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Organizations (i.e., civil society, corporations, and public sector organizations) have

been instrumental in driving sustainability. In the last decade, there has been an

increasing interest in organizational sustainability, and an increase of organizational

change management for sustainability. Although, there have been many efforts

aimed at incorporating sustainability in organizations, incorporating, integrating, and

institutionalizing sustainability in organizations is still under-researched. A survey was

developed for investigating the importance of how sustainability has been embedded

in organizations’ system elements. The survey was sent to a database of 5,299

contacts from different organizations worldwide. From the total, 281 useable responses

(6.78%) for the organizational change part were obtained. The variables analyzed were

mainly ordinal scales, therefore, non-parametric methods were used for the analyses,

including descriptive, Friedman test for ranking, and Kruskal Wallis and Wilcoxon tests

for comparisons. More than 90% of the responding organizations have been working with

sustainability for more than 5 years. The main driving forces for sustainability have been

motivated equally by external stimuli and internal factors. The focus on sustainability and

recognition of the impacts that the organization has are fairly aligned. The findings show

that the main areas, from the start and during the changes, have been on governance,

management and strategy, and operations and production. The majority of the changes

were effected between six and seven systems elements, which indicates a large degree

of institutionalization. The comparison tests show that the nature of the organization plays

a key role for where the sustainability changes start, and how the changes affect system

elements. The research highlights that it inconsequential where sustainability changes

start, as long as sustainability is adopted throughout all the system elements, including

internal and external stakeholders. Planning sustainability changes must address its four

dimensions holistically, as well as technical, managerial, and organizational issues, and

the organization’s stakeholders.
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INTRODUCTION

Organizations [i.e., civil society, corporations, and public
sector organizations (PSOs)] have been instrumental in driving
sustainability (Jennings and Zandbergen, 1995; Danter et al.,
2000; Holliday et al., 2002; Jennings, 2002). In the last
decade, there has been an increasing interest in organizational
sustainability (Pfeffer, 2010; Lozano, 2018), where the importance
of sustainability’s dimensions depends on an organization’s
nature and purpose (Soyka, 2012).

A number of definitions of organizational sustainability have
appeared. Leon (2013) proposed a sustainable organization to
be an economic entity that develops its plans and structures
to achieve economic, environmental, social objectives and
ensure its growth by allocating its resources rationally. For
Rodríguez-Olalla and Avilés-Palacios (2017), organizational
sustainability is a multidimensional process based on efficiency
and effectiveness that focusses on results, knowledge, capacity
building, networks of partners, and products and services.
Although the definitions provide a base for organizational
sustainability, they are limited in explaining its principles,
elements, relations to stakeholders, and commonalities and
specificities in the different organizations when addressing and
contributing to sustainability, while Lozano (2018) proposed
organizational sustainability as (see Figure 1): “The contributions
of the organization to sustainability equilibria, including the
economic, environmental, and social dimensions of today, as
well as their inter-relations within and throughout the time
dimension (i.e., the short-, long-, and longer-term). This entails the
continuous incorporation and integration of sustainability issues
in the organization’s system elements (operations and production,
strategy and management, governance, organizational systems,
service provision, and assessment and reporting), as well as change
processes and their rate of change. The system elements and change
processes transform the inputs (in regard to material and resources
that have economic, environmental, and social value) into outputs
(products, services, and waste, with their economic, environmental,
and social value). These fulfill the organization’s goal or objective,
based on resource efficiency and effectiveness. The organization is
affected by the organization’s non-human and human resources

(i.e., individuals, groups, culture, values, attitudes, and norms), its
infrastructure, its supply chain (upstream and downstream), and
the interactions with its stakeholders (internal, inter-connecting,
and external).” This paper is based on the last definition, since
it provides a more holistic perspective.

During the two last decades, there has been an increase on
research of organizational change management for sustainability.
Long-lasting change toward sustainability requires changes in
management (Doppelt, 2003), as well as in mental models,
incremental changes in the organizational structure and its
operations (Diesendorf, 2000). Although, there have been many
efforts aimed at incorporating sustainability in organizations, yet,
incorporating, integrating, and institutionalizing sustainability in
organizations is still under-researched. This paper is aimed at
scrutinizing these latter aspects.

This paper is structured in the following way: section 2 reviews
organizational change management for sustainability; section 3

presents the methods; section 4 provides the results; section 5
discusses the results; and section 6 provides the conclusions.

ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE
MANAGEMENT FOR SUSTAINABILITY

A limited number of organizations have successfully
incorporated sustainability into their systems and culture
(Hussey et al., 2001; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007;
Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Many sustainability
approaches have been based on techno-centric solutions
and managerial ploys, which neglect culture, the supply chain,
and the interactions between the system elements and the four
dimensions of sustainability (Lozano, 2012b, 2015).

Organizational change management for sustainability has
focussed on “soft issues” (values, visions, philosophies, policies,
and employee empowerment), i.e., change management practices
(Doppelt, 2003; Dunphy et al., 2003), organizational and
behavioral change management practices (Lozano, 2012a);
drivers for sustainability (Sayce et al., 2007; Lozano, 2015; Lozano
and von Haartman, 2018); barriers to change (Lozano, 2013;
Blanco-Portela et al., 2017); and the link between organizational
change management and assessment and reporting, with in
many cases reinforcing effects (Ceulemans et al., 2015; Lozano
et al., 2016; Domingues et al., 2017). Sustainability assessment
and reporting has been considered to be an important catalyst
for change toward sustainability and one of its main drivers
(Doppelt, 2003; Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Lozano, 2015;
Lozano et al., 2016).

Organizational change management provides a dynamic
perspective through addressing the time dimension of
sustainability (O’Connor, 1991; Lozano, 2009). It aims to
move from the current state to one that is more desirable
(Ragsdell, 2000), ranging from minor to radical changes (Rogers,
1962; Dawson, 1994, 2001). Organizational changes are complex
(Dawson, 1994), systemic (Ben-Eli, 2018), continuous, iterative
and uncertain (Pettigrew and Whipp, 1991).

When addressing sustainability change, organizations are
influenced by internal and external stakeholders (Freeman,
1984). In general, organizations have more control over internal
changes than external ones (Freeman, 1984; DeSimone and
Popoff, 2000). The former tends to be proactive, whilst the
latter reactive (Lozano, 2012a). Internally, changes can be
done through managerial measurement and control (Henriques
and Richardson, 2005), or focusing on internal change and
innovation (Doppelt, 2003; Henriques and Richardson, 2005).
The former rely on strategic top-down changes, whilst the
latter are on participative collaborative changes (Lozano, 2013).
Long-lasting sustainability change requires a holistic perspective
(Hjorth and Bagheri, 2006; Linnenluecke et al., 2009; Lozano
and Huisingh, 2011). The organizations that have engaged in
sustainability have done it mainly through upper management
level initiatives (Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007).

Lozano (2012a, 2013, 2015), based on the works of
Lewin (1947a,b), Bennis et al. (1969), Anderson and
Ackerman Anderson (2001) and Luthans (2002), proposed
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FIGURE 1 | Organizational sustainability framework (Lozano, 2018).

an “Orchestrating Change for Corporate Sustainability” model
(see Figure 2) to help explain the process of organizational
changes for corporate sustainability. The framework posits that
“Orchestrated planned change can disrupt the status quo (SQ) and
help move toward a more sustainability-orientated state (MSOS),
in a continuously iterative process. The entire system and its
elements, as well as their respective attitudes, need to be addressed.
In this process, it is important to foster the drivers to change,
and apply the appropriate strategies to overcome the barriers
to change. The institutional framework can help to maintain
stability during the changes, and thus facilitate sustainability
institutionalization. During these changes, the system would
pass through a transitional period, where the different balance
of forces adjusts to each other, to reach the MSOS. Once all the
forces are rebalanced, and the new structure and goals are set, the
MSOS starts becoming the status quo novo (SQN). Because of the
dynamism of sustainability, the process has to start again after
stabilization. Planning organizational changes, whilst engaging
with the different organizational levels and their attitudes, could
help companies to better overcome resistance to change and
integrate their efforts for sustainability more holistically, including
technological and human changes, i.e., taking a more holistic
perspective to contribute to sustainability.”

Lozano (2018) analyzed sustainability change efforts in
organizations. The results highlighted that organizations
agree (53% of all, 62% of civil society, 52% of companies,
and 31% of PSOs) or strongly agree (34% of all, 26%

of civil society, 35% of companies, and 54% of PSOs)
that they are proactively engaging with sustainability.
The impacts of organizations are highest on the social
dimension (67%), followed by the economic one (61%),
and then the environmental one (55%). Sustainability
has been, in general, equally driven by external stimuli
and internal factors (47% of all, 38% of civil society,
54% of companies, and 38% of PSOs), followed mainly
by internal factors, but with some external stimuli (32%
of all, 38% of civil society, 28% of companies, and 31%
of PSOs).

There have been many efforts aimed at incorporating
sustainability in organizations (e.g., Lozano, 2006; Adams
and McNicholas, 2007; Verhulst and Lambrechts, 2015);
however, there have been few studies (Lozano, 2006;
Saviano et al., 2018) on organizational change management
for sustainability particularly focussing where the change
has started in the organizational system and how it has
permeated throughout the organization’s system elements, i.e.,
its institutionalization.

METHODS

A survey was developed for investigating how sustainability
has been incorporated and insitutionalised in organizations.
The survey was carried out using the online survey tool
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FIGURE 2 | Framework for explaining the dynamics of Orchestrating Change for Corporate Sustainability. Source: Lozano (2013).

(Qualtrics, 2018)1. The data collection took place over the period
May to November 2018. The survey consisted of five sections:

1. Organization characteristics, including country of origin, size
and product-service-focus.

2. Role of sustainability for the organization and role of the
respondent in the company.

3. Sustainability questions, such as importance of
environmental, economic, and social issues.

4. Organizational change toward sustainability, and
incorporation of sustainability.

5. Stakeholders role in the organization’s
sustainability engagement.

6. Role of the supply chain.

1Qualtrics (2018). Qualtrics. Available online at: https://www.qualtrics.com/uk/

customer-experience/surveys/

The survey was sent to a database of 5,299 contacts from different
organizations worldwide obtained from the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI) list, and personal contacts. In addition, 107
anonymous links were sent out. Three reminders were sent out,
one in July 2018, one in September 2018 and one in October
2018. From the total list of emails, 616 emails bounced back.
From the total, 325 full responses were obtained, with a response
rate (after removing the ones that bounced back), but only 281
useable responses (6.78%) for the organizational change part
were obtained.

The variables for section 42 (Organizational change toward
sustainability, and incorporation of sustainability) were non-
parametric with the following options: 5-point Likert scale for

2The other sections are analyzed in other papers published and currently under

preparation.
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FIGURE 3 | Sustainability focus of the organizations according to the respondents.

FIGURE 4 | Sustainability impacts of the organizations according to the respondents.
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FIGURE 5 | Years that the responding organizations have been working with sustainability.

FIGURE 6 | Sustainability driving forces.
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FIGURE 7 | Start of sustainability changes in the system elements.

FIGURE 8 | Sustainability changes affecting the system elements.
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the role of sustainability (Strongly disagree, Somewhat disagree,
Neither agree nor disagree, Somewhat agree, and Strongly
agree); 3-point (not actively, to some extent, and to a large
scale) for sustainability engagement; 5-point for the focus and
impact variables (not important, slightly important, moderately
important, very important, and extremely important); 6-point
scale for the time working with sustainability (<1 year, between
1 and 3 years, between 3 and 5 years, between 5 and 10 years,
between 10 and 15 years, and more than 15 years); 5-point for
the sustainability driving forces; nine options for the start of
sustainability (from the system elements); and ranking of the nine
system elements in four change groups (mostly, somewhat, least,
and no change).

The overall change in each system element was calculated
from the ranking of the system elements in four change groups:
mostly; somewhat; least; and no change. In each of these groups
the respondents indicated the elements that had been affected.
From the nine elements, a maximum of seven were mentioned in
each of the groups. Thus, the element that was ranked first was
given a seven, and the one ranked last a one, when seven were
mentioned. In case three were mentioned, the first was ranked
with a seven and the last one with a five. To provide a weight
between the groups’ importance, the ranking in the mostly group
was multiplied by three, the somewhat ranking by two, and the
least by one. The no change ranking was disregarded for the
calculation of the institutionalization variable.

The variables analyzed were mainly to ordinal scales,
therefore, non-parametric methods were used for the analyses,
including descriptive, Friedman test for ranking, and Kruskal

Wallis and Wilcoxon test for comparisons. These were done
using SPSS Statistics 22 for Windows software (IBM, 2016).

The internal validity of this research might have been
limited by the survey, which may not have offered a complete
picture of sustainability changes in organizations. The number
of respondents (281) may not allow a complete generalization
to all types of organizations. The generalisability of results to
all organizations may be limited to the application of a non-
random sampling procedure and the focus on companies listed
in the GRI Disclosure Database with additional input from
personal contacts and “snowballing” methods. A non-response
bias may be caused by companies from sectors which were
contacted but refused to complete the survey. Generalisability
could be improved by a study based on a randomly selected
sample drawn from the total number of organizations active in
sustainability. The respondents might have come from top-levels
of the organizations, which may result in bias toward answers on
the governance and management elements of the system.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

From the respondents, 195 were from corporations (69.40%),
44 from PSOs (15.66%), and 42 from civil society (14.95%).
Most of the respondents were from European countries
(88.25%), with answers from Germany (12.81%), Sweden
(12.81%), Spain (11.39%), Netherlands (8.19%), Belgium (4.98%),
United Kingdom (4.98%), Finland (4.27%), Austria (3.91%), Italy
(3.91%), and Switzerland (3.20%) covering 70% of the answers.

FIGURE 9 | Number of elements that had sustainability changes.
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There were 51 respondents from organizations with 1–49
employees, 28 respondents with 50–249, 19 respondents with
250–499, 12 respondents with 500–999, 78 respondents with
1,000 to 4,999, and 93 with more than 5,000 employees.

Figure 3 shows the sustainability focus of the responding
organizations. As it can be seen, the economic dimension is
predominant almost equally in the short-, medium-, and long-
terms (80% very and extremely important in average). The focus
on the environmental and social dimensions tend to be more
important in the future, i.e., the long-term (circa 73%) is more
important than the medium-term (around 66%), and this in turn
than the short-term (51% for the environmental dimension and
59% for the social one).

Figure 4 shows the sustainability impacts of the responding
organizations. As it can be seen, the economic dimension is either
very or extremely important almost equally in the medium-, and
long-terms, with the short-term having slightly less importance
(between 62 and 69%). The environmental and social dimensions
tend to be more important in the future, i.e., the long-term
(almost 70%) is more important than the medium-term (around
60%), and this in turn than the short-term (around 50%), with
very similar responses for both dimensions. These responses are
similar to the focus ones (see Figure 3), but the importance of
impacts tends to be slightly less in the environmental and social
dimensions (from 1 to 9%), whereas for the economic dimension
the importance decreases more in the short- and medium-term
(around 18%), than in the long-term (13%). This indicates that
the focus on sustainability and recognition of the impacts are
fairly aligned.

Over 90% of the respondent indicated that sustainability
plays an important role in their organizational activities (61.65%
strongly agreed and 28.67% somewhat agreed), 5.38% neither
agreed nor disagreed, 2.87% somewhat disagreed, and 1.43%
strongly disagreed.

The respondents indicated that they have been proactively
engaging with sustainability (52.33% to a large extent, and 46.24%
to some extent). Only four organizations indicated that they have
not been engaging proactively with sustainability. This coincides
with previous findings (see Lozano, 2018).

As it can be seen from Figure 5, more than 90% of the 281
responding organizations have been working with sustainability
for more than 5 years (32.38% more than 15 years, 22.06%

between 10 and 15 years, 28.83% between 5 and 10 years, and
11.39% between 3 and 5 years). Thirteen organizations (4.63%)
have been working with sustainability between 1 and 3 years, and
2 (0.71%) less than a year. These shows that the majority of the
respondents’ organizations have been working with sustainability
long enough to facilitate its institutionalization.

TABLE 2 | Friedman test rank of the system elements within the overall, mostly,

somewhat, least, and no change groups.

System element Overall Mostly Somewhat Least No change

Governance 6.84 6.31 4.99 5.01 5.05

Management and strategy 6.51 6.04 5.04 4.75 4.88

Operations and production 6.33 5.44 5.69 4.99 4.93

Organizational systems 5.46 4.99 5.45 4.96 5.07

Collaboration 5.24 4.76 5.35 5.84 5.17

Supply chains 5.20 4.74 5.43 5.27 5.05

Assessment and reporting 3.91 4.36 4.74 5.10 5.04

Research and Development 2.79 4.21 4.00 4.44 4.88

Service provision 2.72 4.14 4.31 4.63 4.93

Green cells indicate the highest numbers, yellow cells the middle ones, and red ones the

lowest ones within each system element.

TABLE 3 | Rank change between where the organizational changes started and

the system elements affected.

System element Rank

Start Overall

changes

Change in rank

Management and strategy 1 2 −1

Governance 2 1 1

Operations and production 3 3 0

Assessment and reporting 4 7 −3

Organizational systems 5 4 1

Research and Development 6 8 −2

Service provision 7 9 −2

Supply chains 8 6 2

Collaboration with other organizations 9 5 4

TABLE 1 | Ranking of the system elements according to their changes.

Rank within

the groups

Governance Operations

and

production

Management

and strategy

Organizational

systems

Supply

chains

Collaboration Service

provision

Research

and

Development

Assessment

and

reporting

7 50.18% 42.75% 51.08% 48.87% 40.61% 44.29% 38.68% 50.00% 47.30%

6 30.63% 36.86% 30.30% 33.03% 32.75% 31.06% 27.36% 30.56% 21.62%

5 14.02% 14.90% 13.42% 12.22% 18.78% 17.03% 28.30% 8.33% 24.32%

4 2.95% 3.14% 2.60% 4.07% 6.11% 4.01% 3.77% 11.11% 6.08%

3 1.11% 1.18% 1.73% 0.90% 0.87% 2.81% 1.89% 0.00% 0.68%

2 0.37% 0.78% 0.43% 0.90% 0.87% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

1 0.74% 0.39% 0.43% 0.00% 0.00% 0.80% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Frontiers in Sustainability | www.frontiersin.org 9 May 2020 | Volume 1 | Article 1

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability#articles


Lozano and Garcia Sustainability Change in Organizations

The main driving forces for sustainability have been (see
Figure 6) equally due to external stimuli and internal factors
(42.29%), followed by mainly by internal factors, but with some
external stimuli (31.54%), mainly by external stimuli, but with
some internal factors (21.15%). The extremes were low, i.e., solely
by internal factor (3.58%) and solely by external stimuli (1.43%).
This reaffirms the findings of Lozano (2018).

The respondents indicated that sustainability changes have
started (see Figure 7) mainly in management and strategy
(26.71%) and governance (25.99%), followed by operations
and production (13.00%), assessment and reporting (11.55%),
organizational systems (9.03%), research and development
(6.14%), service provision (4.33%), supply chains (3.25%), and
collaboration with other organizations (1.08%). This indicates
that organizational changes for sustainability are more prone
to be top-down following managerial measures and control
(concurring with Henriques and Richardson, 2005), rather
than first emphasizing the importance of internal change and
innovation (as proposed by Doppelt, 2003; Henriques and
Richardson, 2005; Lozano, 2013). These findings disagree with
the literature which indicates that sustainability assessment and
reporting has been considered to be an important catalyst for

change, and one of its main drivers (Doppelt, 2003; Adams and
McNicholas, 2007; Lozano, 2015; Lozano et al., 2016).

Figure 8 shows the responses on changes for sustainability
in the system elements. As it can be seen the highest
changes have been (total responses of each system element
in brackets) on governance (256), operations and production

TABLE 5 | Comparison of where sustainability change started in the different

types of organizations.

System element Corporations Civil society PSOs

Management and strategy 34.02% 0.00% 18.18%

Governance 22.68% 28.57% 36.36%

Assessment and reporting 14.95% 2.38% 4.55%

Operations and production 12.37% 19.05% 9.09%

Organizational systems 9.28% 0.00% 15.91%

Supply chains 3.61% 0.00% 4.55%

Research and Development 1.55% 21.43% 11.36%

Collaboration 1.55% 0.00% 0.00%

Service provision 0.00% 28.57% 0.00%

TABLE 4 | Wilcoxon test to compare the “to some extent” and “to a large extent” changes of the system elements.

N Average rank Sum of ranks Mann-Whitney U Wilcoxon W Sig

Overall change governance To some extent 129 123.95 15990 7605 15990 0.005

To a large extent 146 150.41 21960

275

Overall change operations and production To some extent 129 134.89 17400.5 9015.5 17400.5 0.538

To a large extent 146 140.75 20549.5

275

Overall change management and strategy To some extent 129 122.59 15814 7429 15814 0.002

To a large extent 146 151.62 22136

275

Overall change organizational systems To some extent 129 114.53 14774.5 6389.5 14774.5 0.000

To a large extent 146 158.74 23175.5

275

Overall change supply chains To some extent 129 128.4 16564 8179 16564 0.057

To a large extent 146 146.48 21386

275

Overall change collaboration To some extent 129 130.43 16825 8440 16825 0.134

To a large extent 146 144.69 21125

275

Overall change service provision To some extent 129 144.26 18610 8609 19340 0.045

To a large extent 146 132.47 19340

275

Overall change research and development To some extent 129 140.82 18165.5 9053.5 19784.5 0.314

To a large extent 146 135.51 19784.5

275

Overall change assessment and reporting To some extent 129 132.83 17135.5 8750.5 17135.5 0.27

To a large extent 146 142.57 20814.5

275

Yellow highlight indicates differences at p < 0.05.
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(248), collaboration (233), management and strategy (227),
supply chains (214), organizations systems (206), assessment
and reporting (129), service provision (41), and research and
development (32). It should be noted that collaboration is
number four, but this is due to a large number of responses
on “least” changes. Governance and management and strategy
had the highest number of responses on “mostly,” followed by
operations and production. The two system elements with the
lowest responses were research and development and service
provision, which may be due to such elements not being
widely present in many of the respondents’ organizations. When
“mostly” and “somewhat” changes are considered the three
highest ones were governance (201), operations and production

(200), and management and strategy (198). Organizational
systems (153) were higher than supply chains (141), and
collaboration (124). These findings highlight that sustainability
changes have taken place mainly on system elements that are
internally focussed (governance, management and strategy, and
operations and production), as opposed to those externally
oriented (such as supply chains and collaboration), thus
concurring with the view that organizations have more influence
over internal changes (see Freeman, 1984; DeSimone and Popoff,
2000; Lozano, 2012a).

The respondents mentioned changes between one and seven
system elements (see Figure 9), where themajority of the changes
were in six systems elements, followed by seven, five, three, four,

TABLE 6 | Kruskal Wallis comparison test on the organization type for the system elements affected by change.

Type N Average rank Kruskal-Wallis H Sig.

Overall change governance Civil society 42 131.33 2.921 0.232

Corporations 195 139.04

PSO 44 158.92

Total 281

Overall change operations and production Civil society 42 144.94 0.706 0.703

Corporations 195 142.21

PSO 44 131.9

Total 281

Overall change management and strategy Civil society 42 27.5 98.938 0.000

Corporations 195 160.13

PSO 44 164.58

Total 281

Overall change organizational systems Civil society 42 38 81.709 0.000

Corporations 195 159.6

PSO 44 156.89

Total 281

Overall change supply chains Civil society 42 73.46 35.618 0.000

Corporations 195 150.79

PSO 44 162.08

Total 281

Overall change collaboration Civil society 42 131.27 0.731 0.694

Corporations 195 142.46

PSO 44 143.83

Total 281

Overall change service provision Civil society 42 257.65 269.972 0.000

Corporations 195 120.5

PSO 44 120.5

Total 281

Overall change research and development Civil society 42 232.05 203.812 0.000

Corporations 195 125

PSO 44 125

Total 281

Overall change assessment and reporting Civil society 42 195.88 80.227 0.000

Corporations 195 114.63

PSO 44 205.48

Total 281

Yellow highlight indicates differences at p < 0.05.
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TABLE 7 | Kruskal Wallis comparison test on the organization size for the system elements affected by change.

Size N Average rank Kruskal-Wallis H Sig.

Overall change governance 1–49 51 135.07 1.997 0.85

50–249 28 129.34

250–499 19 158.66

500–999 12 137.92

1,000–4,999 78 140.93

>5,000 93 144.61

Total 281

Overall change operations and production 1–49 51 127.35 12.461 0.029

50–249 28 148.34

250–499 19 136.47

500–999 12 140.25

1,000–4,999 78 166.12

>5,000 93 126.23

281

Overall change management and strategy 1–49 51 141.02 7.350 0.196

50–249 28 106.68

250–499 19 134.45

500–999 12 125.54

1,000–4,999 78 151.33

>5,000 93 145.99

Total 281

Overall change organizational systems 1–49 51 161.53 9.821 0.08

50–249 28 110.68

250–499 19 144.26

500–999 12 114.21

1,000–4,999 78 134.41

>5,000 93 147.19

Total 281

Overall change procurement and marketing 1–49 51 128.51 8.459 0.133

50–249 28 111.41

250–499 19 125.03

500–999 12 154.13

1,000–4,999 78 150.27

>5,000 93 150.55

Total 281

Overall change collaboration 1–49 51 146.92 1.033 0.96

50–249 28 133.88

250–499 19 129.63

500–999 12 142.96

1,000–4,999 78 138.97

>5,000 93 143.67

Total 281

Overall change service provision 1–49 51 148.01 20.923 0.001

50–249 28 170.77

250–499 19 149.63

500–999 12 156.92

1,000–4,999 78 138.6

>5,000 93 126.39

Total 281

(Continued)
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TABLE 7 | Continued

Size N Average rank Kruskal-Wallis H Sig.

Overall change research and development 1–49 51 140.68 14.577 0.012

50–249 28 161.11

250–499 19 147.29

500–999 12 160.46

1,000–4,999 78 143.17

>5,000 93 129.51

Total 281

Overall change assessment and reporting 1–49 51 170.58 29.316 0.000

50–249 28 159.79

250–499 19 171.42

500–999 12 165.63

1,000–4,999 78 139.35

>5,000 93 111.12

Total 281

Yellow highlight indicates differences at p < 0.05.

two, and one system elements. Table 1 shows the distribution of
the ranking within the three change groups (mostly, somewhat,
and least), where it can be seen that, in general, the changes took
place between five and seven system elements, covering more
than 90% of the distribution, with the exception of research and
development, where it was close to 89%. In the case of the latter,
there were the rankings were from four to seven system elements
that changed. This denotes a high degree of institutionalization,
where most of the system elements have been affected by
sustainability changes. It should be noted that there were few
responses for service provision and research and development,
therefore, it could be posited that full institutionalization takes
place when seven system elements are affected by the changes.

Friedman tests were carried out for the mostly, somewhat,
least, no change, and overall changes (calculated as indicated
in the methods section). The results are presented in Table 2,
where it can be seen that: governance (1st rank), management
and strategy (2nd), and operations and production (3rd) have
the highest ranks in the overall and mostly changes; operations
and production (1st), organizational system (2nd), supply
chains (3rd), collaboration (4th) have the highest ranks in
the somewhat group; collaboration (1st), supply chains (2nd)
and assessment and reporting (3rd) on the least groups; and
collaboration, organizational systems, supply chains, governance,
and assessment and reporting in the no change group. The system
elements that were consistently ranked the lowest in all groups
were research and development, and service provision. It should
be noted that the difference between average ranks is highest
in the overall group (with a difference of 4.12 points, followed
by mostly with 2.17, somewhat with 1.69, least with 1.4, and
no change with 0.29. This highlights that the biggest changes
were for internal system elements (governance, management and
strategy, and operations and production), the middle changes
were for a combination of technical (operations and production),
internal change and innovation (organizational systems), and
connection to external stakeholders (collaboration and supply
chains). The lowest changes occurred on those connecting to

external stakeholders, and the element with no change was
collaboration. This reinforces the view that major changes are
mainly internally focussed (see Freeman, 1984; DeSimone and
Popoff, 2000; Lozano, 2012a) and top-down (concurring with
Henriques and Richardson, 2005); however, there have been
some changes with an external perspective and addressing
internal change and innovation.

As it can be from Table 3, sustainability changes started on
management and strategy, governance, and operations, which
were the ones with the highest overall changes. The major
changes in ranks were for collaboration (with an increase of
four ranks), assessment and reporting (with a drop of three),
supply chains (an increase of two), research and development
and service provision (with a drop of two), and governance and
organizational system (with an increase of one) and management
and strategy (with a drop of one). Operations and production
did not suffer any change in rank. These findings show that
the key focus, in the start and during the changes, has been
on governance, management and strategy, and operations and
production. They also indicate that perhaps the importance of
assessment and reporting may be overestimated (as proposed
by Doppelt, 2003; Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Lozano, 2015;
Lozano et al., 2016), whereas that of collaboration with other
organizations has been undervalued.

Comparisons Tests
A Wilcoxon test was carried out for proactive engagement with
sustainability. Kruskal Wallis tests were carried out to test for
the start of changes, and changes in the system elements for
the following variables; years working with sustainability; sector
type; and organization size. The comparison tests were done at
p < 0.05. The only variables for which there were no statistical
differences were for the years working with sustainability and the
start of the changes, and the years working with sustainability and
changes in the system elements.

A Wilcoxon test was done to test the differences between
changes “to some extent” and “to a large” extent, see Table 4.
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The results show that “to some extent” had a lower mean
on governance, management and strategy, and organizational
systems. This means that for these three element systems the
proactive engagement with sustainability is quite high, whereas
for the other system elements it is similar in the “to some extent”
and “to a large extent.”

The Kruskal Wallis tests showed differences with respect
to sector type for the start of sustainability changes and for
organization size. Table 5 shows the start for the organization
types, where it can be seen that: for corporations, it was
mainly at management and strategy, governance, assessment and
reporting, and operations and production; for civil society, it was
on governance, service provision, research and development, and
operations and production; and for PSOs, it was on governance,
management and strategy, organizational systems, and research
and development. This shows that the nature of the organization
plays a key role for where the sustainability changes start,
which strenghtens and provides more insights into Soyka’s
(2012) argument.

The Kruskal Wallis tests on organization type showed
statistical differences at p<0.05 (see Table 6), where: civil society
had a lower mean than corporations and PSOs on management
and strategy, organizational systems, and supply chains; civil
society had a higher mean than corporations and PSOs on service
provision, and research and development; and corporations
had a lower mean than civil society and PSOs on assessment
and reporting. This shows that the nature of civil society
organizations affects where the changes in the system elements
take place, which strenghtens and provides more insights into
Soyka’s (2012) argument.

The Kruskal Wallis on organization size (see Table 7) shows
statistical differences at p < 0.05 for: service provision, and
assessment and reporting were the larger organizations had
lower means, this indicates that smaller organizations have
larger changes in these two system elements; for operations
and production, where the extremes (the smallest and largest
organizations) had the lowest means, and the highest mean was
at 1,000–4,999 employees; for research and development, where
the lowest mean was for organizations with more than 5,000
employees, and the highest mean for those with 50–249 and with
500–999 employees. These results show that for change in some
system elements size is important.

CONCLUSIONS

Organizations have been instrumental in driving sustainability.
During the last decade, there has been an increase on
organizational change management for sustainability, where
many efforts have been aimed at incorporating sustainability
in organizations. However, incorporating, integrating, and
institutionalizing sustainability in organizations is still under-
researched. This paper has aimed to provide insights into
this topic.

A survey was developed for investigating the importance of
how sustainability has been embedded in organizations. The
survey was sent to a database of 5,299 contacts from different

organizations worldwide. From the total list of organizations,
281 useable responses for the organizational change part
were obtained.

The results show that more than 90% of the responding
organizations have been working with sustainability for more
than 5 years. The main driving forces for sustainability have been
equally by external stimuli and internal factors. The focus on
sustainability and recognition of the impacts are fairly aligned.
The findings show that the key focus, in the start and during the
changes, has been on governance, management and strategy, and
operations and production. The majority of the changes were in
between six and seven systems elements. The comparison tests
show that the nature of the organization plays a key role for
where the sustainability changes start, and how the changes affect
system elements. The results also show that for change in some
system elements size is important. It should be noted that the
time working with sustainability does not seem to affect where
changes start, or the system elements affected.

This research scrutinizes the start of sustainability changes
and the system elements affected by such changes, where it
can be seen that in the majority of the cases six or seven of
the elements are addressed. This indicates a large degree of
institutionalization; however, there are some system elements
that are more prominent as catalysts and subjected to change,
such as governance, management and strategy, and operations
and production.

Although sustainability changes have been mainly top-down,
there are some changes in system elements that engage with
external stakeholders, and internal change and innovation.

The research shows that it is inconsequential where
sustainability changes start, as long as they are implemented
throughout all the system elements, including internal
and external stakeholders. Planning sustainability changes
must address its four dimensions holistically, as well as
technical, managerial, and organizational issues, and the
organization’s stakeholders.

Further research should be carried out, e.g., through case
studies, to obtain responses from individuals occupying different
roles and levels to check if there are differences of opinion
about organizational changes. The causes of change in the
system elements should also be explored, as well as the links
between them.
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