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Abstract
One of the greatest challenges facing the contemporary research and academic world is 
to review the relationship between sustainable development and performance management 
system (PMS). More and more companies are embracing a strategic approach that includes 
sustainability issues into their corporate strategy. However, to date, sustainability and cor-
porate strategy are still not adequately integrated in the organizations. Several criticisms 
are connected to its effectiveness and its practical implementation. In this context, in view 
of the numerous critical issues emerged in the literature, the aim of this paper is twofold: 
(1) to provide a clear view on the main sustainability dimensions considered relevant in 
the managerial practice, and (2) to identify a suitable approach to align the sustainability 
dimensions identified in the corporate strategy. To this end, we conducted a semi-struc-
tured interview with 70 middle and senior managers of Italian companies, specializing in 
sustainable development issues. Accordingly, the findings have revealed that to implement 
sustainable development strategy, organizations need to integrate five sustainability dimen-
sions (environmental, social, economic, cultural and organizational) in the PMS execution. 
The results led to the identification of a cultural dimension as a key driver to support man-
agers in implementing sustainability at a strategic level. The authors provided a sustainable 
framework oriented to emphasize the cultural change in the organizations as a first step of 
the sustainable development process.

Keywords Sustainability · Performance management · Sustainable development · Cultural 
dimension

1 Introduction

Emphasis upon sustainable development (SD) drivers and its integration at a strategic level 
has rapidly attracted practitioners’ interest, who urgently looked for practical solutions and 
tools to address Sustainable development Goals (SDGs) in their organizations (Farias et al., 
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2019). In this context, Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) practices represent 
a structured guide (Clementino & Perkins, 2021; Lokuwaduge & Heenetigala, 2017) ori-
ented to reporting and measuring how much a company is sustainable (Bhattacharyya & 
Cummings, 2015; Trianni et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2018). Despite the global relevance of 
the sustainability, as pointed out by the Agenda 2030 pillars, several studies have reported 
weakness of the emphasis on the sustainability dimensions in the corporate strategy 
(Morioka & de Carvalho, 2016). Moreover, although the contribution of the ESG report-
ing is assuming more and more relevance in the managerial practices, to date sustainability 
remains far from becoming an integral part of the corporate strategy (Hristov & Appolloni, 
2021). Thus, to place sustainable strategies in the context of PMS and to implement related 
strategic tools remains puzzled for managers (Wu et al., 2018). In addition, a clear view of 
the main sustainability dimensions, and connected value drivers that impact on the practi-
cal implementation of the SD process in the organizations, is strongly required (Hristov 
et al., 2021).

To this end, we have decided to address our attention to the managerial experience and 
their perceptions of the SD drivers. Accordingly, aiming at filling this gap, the authors 
addressed the following two research questions:

(Rq1): What are the main sustainability dimensions considered relevant in the managerial 
practices?

(Rq2): How can sustainability dimensions be implemented into the corporate strategy to 
pursuit SD process?

Accordingly, to answer these research questions, in addition to the literature review, 
a survey upon 195 managers, and a semi-structured interview with 70 of them, was 
conducted.

With regard to the first purpose (1), the authors have identified five main sustainability 
dimensions, and connected value drivers, that the managers perceived positively, which are 
connected to: (i) the traditional triple bottom line (TBL) dimensions (environmental, social 
and economic), (ii) a cultural and (iii) an organizational dimension. We found that these 
dimensions play a crucial role in the management’s choice, whether implementing a sus-
tainable strategy or not. For each dimension, we provided an exhaustive analysis of the key 
value drivers connected to the performance. Accordingly, we answered our first research 
question (Rq1) by providing a clear interpretation of the sustainable drivers considered rel-
evant for the managers’ value creation process. This added bricks to the existing knowledge 
on the sustainability dimensions perceived by managers. Our results give managers a clear 
view in terms of sustainability value drivers as a key to increase their knowledge, directly 
supported by the same management experience (Cinquini & Mitchell, 2005) and therefore, 
strongly correlated to daily matters, which is useful to support managers’ decision process 
on the implementation of a sustainable strategy or not.

About the second research objective of this paper (2), some specific questions were 
addressed to the 70 respondents, aiming to analyze and discuss the managerial practices, 
together with the main challenges and criticisms, to find a way to deliver sustainable solu-
tions to increase sustainability effectiveness at a strategic level.

In this view, we developed a strategic five-dimensional sustainable COESE (Culture, 
Organizational, Environment, Social and Economic) framework based on a set of sustain-
able value drivers, intended to support SD process in the organizations. In addition, we 
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found that to integrate sustainability at a strategic level, it is necessary for it to be incorpo-
rated in the organizational culture.

Therefore, the paper enriches the existing literature in several directions. First, it pro-
vides a clear view on the sustainability dimensions considered relevant in practices, which 
clearly identify the managers’ perceptions on sustainable value drivers connected to a com-
pany’s performance. Thus, we have expanded the existing literature by integrating the man-
agers’ practical contribution. Second, we found that the managers are very interested in 
the organizational and cultural dimensions, which were not been appropriately addressed 
in the existing literature from a strategic and accounting point of view. Accordingly, we 
have added it to the traditional TBL in our model. Third, we provide a structured model 
that suggests how to integrate sustainability and corporate strategy, which can be used for 
monitoring and implementing a sustainable-oriented strategy.

Following this introduction, the theoretical background on the main issues addressed 
in this work is provided (Sect.  2). Then, the paper develops the research methodology 
(Sect. 3), which is followed by the research findings (Sect. 4). The next sections discuss the 
results in view of sustainable theoretical development (Sect. 5), and the paper closes with 
the conclusion (Sect. 6).

2  Theoretical background

2.1  Sustainability dimensions in management accounting research

Interest in management accounting research on the SD issues has rapidly increased in the 
last 20 years and many scholars started focusing on the concept of corporate sustainability, 
which is defined as a business approach creating and sustaining the long-term value of a 
company (Hristov et al., 2021). This approach generally includes to embrace the TBL to 
recognize the urgent needs for radical changes in current, unsustainable business practices 
(De Villiers et al., 2016; Maas & Reniers, 2014). Hence, SD intervenes in achieving higher 
quality performance, when intended as a process designed to meet the present needs with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Gond et al., 
2012). The main stream of research recognizes the TBL as a key to implement sustainabil-
ity. The environmental dimension is oriented to include the green value drivers (emissions, 
consumption, renewable resources and eco-efficiency) in the corporate strategies (Trianni 
et  al., 2019). The social dimension requires the capacity of providing equal distribution 
among work conditions, human rights and social initiatives (Bellucci et al., 2019; Hristov 
& Chirico, 2019).

The last key dimension, mostly discussed in the literature, is the economic development 
associated to sustainability issues. The World Summit has treated relevant aspects of SD in 
Johannesburg (2002) and Paris (2015), moved attention to the fact that development must 
be considered a priority with respect to economic growth. This dimension is mainly imple-
mented by the SDG 8, related to the decent work and economic growth.

Nevertheless, part of the recent literature (Hristov et al., 2021; Naciti et al., 2021) argues 
that many organizations feel SD as a constraint to the financial performance. It seems that the 
integration process in the managerial practices is not advancing quickly enough mainly due 
to the cultural barrier in organizations and the absence of trust in the financial benefits that 
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are derived from the SD strategy (Bortolotti et al., 2015). Therefore, sustainability is, firstly, 
a cultural issue that requires more attention in the implementation of the sustainable strategy.

From the theoretical background outlined is evident that the main sustainability dimensions 
used to implement SD strategy are related to the TBL approach, extended to an additional cul-
tural dimension. Accordingly, we decided to explore, directly with the managers, what are the 
main sustainability dimensions which are crucial in generating sustainable value. With regard 
to our first research question, we can hypothesize that the consideration of these four dimen-
sions is relevant for managers and its integration in the corporate strategy has a positive impact 
on the overall company’s performance. We will test our hypothesis by the survey and a semi-
structured interview, conducted with managers, as will be seen in the results’ Sect. (4).

2.2  Sustainable practices and measures

The integration of sustainability in the corporate strategy is strictly endorsed by the interna-
tional standards, which underlines how a long-term strategic approach to sustainability is fun-
damental for the sustainable value creation of the organizations (Hsu & Chen, 2015; McWil-
liams & Siegel, 2000). Many certifications such as ISO 26000, Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) and the integrated reporting framework of the International Integrated Reporting Coun-
cil (IIRC), refer to the sustainable practices as a key element to address SD at a business level 
(Adams & Frost, 2008). In addition, key performance indicators (KPIs) are used in the lit-
erature and practices to explain the integration of sustainable dimensions within the corporate 
strategy (Hristov & Chirico, 2019; Morrow & Rondinelli, 2002). In this context, the Balanced 
Scorecard (BSC) is one of the most relevant strategic tools used in supporting PMS’s imple-
mentation (Kaplan & Norton, 1992). However, during the years many authors have under-
lined critical issues related to the tool, such as the use of qualitative indicators, the integra-
tion, the role of the sustainability and the rigidity in consider multiple stakeholders (Busco 
& Quattrone, 2014; Chen et al., 2016; Chenhall, 2005; Jensen, 2001; Lipe & Salterio, 2000; 
Nørreklit, 2000). Moreover, a further impulse toward an evolution comes from the topic of 
sustainability, with entails the opportunities to create value for both the company and its sur-
rounding actors. Overcoming the limits of the original version of the BSC has been possible 
by using its multidimensional nature, including social and environmental dimensions. These 
considerations lead to develop the Sustainability Balanced Scorecard (SBSC) introduced by 
Figge et al. (2002). What emerges, is the presence of several variations of the SBSC, result-
ing in as many frameworks suitable for different companies and contexts. At the same time, 
the drawback is that the SBSC suffers from excessive fragmentation, lacking uniformity. As 
already occurred with the BSC, even for its latest evolutions several problems have been evi-
denced. Among these critical issues, an example is the relationship between sustainability and 
corporate strategy, to which major attention should be given, since a strategy wrongly outlined 
undermines the success of the tool (Hristov et al., 2019).

3  Research method

3.1  Sample design and data collection

Data were gathered mainly through semi-structured interviews (Dai et  al., 2019; Evans 
et  al., 2015). In order to increase the knowledge to the existing literature, and therefore 
provide a practical implication, we collected data from a final sample of 70 managers who 
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specialized in a sustainable strategy. Therefore, we applied a double process selection: (1) 
survey questionnaire for the sampling procedure and preliminary data, and (2) interview 
questionnaire for data selection and analysis. In this context, managers played a relevant 
role in providing a structured analysis of the practices and measures connected to the use of 
a sustainable strategy in management and governance.

In order to select the sample to interview, thanks to the AIDA1 database and personal 
contacts, a web-based questionnaire survey was emailed to 195 managers in order to iden-
tify some basic information, experience with sustainability issues and the availability for 
interview. More specifically, the criteria for this selection were only companies with more 
than a hundred employees, because they were expected to have a more sophisticated PMS 
to manage the sustainable integration process (Lisi, 2015), and the availability of a web 
page or an email address. We received a total of 120 responses (61%). At this point in our 
research, in order to guarantee the quality of the selection, we identified those managers 
to be included in our final sample based on their experience (more than 5 years managing 
sustainable issues) and their position in the company (middle and top manager). We netted 
86 managers and contacted them by email in order to verify their availability to have an 
interview (online), which resulted in 70 managers who confirmed their availability (Fig. 1).

The Figures below highlight the descriptive statistics of the sample. A large proportion 
of the sample is male, 40 + years old, who are middle managers with more than 5 years’ 
experience Fig. 2.

In addition, the sample presents managers actually working in manufacturing industry 
(51%), services (16%), information technology (13%), agriculture (13%) and transportation 
(7%) Fig. 3.

3.2  Interviews and variables analyzed

After the first screening, we focused on the final sample of 70 managers (Fig. 4 and Fig. 5). 
Each interview lasted 62 min on average, from 51 to 73 min (54 managers by Teams and 
Skype, 16 by phone interview) and all data were analyzed by associating the responses in 
new conceptual dimensions Fig.  6. In particular, the questionnaire is composed of three 
different sections covering 14 questions (see “Appendix”). In developing the questionnaire 

Fig. 1  Sample selection

1 Online database containing financial, personal and commercial information on over 500,000 joint-stock 
and financial companies in Italy.
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structure, we were guided by our research questions (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2008; Ferreira 
& Otley, 2009; Hristov et al., 2021). The first section focused on the sustainability dimen-
sions, the second to the key value drivers connected to the dimensions provided, the last 
section on the practices and measures, critical issues and main challenges, connected to 
the implementation of an efficient sustainable model Fig. 7. Through a specific set of ques-
tions, for each of the sections, addressed to the managers, we obtained the information 
that was aimed to support the answer to our first research question. To this end, qualitative 
data were analyzed by categorizing the responses into major conceptual areas, identifying 
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Fig. 2  Frequency distribution by gender and experience
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the main sustainability dimensions, considered relevant by managers for adopt sustain-
able strategies, and connected key value drivers (Rq1). Finally, coherently to our second 
research question (Rq2), we investigated the practices and measures to integrate sustain-
ability and strategy, and the main sustainable way and critical issues related to the integra-
tion process (Sect. 3 of the questionnaire attached).

3.3  Validity and rigor of the analysis conducted

To evaluate interviews, we adopted quantitative and qualitative approaches (Anderson & 
Widener, 2006; Ferreira & Merchant, 1992). With regard the first group, we used descrip-
tive statistics supported by charts and tables, as shown below (Sect. 4.1). In the same way, 
considering the qualitative approach, interview process was prepared based on the Ferreira 
and Otley (2009) framework, which supports our research process. All the raw data were 
transcribed after the interviews, which were interpreted and translated into the defined 
conceptual areas. Moreover, qualitative data were further processed by categorizing the 
responses into major conceptual groups. In a following step, we asked the sample of inter-
viewees to check the transcribed track and to verify the possible mistakes. Therefore, we 
improved the validity of the process (Bortolotti et al., 2015). Finally, to improve the inter-
nal validity of the data collection, we triangulated all information obtained by the inter-
views and the secondary data generated by the literature (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).

4  Research findings

We divided our research findings into two parts. The first aims to explore the sustainability 
dimensions implemented in the organizations (Rq1). The second part, presented in Sect. 5, 
aims to identify a sustainable way useful to support the future avenue for integration pro-
cess between the five sustainability dimensions and the PMS (Rq2).

According to our first purpose, after the interviews, we read and analyzed the managers’ 
answers by including similar information and keywords in a specific cluster/dimension. 
Once the clusters were generated, we contacted the managers again (first round) to dis-
cuss the interpretation of the qualitative data in order to incorporate the changes required 
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Fig. 5  Age frequency distribution  of  interviewees. Note: From the Figures above, we can note that the 
sample is representative of the Italian managers’ population, as documented by the Eurostat report (2019), 
which suggests that more than 50% of the Italian managers are aged between 45 and 55 years, with a mas-
ter’s degree. Moreover, we have registered that a total of 39% of the sample is female, indicating a growth 
from the data provided by Eurostat, which shows an average of around 30%
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(Hristov et al., 2021). After this process, we identified five main dimensions (the traditional 
three dimensions of the TBL, a cultural and an organizational dimension), which repre-
sented the drivers of the SD in integrating sustainability at the strategic level, as explained 
below.

4.1  SD’ dimensions considered relevant in the managerial practices

According to our first purpose, we have concentrated on the key value drivers of the SD 
strategy addressed in the organizations. More specifically, we asked managers to focus on 
the main sustainability dimensions retained useful in achieving SD value at a business level 
(question 3 of the questionnaire). It is proper to specify that, in this step of our research, 
managers were told to be free in answering, thus without considering a number of options 
available (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2008). Accordingly, they were totally free to add further 
dimensions considered relevant in practice for the SD efficiency. In this context, we found 
two additional dimensions to the TBL, retained crucial for the integration between sustain-
ability and corporate strategy. In addition, we asked managers to provide three key value 
drivers for each dimension discussed, considered mostly relevant in the managerial prac-
tice. In view of the data provided, the authors sorted out the outputs and they provided the 
five mostly frequent drivers for each dimension selected (Table 1).

Therefore, we arranged all questionnaires returned, then extracted, classified and 
counted the keywords singularly for each question, later we presented the main out-
put in statistical charts and tables useful to show the opinions of interviewees. Firstly, as 
described in Fig.  6, managers have strongly confirmed the relevant role of the TBL in 
implementing sustainability strategies. In particular, a large part of them (67 of the total 
sample) suggested to integrate Environmental dimension in the corporate strategy as a key 
dimension in the SD process. Moreover, this dimension seems to be very relevant in the 
Manufacturing, Agriculture and Transportation industries (100% of the managers), where 
consumption, emissions, renewable sources, waste reduction and eco-efficiency are con-
sidered key concepts strictly correlated to the core business. We attempt to explain this 
through the consolidated, and partly mechanized, practices characterizing these sectors. It 
is likely, for example, that manufacturing sector managers perceive their focus to be mostly 
on environmental dynamics, which are apparently the most relevant for the final economic 
results they are especially interested in. The second dimension mostly frequent is the Eco-
nomic dimension, with 61 answers. This dimension is mainly considered by the managers 
who works in Agriculture (100%) and Information Technology (89%) industry. The main 
drivers of the Economic dimension, as described in Table 1, are connected to the following 
categories: increase the sustainable profitability associated to the sustainability initiatives, 
to guarantee quality and to enhance product technology, and monitoring cost and sustain-
able revenues. This dimension assumes relevant role in decision-making process, support-
ing managers to link sustainability to the financial dimension.

In addition, according to the results, we found that the social dimension of sustainabil-
ity is considered relevant in the company’s strategy by 51 organizations. This probably 
suggests a low consideration of the social practices in the organizations, mainly due to 
the difficulty in measuring social value created (oriented to a more holistic approach in 
terms of networking and sustainable practices). More attention to this dimension is attrib-
uted by the managers who works in Information Technology and Transportation industries 
(with 100% of the managers). In this context, the main practices were oriented to the fol-
lowing key drivers: image and reputation, networking, stronger customer loyalty, social 
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Table 1  Key value drivers’ frequency for each sustainable dimension provided (n = 70)

Environmental dimension Industry

Agriculture Information 
technology

Manufacturing Transpor-
tation

Services Total

Key drivers Renewable sources 7 9 32 4 11 63
Waste reduction 8 2 27 3 5 45
Emissions 4 6 28 3 3 44
Consumption 6 7 16 2 10 41
Eco-efficiency 2 3 5 3 4 17

Total sample interviewed 210

Economic dimension Industry

Agriculture Information 
technology

Manufacturing Trans-
porta-
tion

Services Total

Key drivers To increase profit-
ability

4 7 25 5 8 49

To increase revenues 4 4 32 4 6 50
To guarantee quality 7 7 21 3 3 41
Enhance product 

technology
6 7 12 0 8 33

To reduce cost 6 2 18 3 8 37
Total sample interviewed 210

Social dimension Industry

Agriculture Information 
technology

Manufacturing Trans-
porta-
tion

Services Total

Key drivers Networking 8 9 31 5 11 64
Environment and work 

conditions
9 2 27 4 5 47

Image and reputation 4 9 29 3 3 48
Stronger customer 

loyalty
1 5 16 3 9 34

Collaboration with 
universities

5 2 5 0 5 17

Total sample interviewed 210

Organizational dimension Industry

Agriculture Information 
technology

Manufacturing Trans-
porta-
tion

Services Total

Key drivers Innovation 9 5 32 4 11 61
Sustainable assets 5 5 16 5 9 40
Information system 5 6 23 2 3 39
recruiting 5 4 21 3 5 38
Internal skills 3 7 16 1 5 32

Total sample interviewed 210
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initiatives in collaboration with universities and public institutions and environment and 
work conditions.

As showed in Fig. 6, a total of 50 managers have discussed the relevant role covered by a 
cultural dimension, aiming to generate personal behavior of the company’s actors oriented 
to full understanding the importance of including sustainable practice in the strategy. All 
of the managers in the Information Technology industry (9) highlighted that the integration 
process is supported by a sustainability culture, for companies and individuals. In particu-
lar, one of the senior managers argued that “cultural change can be considered in the same 
time, a driver to support the implementation process of sustainability in a company, and 
a performance outcome, that reinforce the organizational integration and support corpo-
rate strategies in redefining and developing sustainable goals”. That strategically involv-
ing sustainability in the culture of the company can be achieved by implementing strategic 
goals oriented to co-working space, leadership and soft skills, learning and growth, cultural 
integration and strategic alignment, as shown by Table 1.

we asked managers to provide three value drivers for each dimension. Accordingly, we have selected the 
five most frequently drivers for each dimension.

Table 1  (continued)

Cultural dimension Industry

Agriculture Information 
technology

Manufacturing Trans-
porta-
tion

Services Total

Key drivers Co-working 7 7 28 3 8 53
Leadership and soft 

skills
2 5 30 3 8 48

Learning and growth 9 4 26 1 4 44
Sustainable training 

programs
2 6 12 4 7 31

Strategic alignment 7 5 12 4 6 34
Total sample interviewed 210
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Finally, another very interesting issue was emerged by the interviews. Most of the 
managers have suggested that in practice exists a structural gap between strategy oriented 
to sustainability and its practical implementation. They focused on the lack of adequate 
assets, information system and digital transformation to support the implementation pro-
cess. In particular, a total of 36 managers (51%) clearly identified this crucial aspect, often 
nonadequately addressed. As shown by Fig. 6, this dimension is uniformly distributed by 
all sector examined. For example, one of the managers, worked in a Manufacturing com-
pany, stated that “if exist a cultural orientation to sustainable development, but the organi-
zational structure is not ready to implement this change, probably the development of the 
TBL will be inefficient”. The implementation of a SD strategy requires an organizational 
dimension, aimed to provide the practical conditions oriented to address sustainability 
issues in the company (Fry & Slocum, 2008; Hubbard, 2009).

In Table 1, we can observe the most frequent key value drivers for each the SD dimen-
sions emerged in the managerial practices. They integration in the strategy can be consid-
ered crucial for achieving the sustainable integration.

4.2  Critical issues that hinder the SD success

In order to find potential solutions to support the integration process of sustainability in the 
corporate strategy, we asked managers to discuss the major criticisms perceived in their 
experience, in implementing sustainability goals. Several issues were emerged which we 
categorized in four main dimensions, as shown in Fig. 7.

Firstly, what clearly emerged (argued by all 70 managers interviewed) is that the miss-
ing emphasis of a cultural change contributes to limit the integration process in a com-
pany between sustainability and strategy. This can be considered a relevant critical issue in 
achieving SD. The guidelines along which it is developed is sustainability, the latter being 
included in the overall strategy, must be understood by the different departments and units. 
As a consequence, it is necessary to implement strategic goals related to the preparation of 
the organization to the cultural change, to increase the integration and to invest in learning 
and growth. In addition, very important is the actions and processes aimed to concrete net-
work of relationships that can lead to different opportunities. The organizational alignment 
with corporate strategies oriented to SD practices play a crucial role in the integration pro-
cess. Therefore, in view of the issues emerged, the cultural dimension can be seen as a key 
driver to overcome the critical issues connected to the lack of efficacy of the integration 

Fig. 7  Critical issues connected 
to the sustainable integration
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process. Before starting to implement sustainable strategies, a cultural change in the organ-
ization is strongly required.

In addition, another critical issue strongly highlighted by the managers (61 of them), 
as introduced in the previous subsection (4.1), is a lack of an adequate sustainable struc-
ture that could support TBL implementation. Fundamental is to invest in an organizational 
structure equipped with tangible and intangible assets suitable for support strategy imple-
mentation. In addition to the cultural dimension, we found that an organizational dimen-
sion is fundamental as a bridge between the cultural change and the traditional TBL. The 
organization needs to be adequately prepared to allow an effective benefit of the cultural 
change investments.

Managers have argued (suggested by a total of 32) that an expected competitive advan-
tage is strongly associated to the inclusion of the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
practices in the strategy, pointed out that the social drivers need to be included in the 
PMS’s implementation to achieve high performance. In fact, this dimension represents one 
of the most critical perspectives of SD due to the limited approaches available in practice 
and the strategic system used to manage and measure its effective contribution to perfor-
mance. More work is due by researchers to identify and analyze the role of the social KPIs 
in the PMS.

Finally, a criticism was emerged with regard to the fact that managers are still too 
focused on the short-term financial results and this represents an important critical issue 
that hinders the integration process (discussed by 30 managers). Again, cultural change 
covers relevant role in contributing to achieving an integrated view of the company’s sys-
tem in terms of SD approach.

5  Theoretical development

According to the results discussed in the previous sections, we used all data provided and 
the critical issues highlighted to build a strategic five-dimensional sustainable model, 
based on three levels, aimed to overcome the gap existing between literature and practical 
implementation of the strategy SD oriented. More specifically, in a second step (after the 
discussion of the sustainability dimensions with managers), we built the model and con-
tacted managers (second round) to discuss its potentiality in overcoming the existing gap. 
We improved the model according to the changes required by the managers and we pro-
vided here the final version. By analyzing the results and the critical issues, we conclude 
that the SD strategies based on the TBL approach, are inadequate if, in an early step of the 
PMS implementation, company’s members culture change is not completely generated and 
a sustainable organizational structure is not developed.

Accordingly, as shown in Fig. 8, in our illustration outcome, we can identify five main 
dimensions of the SD process divided into three broad levels, developed in different bot-
tom-up moments: first (cultural dimension is implemented), two (organizational dimension 
is developed), three (TBL implementation, once the organization is ready to generate sus-
tainable value). By following the performance tree introduced by Lebas and Euske (2002), 
this model is portrayed as a sustainable “house” to illustrate how an organization goes 
through the process of creating sustainable performance.

Firstly, in the Level I, the cultural change needs to be incorporated in the strategy at 
an early stage, during the planning and formulation of the strategy. This level can be 
considered as the “foundation”, the most hidden part of the value creation process, on 
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which the achievement of results depends (Lebas & Euske, 2002). In this early stage, a 
strategy cultural change oriented needs to be formulated, aiming to “shed light” on the 
relevance of SD issues.

Secondly, once the cultural change is completed and company’s members are aware 
on the relevance of adopting a sustainable behavior, in the Level II, the model shows an 
organizational dimension, “the walls of the house”, aimed to sustain the TBL strategy. 
In fact, this dimension provides a bridge from cultural change to TBL, in order to pre-
pare the organization and its main authors, to efficiently incorporate culture change and 
to be able to implement the key value drivers of the sustainability.

Lastly, in the Level III, once the cultural change is computed, and the organization is 
able to support this change, the TBL pillars can be implemented. The consequences of 
the interaction with the sustainability take time to materialize.

Therefore, this approach allows to encapsulate sustainability dimensions and trans-
late the value drivers generated in strategic goals leading towards a concept of sustain-
able value creation (Cardoni et al., 2018; Lewandowski, 2017).

According to the model developed above, we identified the actions to realize in 
order to translate strategy into practice with regard the environmental impact (renew-
able sources, waste reduction emissions, consumption and eco-efficiency), social perfor-
mance (networking, work condition, image and reputation, loyalty, collaboration with 
public institutions) economic dimension (profitability, revenues, quality, product tech-
nology and cost), organizational structure (innovation, sustainable assets, information 

Fig. 8  Sustainable development performance house framework (COESE)
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system, recruiting, internal skills) and cultural change (co-working, leadership and soft 
skills, learning and growth, sustainable training programs, strategic alignment).

6  Conclusion and final considerations

This paper provides insights and a contribution to the discussion about the way to integrate 
sustainability and corporate strategy. In the following subsections, the authors discussed 
the implications of the paper, the missing concept and future paths of research.

6.1  Theoretical and practical implications

Moved to our first research question (RQ1), thanks to the interviews, we found that two 
additional dimensions, to integrate to the traditional TBL, are considered relevant for prac-
tice in implementing sustainable strategies. The findings of this paper emphasized the posi-
tions of cultural changes and organizational structures in the view of the effectiveness of 
the SD process in the organizations. The implementation of a cultural dimension, as a first 
step of the SD orientation, is essential to create a strong foundation in the organization of 
the relevance associated to the sustainability practices into all levels of business.

Thus, we have confirmed the hypothesis of the research stream which suggested to add 
a cultural dimension to the TBL in implementing SD strategy (Hristov et al., 2021; Linnen-
luecke Griffiths, 2010), and we added an incremental contribution to the existing research, 
clearly identifying the value drivers of this crucial dimension, and the way to integrate it 
in the PMS’ implementation. Moreover, we also found that an organizational dimension is 
positively perceived by managers as a key driver to support their implementation process. 
These key concerns allowed to guide the definition of the strategic value drivers in the fol-
lowing related perspectives. This implies an important step helping to drive and support 
future studies and managerial practices to integrate the environmental, social, economic, 
cultural and organizational dimensions in the corporate governance.

Considering the second research question (RQ2), we provided a five-dimensional model 
aimed to support researchers and managers in analyzing and implement sustainable strate-
gies. We found that a systematic integration of the sustainability key value drivers, in an 
early stage of the PMS, positively impacts on the company’s performance. Therefore, the 
connection described allows a strategic alignment of the cultural, organizational and TBL, 
promoting SD at the theoretical and practical levels. The framework provided can be con-
sidered of interest to practitioners dealing with SD issues at a strategic level, oriented to 
support decision-making process. A digitalized model can be a software solution providing 
managers with a tool to support their managerial activities.

In this process, to implement this idea in practice, relevant role is covered by the sus-
tainable KPIs, which need to be addressed by the future studies. More effort is required 
to identify the relationship between sustainable KPIs and the company’s performance, in 
view of the dimensions analyzed. The KPI system needs to be structured according to the 
value drivers generated for each dimension.

Managers and researchers still cannot conclude clearly which KPIs are positively con-
nected to the performance of the company. Further investigation aimed to explore the effec-
tiveness of the indicators on the overall performance of the company is required. Thus, 
more attention should be paid by future studies and managerial practices on the use, selec-
tion, and monitoring of the sustainable indicators.
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Accordingly, our paper contributes to expand the existing knowledge on the topic, 
by providing an additional step on the work done to date by the previous studies on the 
research filed, and therefore the opportunity to further improve the results achieved here.

6.2  Missing concepts and future directions

Findings pointed out further validation that some relevant issues of integrating sustainabil-
ity are missing still in the companies’ mission and vision. In particular, on the one hand, 
a scarce comprehension of sustainability objectives, and on the other hand an unbalanced 
ratio between objectives that are short-term oriented and the long-term ones. Improving 
sustainability performance requires not only the right proportion of quantitative and quali-
tative indicators, but also balancing them over time, allowing the company to constantly 
grow in a given direction. In addition, we found that the commitment of the management 
in this phase is crucial to achieve the success of the tool. Manager have to involve all mem-
bers of the company in the implementation, evaluation and refining process.

Moreover, the effectiveness of the integration between sustainability and strategy lacks 
a comprehensive analysis in terms of empirical research focusing on the positive impact on 
the performance. This could be considered one of the scientific challenges to the SD con-
nected research, as the measuring of value created from the sustainable strategy is crucial 
in the decision to integrate dimensions discussed in this paper. In addition, to improve the 
evidence provided here, and promote the development of the managerial practices, future 
research could apply the integrated model in different companies, sectors and countries 
using a multiple case study approach.

Our analysis indicates that, in the recent years, an increasing interest in the integration 
between sustainability and PMS is demonstrated, destined to grow further and consider-
ably in the near future.

Appendix: Questionnaire used

Section 1–sustainability dimensions
1. What do you think of the role of sustainability in the PMS?
2. Are managers interested in implementing strategy oriented to sustainable development (SD)?
3. Based on your personal experience, what are the main sustainability dimensions which need to be inte-

grated in the corporate strategy to achieve SD?
4. What are your perception on the relevance of these dimensions in implementing corporate strategy?
5. Can you discuss the sustainability dimensions mostly used in practice?
Section 2–key value drivers
6. According to the dimensions emerged by Sect. 1 of this questionnaire, please provide a maximum three 

key drivers for each of them
7. What do you think about the role of cultural change in the value creation process?
8. How this dimension impacts on the company’s performance?
Section 3 –critical issues and challenges related to the sustainable integration
9. Can you talk about the critical issues connected to this integration process between sustainability and 

corporate strategy?
10. How can the criticalities linked to the integration process, be overcome?
11. What do you think about the integration achieved in your company?
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12. What are the management tools used to integrate sustainability at a strategic level?
13. How sustainability strategies impacted on your performance?
14. How can a sustainable PMS framework be implemented?
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