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Abstract The idea of corporate social responsibility (CSR) responding to the chal-
lenges of sustainable development is currently being questioned, mainly due to its
implied nature and alleged lack of genuine involvement of businesses in the imple-
mentation of CSR ideas. We argue that the basic requirement for genuine involvement
of a company is the engagement of its employees in projects supporting sustainable
development goals. Such projects can create positive social change in the organiza-
tion and lead to various beneficial outcomes for the company. However, factors that
trigger company willingness to conduct the aforementioned projects are still unclear.
The aim of the paper is to present a theoretical framework in this regard.
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24.1 Introduction

The concept of sustainable development is a result of growing awareness of the links
between environmental degradation, the depletion of non-renewable resources, the
quality of life, and the well-being of societies [39]. The issues of environmental
protection and social development as critical to the future of the whole humanity
were recognized by the United Nations and led to the establishment of the World
Commission on Environment and Development in 1983. The result of its work was
a report entitled Our Common Future prepared by Brundtland [15], which was the
first to identify sustainable development as a path to the harmonious development of
societies [1]. The report defines sustainable development as “development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” [15, p. 41].

The current prevailing view is that achieving sustainable development requires
taking and integrating action in three dimensions: economic, environmental, and
social (e.g. [3, 25, 39]). The achievement of long-term growth that will be shared by
all nations and communities remains the goal of sustainable economic development.
In turn, the environmental pillar of sustainable development points to the need to
protect the environment and manage natural resources in a way, which allows them
to be preserved for future generations. At the same time, the current approach to
the protection of the environment needs to be modified: from the current focus on
responding to emerging issues to anticipating and preventing the negative impact of
human activities on the environment. The social dimension of sustainable develop-
mentis related to improvement of the quality of life for present and future generations.
Global social goals for sustainable development include eradicating poverty around
the world, eliminating hunger, ensuring food security, health protection, equal access
to education, and equality between women and men [66].

Sustainable development is a multidimensional concept, the implementation
of which requires integration of the above three dimensions, i.e. combining eco-
nomic and social development by providing access to renewable and non-renewable
resources [1, 3]. This integration has to take place at all levels: global, regional,
and local [33]. At the same time, achieving the goals of sustainable development
requires a change in the behaviour of people, which should take place along many
dimensions: consumer, corporate, institutional, social, and political. While scientific
investigations may improve long-term quality of decision-making, the development
of real changes in human behaviours must also take into account their emotional
aspect [38].

Sustainable development will fail without engaging businesses in this process, as
they shape not only economic development but also increasingly influence the quality
of life of societies and the state of the natural environment. For this reason, compa-
nies are experiencing increasing social and political pressure to engage in sustainable
development, especially in the environmental aspect [40, 58]. Corporate sustainabil-
ity means a continuous commitment to the creation of new processes, products, and
business models that contribute to improving the company’s economic, social, and
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environmental performance [24]. Meanwhile, there is a discrepancy between the
actions declared by companies as socially responsible and the actions undertaken
[23]. Society increasingly perceives corporate social responsibility (CSR) and its
slogans concerning the need for companies to implement sustainable development
as distracting public attention from other, more serious problems [55]. The genuine
motivation of companies in this regard, as well as the real costs and effects of such
actions, is questionable [54]. The situation is made even worse by cases appalling
the public such as, practicing the so-called greenwashing by an energy company
advertised as an organization that uses renewable energy, while 95% of its energy
comes from hard coal and lignite, or the case of a company selling the so-called road
salt to bakeries [65].

Implementing sustainable development in business remains a challenge due to the
fact that a large number of businesses focus mainly on profits rather than on managing
stakeholder relations [44]. It remains a key challenge to involve top management,
employees, and other stakeholders in this process and redesign the organization’s
systems to allow for planning, management, and measurement of sustainability out-
comes. Only changing the company’s attitude and building an organizational culture
that enables the inclusion of stakeholders in these activities make a sustainable devel-
opment and a significant part of business performance [27, 44].

This paper proposes a theoretical framework for company involvement in projects
supporting the achievement of sustainable development goals (we propose to label
such projects as the company projects for sustainable development). In our approach,
we use concepts that have not been incorporated into one framework. These are as
follows: the PSC (positive social change) model, the MCO (motivation—capabil-
ity—opportunity) mechanism, the ARA (activities—resources—actors) model, and
social capital in its three dimensions: structural, relational, and cognitive. The afore-
mentioned concepts are first introduced. Our theoretical considerations are based on
the method of analysis and criticism of the literature. Literature review leads us to
proposition of five hypotheses and the overall theoretical framework, which we are
going to test in the further stages of our research project.

24.2 Positive Social Change

The basic requirement for a company’s true commitment to sustainable development
is to change the attitudes and values of employees in a way that fosters their authentic
engagement in achieving goals related to it [31, 58, 61]. Employees’ values and their
attitudes towards sustainable development goals affect how they perceive various
activities undertaken by the organizations in that respect. Consequently, this impacts
their behaviours contributing to the achievement of sustainable development goals
[18, 40].

In order to identify mechanisms leading to building employee behaviours that
demonstrate the internalization of values related to sustainable development, we
propose to adopt the PSC (positive social change) model. Stephan et al. [57, p. 1252]
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define positive social change as “the process of transforming patterns of thought,
behaviour, social relationships, institutions, and social structure to generate benefi-
cial outcomes for individuals, communities, organizations, society, and/or the envi-
ronment beyond the benefits for the instigators of such transformations”. The afore-
mentioned beneficial effects of the process, for instance, increased involvement in
rational resource management, higher tolerance for social diversity, higher health
consciousness, increased care for the environment, can relate to both internal (i.e.
inside the organization) and external communities (society). According to the authors
of the PSC concept, it primarily refers to external changes, i.e. changes in the atti-
tude of society. However, we propose to explore the positive social change within
the company, as expressed by the behaviour of employees.

Positive social change includes two levels of impact: (1) a superficial positive
social change, and (2) a profound positive social change [57]. The first one assumes
that the impact targets (e.g. employees) react quasi-automatically to applied external
motivators (incentives and pressures) and to the changed decision context. People
change their behaviour relatively quickly because of the awards (e.g. increased per-
sonal image or financial awards) or under social pressure or coercion (e.g. group pres-
sure, conformism, and threat of negative consequences). Such a change of behaviour,
though positive, is temporary, limited to the place of control and conditioned by the
presence of external motivational factors. A lasting change is only possible through
true internal transformation and requires close involvement of change targets. The
profound positive social change is usually geared towards more complex and persis-
tent behaviour than a superficial change. Modifying employee behaviours are based
on changing their beliefs, attitudes, and values, thus are motivated by their own will.

The effectiveness of the PSC process depends to a large extent on determinants
related to an organizational culture and dominant organizational climate [18, 31].
If ethical culture and climate prevail, there will be the predominance of employees’
sense of concern for others, i.e. co-workers, external stakeholders, the organization,
the environment, etc. The role model of organizational leaders is also crucial in this
regard. Employees, who identify themselves with their leaders, are more likely to
take over their values and duplicate their behaviours, including ones in the area of
sustainable development [31].

In practice, there is a shortage of organizations’ efforts to encourage employ-
ees to engage in sustainable development [58]. Such engagement can be optimized
through appropriate employee training, which, by increasing knowledge, skills, and
competencies, leads to changes in employee attitudes, motivation, and commitment
to sustainable development [40, 45, 61]. Ji et al. [40] show the impact of this type
of training on employee attitudes towards the natural environment. However, it is
significant not only to convince employees that sustainability is beneficial for every-
body [61]. Organizational conditions and processes should also be created so that
they could enable employees to facilitate the integration of sustainability aspects into
their actions [53, 58]. In this respect, we propose to adopt MCO: motivation—capa-
bilities—opportunities mechanism.
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24.3 MCO Mechanism

The process of change in employee behaviours towards positive social change can
be analyzed based on the motivation—capabilities—opportunities model (MCO).
The model has its roots in a proposition of Bailey [5] who extended Blumberg and
Pringle’s [10] and Vroom’s [59] motivation theory that performance is the function of
capacity to perform, willingness to perform, and opportunity to perform. Bailey pro-
poses the model in reference to the high-performance work systems (HPWS). In some
propositions, MCO model is presented as AMO (ability—motivation—opportunity)
while ability and capability stand for equal effects [42]. MCO/AMO framework is
considered as the “black box” of human resources management practices [12, 22,
28]. It means that in order to achieve high performance, employees must be able to
do so, motivated and their work environment must provide supporting opportunities
[4, 46]. Ability may be developed through training of different kinds; motivation is
achieved by extrinsic incentives, social activities, work-life balance, or collaborative
climate. Opportunity, in turn, can be created by employee involvement and empow-
erment, knowledge sharing or job design [46]. It is said that MCO/AMO components
are complementary, i.e. they have to appear together in order to support employees’
work [13]. However, specific links and relations among those components are not as
yet successfully explained.

In our approach, we propose the MCO model as the explanation of how corporate
projects for sustainable development may support positive social changes. Motivation
can be achieved if the project is embedded in a local context, linking a project
to a local community, because this will enable workers to experience problems to
solve as something personally meaningful and significant [32]. Opportunity-building
can be achieved through organizational practices empowering employees, showing
them a wider context of social problems and making them aware of the possible
impact they may make on those problems [57]. Employee capabilities are developed
if through those projects they can link the problems to be solved with variety of
skills, involving the right people, gaining alliances, and cohesive leadership [57].
Therefore, we hypothesize that company projects for sustainable development lead
to the creation of motivation and capabilities of employees if the nature of these
projects involves actual contact between employees and the problems the project is
focused on (HI) (see Fig. 24.1). Observations of business practice lead to a conclusion
that company projects for sustainable development, in most cases, take a form of
corporate volunteering.

However, if projects leading to motivation—capability—opportunity mechanism are
to launch in a company, there must be something triggering their appearance. We
propose that such trigger is created within a company’s external relations. To analyse
these relation we propose to use ARA (activities—resources—actors) model.
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Fig.24.1 Theoretical framework for company involvement in projects for sustainable development

24.4 Inter-organizational Relationship as a Trigger
of Company Projects for Sustainable Development

Inter-organizational relationships have been extensively described in management
studies since the 1980s. They are considered a fundamental factor in achieving com-
pany’s long-run success [9, 35, 48, 63]. They strengthen the competitive position
of the company, mainly because of mutual learning of relationship among partners
and gaining access to resources [56]. Both the research and observations of business
practice show also that inter-organizational relations can give the impulse for the
realization of projects for sustainable development. This is, especially, true when
cooperation between an organization and its partners has been already established,
i.e. it has been lasting for some time, and the satisfying results of the cooperation have
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been already obtained. Existing relationships foster development of mutual knowl-
edge and trust between partners, so that further joint projects in the field of sustainable
development are being undertaken, leading to creation of strategic partnership [41].

Inter-organizational relationships can trigger or hinder process, progress and out-
comes of projects for sustainable development. Therefore, failing to invest in those
relationships can negatively affect the policy and implementation of such projects
[37]. Furthermore, building inter-organizational relationships fosters sustainable
development because such concerns as climate change and global poverty cannot be
solved by companies in isolation and requires collaboration [8, 20, 36, 52]. It is also
beneficial if the cooperation is established between organizations representing vari-
ous sectors, including non-profit organizations [6, 41, 62]. Within such cooperation,
resources owned by particular parties, such as different experience and knowledge
are combined, and solving the complex problems of sustainability becomes possible
and more effective. Often the scope of activities undertaken in the field of sustainable
development does not coincide with the statutory activity of the company but might
overlap (totally or partly) with the activities of other organizations. For this reason,
cooperation brings better results than acting independently [41].

Specific inter-organizational relationships differ from each other. Moreover, each
relationship evolves over time: their content, strength, and nature change in the
process of interaction between parties [35]. Researchers attempting to define and
operationalize inter-organizational relationships follow the approach proposed by
Hakansson and Snehota. They describe inter-organizational relationships as a com-
bination of two dimensions: substance and function. The substance of a relationship
consists of three main layers: (1) activity links (i.e. the links between actions under-
taken by relationship parties); (2) resource ties (i.e. the links between resources the
parties possess), and (3) actor bonds (i.e. the personal ties connecting employees
representing the two sides of the relations). In the ARA concept of Hakansson and
Snehota, relationships are the effect of the interaction process in which the parties
(actors, i.e. employees representing their organizations) interact within a relationship
(undertake actions) and involve the needed resources (knowledge, tangibles, tech-
nology, etc.) in order to solve shared problems and exploit opportunities [35]. All
three layers of relationships are closely interrelated, but the way they are combined,
their strength and weight vary [35].

Out of the aforementioned layers, the actor bonds are considered as the basis for
development of strong, active, and resourceful connections [35]. Trust and commit-
ment between the relationship parties, necessary for the sustainability of the relation-
ship, is neither established nor developed between the organizations involved in the
relationship, but between their employees [26, 60]. In fact, employees decide how
the other partner of the relationship is perceived and treated and what kind of actions
is taken [34, 35]. The mutual trust of individual actors representing the relationship
parties is both the effect and the foundation for its duration and development, and
thus for achievement of the intended benefits [30, 43].

In sum, in our theoretical framework, we hypothesize that inter-organizational
links contribute to the fact that the partner organizations are inclined to take joint
action beyond the economic interest, aimed at achieving the objectives of sustainable
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development in its three aspects, i.e. economic, ecological, and social. Therefore, we
propose the following hypothesis: The actor bonds facilitate undertaking projects in
companies that give employees the opportunity, motivation, and ability to engage in
sustainable development (H2) (see Fig. 24.1).

The discussion presented above suggests also that inter-organizational relations
lead to common projects for sustainable development if the relation is supported by
social capital, including mutual trust and positive interpersonal relationships. The
next section elaborates this issue.

24.5 Social Capital in the Process of Undertaking
the Company Projects for Sustainable Development

Bourdieu [14] defines social capital as the aggregate of the actual or potential
resources, which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition. In a similar
way, social capital is defined by Nahapiet and Goshal [50], who concerns this notion
as the sum of actual and potential resources embedded within, available through,
and derived from the network of relationships possessed by individuals or social
units. Coleman [19], in turn, considers social capital to be an important resource that
influences the ability of people to act and defines it as a set of attributes of a social
organization such as trust, norms, and interpersonal relationships that enhance their
collective action by allowing them to achieve certain goals that would be impossible
to achieve otherwise [19].

There are two main sources of social capital: internal and external (e.g. [2, 16, 17,
21,49, 51]). Internal sources of social capital involve the team’s internal social struc-
ture that defines relationships among team leaders, team members, and subgroups
[17]. Internal social capital refers to the symptoms of various links and relationships
within the organization, developing teamwork, climate for collaboration, knowledge
sharing, conflict resolution, etc. In this context, the organization is a relatively dense
network that builds common standards and goals within organizational culture as
well as understanding of employees’ roles and behaviours [7]. In contrast to internal
sources, external sources highlight the extended social structure that outlines extrin-
sic linkages to other social units located outside the boundary of focal group [17].
External social capital refers to the quality of the organization’s links with other mar-
ket players such as customers, suppliers, partners, as well as with local and regional
political bodies and representatives of the public [7]. Similar to internal social cap-
ital, external social capital determines the development of goals and standards of
inter-organizational cooperation, and thus its effectiveness.

Characteristics of social capital can be categorized into three dimensions: struc-
tural, relational, and cognitive [50]. The structural dimension refers to the properties
of the social system and the network of relations as a whole. It refers, e.g. to a gen-
eral pattern of bonds among actors, network configuration, relationship density, and
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structural gaps in the network. The relational dimension, in turn, describes the type
of personal relationships that have evolved during the interaction. Key aspects of this
dimension include trust and credibility, respect, responsibilities, expectations, and
identity [50]. The cognitive dimension is related to a system of meanings, values,
and norms and their mutual understanding. It translates into a common vision and
goals shared among relationship partners which strengthen the relation [47]. In case
of common projects for sustainable development which go beyond economic inter-
est, the cognitive dimension of social capital seems to be crucial. Without societal
cohesion and focus, it is very difficult to make significant positive changes [64].
Therefore, we pose the following hypothesis: Inter-organizational relationships are
an impulse for companies to implement projects for sustainable development if the
bonds connecting the actors of the relationship create social capital in cognitive
dimension (H3) (see Fig. 24.1).

Regardless of external initiative for the projects for sustainable development, their
success depends on participant engagement. For the same reasons as stated above, i.e.
the importance of sharing common vision and goals, we propose that internal social
capital be the factor determining employee engagement in those projects. We there-
fore hypothesize: The strength of internal social capital influences the engagement
of employees in company projects for sustainable development (H4).

The true organizational culture supporting projects for sustainable development is
impossible to create without internal social capital [11]. Strong ties among individuals
in acompany, an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect and the willingness to make a
contribution to sustainable development are particularly valuable resources. Trust in
managers plays especially important role in this regard influencing employees’ belief
of fairness and reasonableness of undertaken activities [31]. In addition, employee
engagement is enhanced by their mutual positive relationships that create sustainable
energy for performing the projects [29]. We claim that: The most important elements
of internal social capital that fosters profound positive social change are (a) trust in
managers and (b) positive relationships among employees (H5).

All in all, we propose the theoretical framework of company involvement in
projects for sustainable development as it is depicted in Fig. 24.1. The framework
combines all the concepts and hypothesis described above.

According to this framework, the overall process can be described as follows:

Inter-organizational relationships provide an impulse for a company to conduct
projects related to sustainable development goals. It is supported by acommon under-
standing of sustainable development values, goals, and tasks manifesting the cogni-
tive dimension of social capital created through the relationships. The bonds among
relationship actors facilitate undertaking projects in companies that give employees
the opportunity, motivation, and capabilities to engage in them. However, projects for
sustainable development can lead to genuine employee engagement if their nature
involves actual contact between employees and beneficiaries and/or the problems
being solved. Internally in a company, employee’s engagement in projects for sus-
tainable development is supported by internal social capital, notably by trust shown
to managers and positive relationships among employees.
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24.6 Conclusions

Our framework contributes to theory development by opening new research avenue
regarding involvement of business in sustainable development. It is, especially,
important that in the framework, we combine concepts and constructs that are already
operationalized or can be operationalized. The main limitation of the study is gen-
eral and theoretical nature of our proposal, which requires more in-depth elaboration.
Nevertheless, we consider the framework as a good base for further empirical research
which can result in theory development, as well as in useful managerial implications.
The acquired knowledge can provide business people with practical guides for suc-
cessful implementation of projects for sustainable development, including how to
motivate employees to reach profound positive social change in the company.

We also would like to note that we have already started a research project aimed
at the framework verification (the project funded by the National Science Centre,
Poland, on the decision number DEC-2017/25/B/HS4/01113). In our research plan,
we assume conducting qualitative and quantitative studies of selected companies
in order to identify the types of implemented projects for sustainable development
(based on the MCO mechanism), the nature of inter-organizational relationships
(based on the ARA model), and intra-organizational factors which determine genuine
company involvement in sustainable development. In qualitative study, we intend to
carry out in-depth individual and focus group interviews with people responsible for
sustainable development projects and with employees involved and not involved in
these projects, as well ethnographic study (observation and description of employee
behaviours in the work environment). In quantitative study, we are going to conduct
standardized (face-to-face or telephone) interviews using a questionnaire based on
the results of qualitative research. The results will help us to develop, infer alia, a
synthetic indicator based on a multi-criterion analysis method, which will transform
various and most often incomparable variables describing complex phenomena into
one measure (in this case: a positive social change in the organization). We hope to
share soon the results of the project with the research community.

Acknowledgements The article was prepared within the project funded by the National Science
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