SD and innovation to assess the levels of importance of PF identified and to achieve hierarchy and their correlation.
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FIGURE 1. Application of the Delphi method in the present research.




Market Research and the Investigated Sample

The market research was conducted during COVID-19, March–November 2020. Given this period’s specifics, the study was conducted by the asynchronous method using online video conferencing platforms.

The investigated sample consisted of 150 representatives of companies with solid knowledge of innovation and sustainable development. The sampling was randomly applied to a group of 500 possible participants (organizations identified participants). The companies’ fields of activity are in the fields of A–S (presented in Appendix 1). The five working groups were formed by random sampling, presented in Table 8. In each group, 30 individuals were involved with solid knowledge in organizational sustainability. The five groups’ structure emphasizes that Romania’s essential fields of activity have been covered. The working groups’ structure was established based on the types of innovators evaluated for 2015–2019 and following the fields of activity presented in Appendix 1. These classifications are provided by the Romanian legislation, called nomenclature of activities. The working groups were correlated with the associated questions’ structure because for each working group, five personalized questions were used. Each group presents the percentages of the five most essential activity fields present.


TABLE 8. Working group structure.

[image: Table 8]


RESULTS

Below are the PF identified in the market research and contribute to organizational involvement in sustainable development.


Identifying Psychosocial Factors for Sustainable Development

Following in-depth interviews with the five groups of interviewees, the following data were obtained to identify PF that contribute to addressing sustainability in various activity fields. Each group was interviewed using the 10 general questions and the five personalized ones. Following these factors’ application, a series of PF were identified based on the framework analyses, following the analysis of the obtained data and the correlation with the framework analyses. The percent of the innovators obtained from the tabular situation of the types of innovators in the period 2015–2019 in Romania and the situation presented in Table 9 highlight the following factors: learning (L), perceived behavior control (CPB), attitude (A), belief (B), norms applicable to the field (NSAF), behavioral intent (BI), SN, the perceived power of the approach (PPA), BI, and SN.


TABLE 9. The situation of the identified psychosocial factors.

[image: Table 9]For innovative products in the fields of activity A–S, dimensions of the identified PF that contribute to the increase of involvement in organizational sustainability are perception, motivation, learning, CPB, attitude, belief, and rules specifically applicable to the field. Indeed, innovative products require certain aspects of marketing. Here also intervenes the individual’s behavior, which is well defined by the level factors. For process innovators only in activity A–S, the following factors were obtained: attitudes, BI, SN, and perceived power of action. Innovative processes require an adequate interpretation of SN, and PPA must have a certain intensity. A creative and new attitude defines process innovators. For innovators only of business processes in activity A–S, the dimensions identified are motivation, learning, and belief. Business processes are dynamic due to the constantly changing economic conditions. As a result, lifelong learning and motivation are essential elements. All this is corroborated with belief. For product and process innovators in activity A–S, the dimensions obtained are attitudes, behavioral intent, SN, and norms especially applicable to the field (NSAF). Process and product innovators are directed toward the business environment’s dynamics, adopt the new norms, and have adequate behavior for innovative principles. Product innovators are defined by a desire for lifelong learning and increased motivation. All these aspects are correlated with the dynamics of activity and the power of action.



Importance Levels

The following rules agreed and developed by experts in the field were used to establish the importance of PF. The rules are presented in Table 10. The following assessment accepted in the Delphi rounds with experts was used to calculate importance. These levels are essential for defining the framework for improving organizational sustainability involvement’s intensity. It can be seen that five important levels were obtained, which are calculated according to the total score of psychosocial factors (TPS).


TABLE 10. Rules established by experts involved in the Delphi method.

[image: Table 10]
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where I 1…5.



THE TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACH OF CORRELATING THE LEVELS OF IMPORTANCE WITH THE LEVELS OF INTENSITY

Based on the multilevel approach presented previously and agreed upon by the experts of the existing fields of activity in Romania, the following pyramidal representation can be developed. The levels of importance are presented in Table 11.


TABLE 11. Levels of the importance of the identified psychosocial factors.

[image: Table 11]The logical simulation of PF’ improvement is presented in Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2. Simulating the improvement of psychosocial factors that contribute to organizational involvement in sustainable development.




DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Following the research, an image is outlined on the PF that contribute to applying the principles of sustainability within the organization. The following discussions and future directions can be outlined. The research period was COVID-19, and the participants in the investigation stressed the importance of a strong motivation for adoption and involvement in further efforts. The COVID-19 period emphasized the need for a positive attitude to identifying new organizational opportunities. For the investigation, working groups were set up according to the organization’s level of innovation. The methods used in the present research, in-depth interviews, and the Delphi method were selected because they were considered effective methods for the research objectives. In-depth interviews provide concise, complex, and unambiguous results due to an expert who interviews each group.

Moreover, at the interviewed groups’ level, there were no deviations from the subject of tensions. These results were input for the Delphi method, with which experts in the field were able to generate a final report on PF involved in sustainable development. The Delphi method is a method that contributes to obtaining complex results in a short time with existing participants anywhere in the world.

In Romania, product and process innovations are numerous. Small and medium-sized organizations also have a high level of innovation. Simultaneously, the industry is involved in innovation, reaching a significant percentage. These working groups answered the 10 general questions, to which 5 personalized questions were added. The 20 experts outlined the PF that contribute to applying the principles of sustainability. Existing framework analyses were used. Following the identification, the four levels of importance were defined.

All experts have agreed on these levels. Level 1 includes perception (P), motivation (M), learning (L), attitude (A), belief (B), and BI. The second level comprises SN. The third level includes the PPA. The fourth level includes control of perceived behavior (CPB) and perception (P). Improving these factors contributes to improving organizational implications in SD. Stakeholders have an important role to play in applying innovative concepts. During the COVID-19 period, stakeholders showed some restraint, and certain negative attitudes were accentuated.

Correlating the level of importance of PF with the level of intensity of involvement in organizational sustainability contributes to identifying directions that need to be improved to increase the organization’s capacity to innovate and be involved in sustainability. This research covers certain gaps at the national level regarding a clear and objective identification of psychosocial factors.

The research’s future directions aimed at developing customized analysis frameworks for each field of activity. These frameworks will be correlated with important levels of sustainability.
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APPENDIX 1


TABLE A1. Active enterprises, by activities of the national economy (National Institute of Statistics, 2020).
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