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Governance is instrumental to the implementing sustainability in organisations (civil

society, companies, and public sector ones). Seven governance factors have been

identified to achieve this: vision and mission, policies, reporting, communication,

board of directors, department, and person in charge. However, their importance and

interrelations are still under-researched. A survey was sent to 5,299 organisations, with

305 responses. The responses were analysed using descriptive statistics, rankings,

comparison between organisation types, correlations, and centrality. The results provide

the ranking of the factors, where vision and mission, person in charge, and reporting

were highest ranked. The analysis also reveals that the seven factors are interrelated,

albeit some more than others. The research provides a comparison of the rankings

and interrelations between the organisation types. Each factor and its relation to other

factors can contribute to better governance for sustainability, and better governance can

contribute to a more holistic implementation of sustainability in organisations.

Keywords: organisations, sustainability, governance factors, centrality analysis, companies

INTRODUCTION

Organisations, including civil societies, companies and public sector organisations (PSOs) have
recognised that they need to go beyond traditional economic concerns and address economic,
environmental, and social values in the short, medium, and long-terms (Rana and Chopra, 2019)
to become more sustainability oriented (Ghosh et al., 2014; Horak et al., 2018). The number of
research on organisations and sustainability has been increased over the last couple of decades
(Petrini and Pozzebon, 2010; Horak et al., 2018; Lozano, 2018a,b; Nawaz and Koç, 2019), where the
nature and purpose of an organisation will affect how it addresses sustainability (Soyka, 2012).

There have been a number of definitions of organisational sustainability, e.g., focussing on
products and services with a base on efficiency and effectiveness (Rodríguez-Olalla and Avilés-
Palacios, 2017), contributing to the economic, environmental, and social dimensions (Leon, 2013;
Kim et al., 2016; Batista and Francisco, 2018). One of the most complete and holistic definitions
is the one proposed by Lozano (2018b), which focuses on the four dimensions of sustainability
(economic, environmental, social, and time), and the system elements (operations and production,
organisational systems, service provision, strategy and management, assessment and reporting,
and governance).

In general, the organisational sustainability literature has focused on companies (e.g., Dyllick
and Hockerts, 2002; Schaltegger and Burrit, 2005; Tschopp, 2005; Pfeffer, 2010), followed by higher
education (e.g., Dlouhá et al., 2013; Lozano et al., 2015). There has been increasing attention to
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how PSOs and other civil society organisations have been
addressing sustainability (Guthrie and Farneti, 2008; Dumay
et al., 2010; Lodhia et al., 2012; Domingues et al., 2017). There
have been only a handful of papers that compare the types of
organisations, e.g., drivers to change (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017;
Lozano and von Haartman, 2018), circular economy approaches
(Barreiro-Gen and Lozano, 2020); change management (Lozano
and Garcia, 2020); and responses to COVID-19 (Barreiro-Gen
et al., 2020).

Among the organisation’s system elements, governance has
been recognised as instrumental implementing sustainability
in organisations (Jaimes-Valdez and Jacobo-Hernandez, 2016;
Patterson et al., 2017; Sila and Cek, 2017; Arslan and Alqatan,
2020). The majority of research on governance for sustainability
in organisation has been carried on companies, under the
aegis of corporate social responsibility (CSR) (see Aras and
Crowther, 2008; Petrini and Pozzebon, 2010), with limited
work in other types of organisations, such as civil society and
PSOs (Fuente et al., 2017). Seven governance factors have been
identified to facilitate the implementation of sustainability into
organisations (Sánchez et al., 2020); however, their importance
and interrelations are still under-researched. This research is
aimed at providing insights into these two topics.

This paper is structured in the following way: Section
Literature Review discusses governance factors for organisational
sustainability literature; Section Methods presents the methods
used; Section Results presents results; Section Discussion
discusses the results; and Section Conclusions draws conclusions
from the study.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Seven governance factors that facilitate the implementation of
sustainability into organisational practises have been identified
(Sánchez et al., 2020), and summarised below1: (1) Vision
and mission (Elkington, 2006; Lee et al., 2013; Amran et al.,
2014; Patterson et al., 2017), also called institutional framework
(Lozano, 2018a); (2) Policies (Klettner et al., 2014; Shrivastava
and Addas, 2014; Glass and Newig, 2019); (3) Reporting
(Krechovská and Procházková, 2014; Ortas et al., 2017), (4)
Communication (Newig et al., 2013; Klettner et al., 2014;
Becodo, 2018); (5) Board of Directors (BoD) (Salvioni et al.,
2017; Mohamed Adnan et al., 2018; Sánchez et al., 2020); (6)
Sustainability department (Ntim et al., 2017; Gennari, 2019);
and (7) Person in charge (Mader et al., 2013; Bauer et al., 2018;
Sánchez et al., 2020).

Vision and mission (including strategies) are one of
the most discussed governance factors, which are used
guidance in decision-making and daily business (Kiesnere and
Baumgartner, 2019). Vision and mission statements are effective
for establishment of sustainability structure (E-Vahdati et al.,
2019). An organisation should include sustainability in its vision
and mission to make it an integral part of the organisation’s

1Each governance factor’s contribution to sustainability can be explained at length;
however, for clarity and conciseness purposes the paper provides a summary
of each.

policies (Hahn, 2013). A vision and mission prepared with
sustainability values enables an organisation to better adopt an
effective strategy, considering organisational competencies and
demands of the stakeholders (Amran et al., 2014). For example,
companies, with their vision and mission are committed to the
satisfaction of their stakeholders, providing better sustainability
knowledge than those which are shareholder-oriented (Moneva
et al., 2007), whereas a vision can help civil society organisation,
such as higher education institutions (HEIs), to better implement
sustainability (Lozano, 2013).

Policies are established to conduct an organisation’s social
relationship, and its effects of the organisation’s activities,
programs, and plans for sustainability (Moneva et al., 2007;
Sánchez et al., 2020). Policies can help embedding sustainability
into an organisation’s culture, where sustainability should be
integrated in the organisation’s strategy and business model, and
not as a separate policy (Klettner et al., 2014). For example,
some companies have sustainability-related policy statements,
as companies have investigated that expressing how they aim
to address social expectations may play a key role in dealing
with internal and external stakeholders (Hahn, 2013). The
participation of several stakeholders and the commitment of
leaders is helpful in making HEIs’ policies more sustainable (Leal
Filho et al., 2021).

Sustainability reporting is key in communicating an
organisation’s policies (Tregidga and Milne, 2006; Lee et al.,
2013; Amran et al., 2014). Integrating sustainability into the
vision or mission statement affects the quality of sustainability
reporting, which provides guidance for actions and decision-
making positively (Amran et al., 2014). A number of codes
and guidelines have been introduced to foster sustainability in
organisations (Juiz et al., 2014), such as the Cadbury Report in
1992 in the UK (Matei and Drumasu, 2015).

Communication has a significant role in informing an
organisation sustainability efforts and their results (Kang and
Kim, 2017), as well as creating an effective channel between the
organisation and its stakeholders (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002;
Ortas et al., 2017). Communication between an organisation’s
leaders and its members can help to achieve goals, the vision
and mission, and to provide sustainability information (Becodo,
2018). Communication is necessary to transfer information
between different organisational level, including from the BoDs
to the organisation (Petrini and Pozzebon, 2010). Organisations
have used different mechanisms for communication: the
creation of a network of employees; reporting and social
balances that communicate socio- environmental performance;
campaigns to promote socially responsible actions in the
organisation; and training and education (Petrini and Pozzebon,
2010). Communication, as a governance factor, increases
the effectiveness of conventional communication, while
adopting progressive applications which contain a process for
shareholders to communicate directly with members of the BoD
(Becodo, 2018).

The BoD is key in integrating sustainability into an
organisation’s strategy (Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019). The
BoD provides strategic guidance [such as vision, mission, and
policy (Arslan and Alqatan, 2020)], effective monitoring of
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management, and accountability to the organisation and its
shareholders (Matei and Drumasu, 2015). A BoD engaged with
sustainability can result in better performance and are more
likely to ease the flow of dialogue about sustainability issues in
the organisation and to its stakeholders (Shrivastava and Addas,
2014).

In some organisations, a specific department, or committee,
has been created to work with sustainability issues (Ghosh et al.,
2014). Such department has a vital role in creating policies,
targets, and objectives, and developing favourable strategies
(Juiz et al., 2014; Domingues et al., 2017; Niedlich et al.,
2020). A sustainability survey on the largest German companies
indicated that CSR and sustainability, human resources and
personnel, and management were the most frequently involved
developments in social issues, whilst the CSR and sustainability
and manufacturing, research and development, and public
relations and communication departments were more involved
in environmental topics (Schaltegger et al., 2014).

The person in charge, also referred to as champion (Niedlich
et al., 2020), can influence an organisation’s success (Sánchez
et al., 2020), help to create a clearer sustainable structure (E-
Vahdati et al., 2019), and promote the organisation commitment
to sustainability (Krechovská and Procházková, 2014), especially
whenworking closely with leadership (Lozano, 2006;Mader et al.,
2013; Bauer et al., 2018).

METHODS

A survey was developed to investigate the importance of how
sustainability has been embedded in organisations, including
governance. The survey was applied using the online survey tool
(Qualtrics, 2018). The survey consisted of six sections:

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

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

3. Sustainability questions, including governance factors
4. Organisational change toward sustainability, and

incorporation of sustainability
5. Stakeholders’ role in the organisation’s

sustainability engagement
6. Role of the supply chain.

This paper is focussed on Sections Introduction and Methods,
whereas other sections have been analysed in papers already
published (see Barreiro-Gen and Lozano, 2020; Lozano, 2020;
Lozano and Garcia, 2020). The survey was sent to a database
of 5,299 contacts from different organisations obtained from the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) list of organisations worldwide,
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 number of
organisations canvassed, 305 full responses were obtained for the
governance part, i.e., a response rate of 6.51%.

The governance questions asked if the organisation’s
governance factors (Vision and mission, Policies, Reporting,
Communication, BoD, Sustainability department, Person
in charge) focused on sustainability issues, with the
following possible answers on a 5-point scale: definitely
not; probably not; might or might not; probably yes; or,
definitely yes.

The data were analysed using descriptive analysis, the
Friedman test for the importance of the factors (i.e., their
relative ranking), Spearman correlations and centrality measures
to assess their interrelations, and Kruskal-Wallis tests to analyse
the differences between the factors for each organisational sector
(Bryman, 2004; Jupp, 2006; Saunders et al., 2007). The Kruskal-
Wallis test did not show any statistically significant differences
between organisation size. The analyses were done using SPSS 24
(IBM, 2016) and yED (2009).

Limitations
The methods may have the following limitations. The wide scope
of the survey, which tried to cover many topics of sustainability
in organisations, might limit the internal validity of this study.
The Likert scale may suffer from acquiescence problems and
desirability. A non-response bias may be caused by companies
from sectors which were contacted but refused to complete the
survey. The number of respondents (305), most of them from
Europe, may not allow a complete generalisation to all types
of organisations and to other regions. The generalisability of
results to all organisations 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. Generalisability
could be improved by a study based on a randomly selected
sample drawn from the total number of organisations active
in sustainability.

RESULTS

The respondents were companies (204), civil society (54), and
PSOs (47). As Figure 1 shows the respondents’ countries, where
the majority were from European countries: Germany (39),
Sweden (38), Spain (31), Netherlands (26), UK (15), Belgium
(14), Austria (13), Italy (12), Finland (10), and Portugal (10).

Ranking for All Organisations
The overall importance of each governance factor for all
organisations is presented in Figure 2, which shows that the
vision and mission was ranked the highest (4.54), followed by
person in charge (4.26), reporting (at 4.11), department and
policies (3.93) and communication (3.88). The lowest ranked
governance item was BoD with 3.35. The ranking results show
that all the factors are important, albeit some more than others.

Correlations of Governance Factors for All
the Organisations
The correlation between governance factors in all organisations
is presented in Table 1. The differences between the maximum
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FIGURE 1 | Number of responses from the countries. Countries used are represented in varied colours, and in red the ones “No response.”

(0.558) and the minimum (0.341) indicates that there are all
interrelated, some more than others. The highest correlations
(in green and more than 0.50) were: between policies and
reporting; between person in charge and communication;
between policies and BoD; between communication and policies;
between vision and mission and BoD; between person in
charge and department, and between person in charge and
policies. The ones with medium correlation (in light green
and between 0.45 and 0.50) were: between person in charge
and reporting; between communication and reporting; between
communication and vision and mission; between policies
and vision and mission; between communication and BoD;

and, between person in charge and vision and mission.
Correlations between person in charge and policies, and
between BoD and department are in white (between 0.40
and 0.45). The ones with the lowest value of correlation
(lower than 0.40) between governance factors are highlighted in
light red.

Figure 3 shows that communication had the highest centrality
(1.00), which means that it is the most connected factor. It was
followed by policies (0.93) and person in charge (0.91). The
centrality was similar in BoD, vision and mission, and reporting
(0.87). Department, with the lowest centrality (0.82) is the least
connected governance factor.
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FIGURE 2 | Ranking of the governance factors for all organisations (n = 305;

Friedman test, p < 0.01).

TABLE 1 | Correlations between governance factors in all organisations (n = 305;

Spearman Test at p < 0.01) Green indicates correlation above 0.5; light green

between 0.45 and 0.5; white between 0.40 and 0.45, and red lower than 0.4.
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Comparison Between Organisation Types
Table 2 shows the statistical differences between the governance
factors and the three organisation types (civil society, companies,
and PSOs). The test shows that there are statistically significant
differences in five out of the seven factors of governance
(i.e., policies, department, person in charge, communication,
and reporting). It should be noted that companies had a
higher mean rank in all the governance factors that showed
statistical differences.

Ranking for Each Organisation Type
The ranking of the governance factors for each organisation type
is shown in Table 3. Vision and mission was ranked at the top
[the highest for civil society (5.11) and PSOs (4.88), and as the
second most important governance item for companies (4.31)],
whereas the lowest-ranked governance factor in the three type
of organisations was BoD (3.29, 3.32, and 3.61 for companies,

PSOs, and civil society, respectively), in line with the Kruskal-
Wallis test.

The largest factor difference between the organisation types
were in policies, which was ranked in second and third position
(in civil society and in PSOs, respectively) whereas it was in the
sixth position in companies; and in reporting, which was ranked
number one for companies and almost at the bottom for civil
society and PSOs. The other factors were ranked in about the
same position in the three types.

Correlations Between Different
Organisation Types
Table 4 shows the correlations of the governance factors between
the organisation types. There were positive correlations between
most of the governance factors, where the highest correlations (in
dark green and more than 0.60) were found between reporting
and person in charge in PSOs (0.653), between policies and
reporting in civil society (0.645) and in PSOs (0.618), and
between policies and BoD in companies (0.608). The medium-
high correlation (range from 0.50 to 0.60) between governance
factors are highlighted in green. The ones with medium-low
correlations are indicated in light green (between 0.50 and
0.45). Correlations between 0.40 and 0.45 are showed in white,
whereas the correlations between 0.2 and 0.4 are highlighted
in light red. The lowest correlations (in red and <0.20) were
between person in charge and BoD in PSOs (0.139), between
department and policies and between department and reporting
in civil society (0.152 and 0.155, respectively). Communication
had medium-high values in almost all correlation factors
in each organisation type and department had, in average,
low values.

There were some differences in the correlation patterns
comparing the three organisation types. Policies and reporting in
civil society, for instance, had lower correlations with almost all
governance factors than in companies and PSOs, whereas vision
and mission had strongest correlations in PSOs than in the other
types of organisation.

Table 5 shows that there were similar centrality patterns
in governance factors for the three organisation types:
communication had the highest centrality in the three of
them (1.0), whereas Department had the lowest (or almost the
lowest) centrality in each of these organisation types (0.71 in civil
society, 0.82 in companies, and 0.87 in PSOs). There were some
differences between the organisation types: civil society and
companies had a similar pattern of centrality, except for policies,
where in the former it was ranked number six and the latter
number two. PSOs showed the highest differences in centrality
measures, where vision and mission and reporting were ranked
second and third and BoD the last one.

DISCUSSION

The results provide insights into the ranking of the seven
sustainability factors with vision and mission in first place,
followed by person in charge, reporting, department, policies,
communication, and BoD, which expands the governance factors
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FIGURE 3 | Centrality network map of connections between governance factors. The bigger the node, the higher the strength of connections.

discussions as proposed by Sánchez et al. (2020). The ranking
results show that all the factors are important, albeit some
more than others. It should be noted that BoD has received
considerable attention in sustainability discourses (see Matei and
Drumasu, 2015; Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019), but it was
ranked the lowest, whichmay indicate that its importance may be
overrepresented in academic discourses. This may also indicate
that in practise, sustainability efforts and the required attention
to sustainability are not sufficiently provided by the BoD (see
Amran et al., 2014). Another reason may be that governance
structures involving more people with different profiles may
focus on other strategic issues more relevant to competitiveness

and may not prioritise sustainability issues (as proposed by
Sánchez et al., 2020).

The results show a more complete picture of the interrelations
of the governance factors, complementing the indications of
interrelations between factors, such as vision and mission and
policies (see Hahn, 2013), reporting and policies (as discussed by
Tregidga and Milne, 2006; Lee et al., 2013; Amran et al., 2014),
communication and BoD (c.f. Becodo, 2018), and department
and BoD (see Ghosh et al., 2014). The centrality analysis provides
a more robust picture of the importance of the interrelations
between the factors, where communication (although ranked in
penultimate place), has the most central position.
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TABLE 2 | Kruskal Wallis test on the organisation type for the governance factors

with p < 0.05 highlighted in yellow.

N Mean Rank Sign.

Vision and mission Civil Society 47 151.29 0.828

Companies 204 154.66

PSOs 54 148.22

Total 305

BoD Civil Society 45 133.01 0.053

Companies 202 158.49

PSOs 53 134.90

Total 300

Department Civil Society 46 139.65 0.010

Companies 202 160.02

PSOs 53 126.47

Total 301

Communication Civil Society 47 130.16 0.000

Companies 203 167.89

PSOs 54 114.07

Total 304

Person in charge Civil Society 47 146.53 0.002

Companies 203 161.06

PSOs 53 122.14

Total 303

Policies Civil Society 47 136.12 0.018

Companies 204 162.13

PSOs 54 133.19

Total 305

Reporting Civil Society 46 126.45 0.000

Companies 203 168.14

PSOs 54 113.09

Total 303

TABLE 3 | Ranking of the governance factors for sustainability in 3 type of

organisations (n = 305; Friedman test, p < 0.01).

Rank Civil society Companies PSOs

1 Vision and

mission (5.11)

Reporting (4.33) Vision and

mission (4.88)

2 Policies (4.18) Vision and

mission (4.31)

Person in charge

(4.49)

3 Person in charge

(4.07)

Person in charge

(4.26)

Policies (4.00)

4 Department

(3.80)

Department

(3.99)

Department

(3.83)

5 Communication

(3.62)

Communication

(3.97)

Communication

(3.76)

6 Reporting (3.62) Policies (3.85) Reporting (3.73)

7 BoD (3.61) BoD (3.29) BoD (3.32)

The comparison between organisation types shows statistical
differences in five of the seven factors (i.e., policies, department,
person in charge, communication, and reporting), and no
differences in vision and mission and BoD between the three T
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TABLE 5 | Comparison of the three organisation types of governance

factors centrality.

Centrality

rank

Civil society Companies PSO

1 Communication

(1.0)

Communication

(1.0)

Communication

(1.0)

2 Person in charge

(0.97)

Policies (0.95) Vision and mission

(1.0)

3 Vision and mission

(0.86)

Person in charge

(0.88)

Reporting (0.97)

4 BoD (0.85) Vision and mission

(0.87)

Policies (0.95)

5 Reporting (0.81) BoD (0.87) Person in charge

(0.90)

6 Policies (0.80) Department (0.84) Department (0.87)

7 Department (0.71) Reporting (0.82) BoD (0.78)

types of organisation. The former is usually on the top rank,
whereas the latter in the bottom one. The correlation analyses
between the governance factors in three types of organisations
indicate interrelations between them, and the centrality analyses
show that there were some notable differences, especially in
the case of PSOs. These results offer a broader perspective
on governance in companies (see Aras and Crowther, 2008;
Petrini and Pozzebon, 2010) and a new insights on civil
society and PSOs (c.f. Fuente et al., 2017; Niedlich et al., 2020;
Leal Filho et al., 2021).

CONCLUSIONS

Organisations have recognised that they can contribute to
making societies more sustainable. Research on organisations’
interest in sustainability issues has been increased over the
last two decades. One of the essential elements to implement
sustainability in organisations is governance; however, there
has been limited research on its factors’ importance and their
interrelations. Despite the increasing number of studies on
governance for sustainability in companies, there are only a few
studies analysing governance in civil society and PSOs.

A survey was carried out to analyse factors of governance
for organisational sustainability. The survey was sent to 5,299

organisations, with a response rate 6.51%. The results help
to dissect governance into seven factors (vision and mission;
policies; reporting, communication; 5) BoD; sustainability
department; and person in charge. The results provide the
relative ranking of these factors for all organisations, civil society,
companies, and PSOs, as well as the factors interrelations.

This paper provides insights into sustainability governance
in organisations by: (1) ranking of governance factors in
organisations; (2) analysing the interrelations and centrality of
the factors in organisations; and (3) comparing the rankings, the
interrelations, and centrality of the factors between civil society
organisations, companies, and PSOs.

A better understanding of governance factors and how
they interrelate to each other can provide organisations with
better structures to implement their sustainability efforts. Each
factor and its relation to other factors can contribute to
better governance for sustainability, and better governance can
contribute to a more holistic implementation of sustainability
in organisations.

Further research should be carried out on, for example, how
communication can be improved in implementing sustainability
in governance and organisations, on the relations between the
governance factors, the differences between organisation sectors,
and on governance in civil society and PSOs.
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