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Abstract Addressing climate change requires both individual behavioural change and
cor-porate transformation, as organizations play a crucial role in a sustainable society.
How sustainability in organizations is perceived and implemented, depends on diverse
factors such as management practices, communication, individual attitudes, and
behaviours of leaders and employees. However, current research only investigates factors
that affect the implementation of sustainable development and practices separately.
Hence, holistic ap-proaches are required to provide insight into how they affect a
company's sustainability efforts. A quantitative online survey with n = 87 employees was
conducted in Germany in 2023. The Corporate Sustainability Index (CSI) was
developed to indicate the extent to which organizations implement sustainability into
their policies and concrete practices. To investigate which factors predict corporate
sustainability, we analysed employee-, manage-ment-, and organization-related factors
using multiple linear regression analysis. Trans-parent accountability for sustainability
was the strongest predictor of the CSI, along with a top-down approach to implement
corporate sustainability. In contrast, employees’ envi-ronmental awareness and their
organizational citizenship behaviour towards the environ-ment were not related with CSI.
Our results stress the importance of leaders with an envi-ronmental focus as role models
who can drive the transformation toward effective sustain-ability management in
companies. This study offers important insights into the prerequisites for leaders to foster
an environmentally responsible culture in their organizations.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The challenges of climate change mitigation have urged both governments and organiza-
tions to adopt effective sustainability measures (Fawehinmi et al., 2020) . Ensuring sustain-
ability is not merely an option but a necessity for companies to remain competitive, as de-
manded by all stakeholders (Yue et al., 2023) . While many companies have recognized its
importance, the implementation of sustainable practices is often hindered by several factors
such as financial constraints, legal requirements, and internal organizational factors
(Gawusu et al., 2022) . These obstacles underscore the importance of refining a company’s
internal strategies (Biswas et al., 2022) . The existing body of literature has primarily cen-
tered on personal characteristics and corporate culture as the most important drivers of sus-
tainability attitudes and behaviours (Kiesnere & Baumgartner, 2019) . However, to provide
a comprehensive understanding of the factors shaping corporate sustainability, this study
analyses individual, behavioural as well as organizational factors in one frame of reference.

2. IMPACT FACTORS ON ORGANIZATIONAL SUSTAINABILITY

In this chapter, the main factors influencing corporate sustainability and the respective empiri-
cal state of the art are outlined.

2.1 Individual factors influencing sustainability

Environmental sustainability in organizations largely depends on the pro-environmental be-

haviour of its members, both employees and executives (Biswas et al., 2022) . The sustain-
able behaviour of employees is mostly conceptualized as Organizational Citizenship Be-

haviour for the Environment (OCBE) . The concept of OCBE comprises individual volun-
tary initiatives that are not rewarded by the organization (Boiral & Paillé, 2012) . Yue et al.
(2023) highlight the positive association between OCBE and a company's sustainability
performance. They suggest that OCBE acts as a mediator between the presence of an envi-

ronmental management system and a company's sustainability performance. The impact of

OCBE makes it relevant to consider management practices and other factors that promote

OCBE for achieving sustainability goals. Several studies have highlighted the importance

of leadership behaviour in promoting sustainable behaviour, which in turn has a positive

impact on the company's overall sustainability performance (Foo et al., 2021) . Specifically,
Environmental Transformational Leadership (ETL) has been identified as a catalyst of sus-
tainable employee behaviour (Li et al., 2020) . Wang et al. (2018) posit that when leaders
demonstrate sustainable behaviour, employees are more motivated to accept and adapt it.

However, while leadership can foster sustainable behaviour, its direct association with a

company’s sustainability performance remains open (Foo et al., 2021) .

Apart from leadership, individual attitudes influence sustainable behaviour, and the effec-

tiveness of sustainability measures in companies (Latif et al., 2022) . Sustainability attitude,
subjective sustainability norms, perceived control of environmental behaviour, and the per-

ception of corporate sustainability were found to positively affect employee sustainability

behaviour (Alzaidi & Iyanna, 2021) . In contrast, the study by Foster et al. (2022) shows that
the influence of environmental commitment, environmental consciousness, and green self-

Back to table of contents 492



M. Keil, V. Michaux, M. Ziefle and K. Arning

efficacy on OCBE was insignificant.

2.2 Organizational factors shaping sustainability

Another aspect of implementing sustainability is the organizational culture. An eco-friendly

company culture promotes the integration of sustainable practices into everyday working

life, while a slow-changing organizational culture and lack of strong leadership can hinder

its integration (Kiesnere & Baumgartner, 2019) . Moreover, Psychological Green Climate

(PGC) has a positive impact on employees' sustainability behaviours (Biswas et al., 2022) .
PGC reflects employees' collective perception of the company's policies and procedures

promoting environmental sustainability and green values. Additionally, it has been identi-

fied as a mediator between leadership styles like ETL and OCBE (Liu & Yu, 2022) . Besides
leadership styles, strong support from top management is crucial even if the main initiative

for the implementation comes from employees (Gotsch et al., 2023; Kiesnere & Baumgart-

ner, 2019) . Further, the company’s size impacts corporate sustainability. Larger companies
tend to focus more intensively on ecological change and are better equipped to implement

internal sustainability strategies (Risius et al., 2023) .

2.3 Research aims and hypotheses

Despite the current insights, an understanding of the determinants of corporate sustainabil-
ity necessitates an integrated perspective, encompassing both individual and organizational
factors. Therefore, the present work aims to a) adopt a multifactorial approach to simulta-
neously investigate factors influencing corporate sustainability and b) develop a novel in-
strument for measuring corporate sustainability, which reflects its multifaceted nature and
considers both, specific measures as well as the integration into corporate policies. Ade-
quately, the following research questions were derived:

RQ1: Which attitudinal and behavioural factors influence corporate sustainability?

RQ2: Which organizational factors influence corporate sustainability?

RQ3: Which attitudinal, behavioural and organizational factors can be used to predict corporate
sustainability?

3. METHODOLOGY

In the following chapter, we describe the operationalization of relevant factors, the acquired
sample as well as the different steps and procedures of the statistical data analysis.

3.1 Survey structure and variables

To investigate our research questions, we conducted a quantitative online survey using Qual-
trics software (Version March 2023; © 2023 Qualtrics, Provo, UT) . Since only a part of the
collected data is relevant here and further data is processed in other publications, only the
relevant variables for this paper will be presented. Employee-, management, and organiza-
tion-related factors were either measured with validated scales or derived and qualified from
a qualitative pre-study in which semi-structured interviews were conducted with
employees
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and corporate sustainability experts. All multi-item constructs were measured on six-point
Likert-scales (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = totally agree). The questionnaire consisted of the
following parts:

a) Sociodemographics: Gender, age, education, job position (leadership, yes or no);

b) Individual attitudinal factors: Eco-consciousness (eight items by Geiger & Holzhauer,
2020), general openness to change (four items of the scale developed by Szebel, 2015);

¢) Individual behavioural factors: To measure employees’ sustainable behaviour we
adapted the Organizational Citizenship Behaviour for the Environment (OCBE) scale by
Boiral and Paill¢ (2012) and translated twelve of the originally 13 items into German. En-
vironmental Transformational Leadership (ETL) was assessed with six items from Robert-
son and Barling (2000);

d) Organizational factors — Corporate demographics: Company size (up to 9, 49, 249
and more than 249 employees), company age (in years);

e) Organizational factors — Corporate sustainability: Here, participants were asked if
sustainability in their organizations is approached in a top-down or bottom-up way (four
items, e.g., “Regarding sustainability, our employees are pushing the issue more than man-
agement”), if there is transparent accountability for sustainability (four items, e.g., “Our
company employs a sustainability expert”) and if the company’s image is perceived as sus-
tainable (five items, e.g., “Sustainability is a guiding principle of our company”). Corporate
actions regarding sustainability were measured with 13 items describing different possible
areas of sustainable measures (e.g., energy management or mobility) as well as an adapta-
tion of the Corporate Environmental Policies (CEP) scale (Ramus & Steger, 2000) extended
to 15 items (e.g., “My Company has specific sustainability targets”). For all items of these
constructs, the 6-point scales were expanded to include an “I don’t know” option. Finally,
we assessed the perceived relevance of sustainability once across the overall company, at
the management level, and at the employee level each on a scale from 0 (irrelevant) to 100
(extremely relevant).

3.2. Sample

Data were collected in March 2023 in Germany. To ensure data quality, we discarded in-

complete surveys, speeders (response time below 50% of the median, Md = 29 min.), and
non-differentiated data sets. As our focus lies on the employee perspective, we omitted 14

data sets from respondents in an executive position. The final sample (n = 87) comprised
72% female (n = 24) and 28% male (n = 24) participants. The mean age of participants was
28 years (SD = 9.21), with an age range spanning from 18 to 56 years. With 61% the ma-
jority of participants exhibited high educational attainment (n = 53) ,while 38% held me-

dium levels (n = 33) and only one percent fell within the lower range of educational attain-
ment (n = 1) . The determination of educational levels was based on the International Stand-
ard Classification of Education (ISCED) .Regarding employment relationships, most par-

ticipants worked full-time (40.23%, n = 35), as student assistants or mini-jobbers (37.93%,
n =33). Other employment forms were part-time (18.39%, n = 16) and short-term employment
or internships (3.35%, n = 3).
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3.3 Statistical analysis

All analyses were computed using R Studio Version 2022.12.0+353. First, we performed
descriptive analyses that included calculating measures of central tendencies and disper-
sions and checked the internal reliability constructs with Cronbach’s Alpha. Increased or
decreased construct means were statistically validated with one sample t-tests. When eval-
uating the sustainability measures and policies (s. 4.1), missing values ("I don't know") were
not included. On average, there were eleven missing values for each measure and 20 for
each policy. As shown in table 1, the sample exhibited an elevated environmental conscious-
ness (M = 4.76, SD = 0.68) and openness to change (M =4.35, SD = 0.7). Except for top-
down, which was slightly decreased (M = 3.14, SD = 1.17), the mean values of all other
factors were closely clustered around the scale means of 3.5 and 50 for the relevance factors.

Table 1: Descriptive analysis of attitudinal factors, behavioural factors, and corporate sustainability (n = 87)

M SD Cronbach's a Scale

_ Eco-consciousness 4.76 0.68 0.83 1-6
g 4 Openness to change 4.35 0.7 0.7 1-6
Zé S OCBE 3.38 0.92 0.9 1-6
£v Leadership (ETL) 3.3 1.11 0.93 1-6
Top-down 3.14 117 0.71 1-6

T Bottom-up 3.67 1.06 0.8 1-6
L0 Accountability 3.83 1.47 0.9 1-6
8 § Image 3.73 1.33 0.95 1-6
[ Relevance Overall 55.37 26.53 - 1-100
S Relevance for employees 53.06 2411 - 1-100
Relevance for managers 48.82 29.02 - 1-100

Secondly, possible relations between variables were investigated by calculating bivariate
correlations (Spearman’s rank correlation) . Before performing the regression analysis, we
tested the necessary assumptions. Bivariate correlation analysis indicated linearity, while
the Breusch-Pagan test confirmed homoscedasticity and low variance inflation factors
(VIFs in the range of 1.3-2.1) ruled out multicollinearity. The normal distribution of resid-
uals was confirmed by both visual inspection and the Shapiro-Wilk test.

4. RESULTS

In this chapter, we first provide a descriptive overview of sustainability in the companies sur-
veyed. We then introduce the newly devised Corporate Sustainability Index and present factors
that are related to it and predict it. Furthermore, companies are considered separately according
to different corporate factors, and preliminary insights into the influence of leadership on sus-
tainability are displayed.

4.1 Descriptive analysis of corporate sustainability practices

In this section the descriptive results of measures that companies have already implemented to
enhance their sustainability, as well as the policies employed to integrate sustainability into
their corporate culture, are reported.
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The most frequently implemented sustainability measures in companies pertained to energy
management (M = 4.53, SD = 1.3), waste separation (M = 4.45, SD = 1.4), digitalization
(M =4.35, SD = 1.48), and mobility (M = 4.32, SD = 1.58). These initiatives were widely rec-
ognized with more than three-quarters of participants indicating their implementation in their
respective organizations. Less prevalent sustainability measures were raising awareness about
the current status of corporate sustainability (M = 6.62, SD = 1.58) —e.g., by collecting data on
resource consumption —, acquiring knowledge (M = 3.41, SD = 1.64), and adapting their busi-
ness model to promote sustainability (M = 2.78, SD = 1.69). The response distributions for all
sustainability measures can be seen in figure 1.

To become more sustainable,
my company has taken measures in the area of ...

Energy Management{ 19% I 81%
Waste Separation{ 20% | 80%
Digitalization{ 24% | | 76%
Mobility4 25% . 75%
Saving Resources{ 33% | 67%
Alternative Resources{ 34% | 66%
Resource Acquisitionq 40% I 60%
Raising Awarenessq 42% | 58%
Responsibility{ 44% | 56%
Knowledge{ 45% I 55%
Consciousness Status Quoq 47% | 53%
Premisesq 59% I 41%
Business Model{ 68% 32%

100 50 0 50 100

Frequencies of responses [%]

strongly disagree somewhat disagree agree

disagree somewhat agree ' strongly agree
Figure 1: Response distributions for perceived sustainability measures in companies (missing values excluded)

Further, respondents were asked which environmental policies already affect their business ac-
tivities. The predominant policy emphasized companies’ commitment to environmental protec-
tion (M = 4.63, SD = 1.31), closely followed by dedication to becoming more eco-friendly
(M=4.47, 8D =1.27) and the pursuit of a sustainability-driven vision (M = 3.86, SD = 1.68).
These three policies, in essence, describe overarching attitudes or orientations of companies
towards sustainability. More tangible policies were less prevalent in respondents’ ratings. Only
about a third of the respondents stated that their companies offer employee trainings on sustain-
ability (M = 2.83, SD = 1.86), enforce global environmental standards (M = 2.70, SD = 1.78),
and use an environmental management system (M = 2.69, SD = 1.64). As leadership behaviour
was identified as an important aspect influencing corporate sustainability, it is worth noting that
58% of respondents reported that their managers consider sustainability (M = 3.58, SD = 1.64).
Again, response distributions for all policies can be seen in figure 2 below:
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My company ...
believes in environmental protection { 14% 86%
s dedicated to becoming more eco-friendly { 16% I 84%
pursues a vision in terms of sustainability 1 36% I 64%
reduces unsustainable product consumption { 38% [ 62%
considers environmental apsects in procurement { 40% I 60%
has management which considers sustainability { 42% i 58%
has specific sustainability targets 1 44% i | 56%
s concerned about its environmental impact{ 48% i 52%
reduces its fossil fuel use { 50% i 50%
publishes an environmental policy 4 56% i 44%
tracks and controls environme s{ 56% i | 44%
publishes an annual environmental report{ 62% i 38%
provides employee environmental training 1 66% i | 34%
applies the same environmental standards globally 1 66% i 34%
uses an environmental management system+q 71% I 29%
100 50 0 50 100
Frequencies of responses [%]
strongly disagree somewhat disagree agree
disagree somewhat agree strongly agree

Figure 2: Response distributions for perceived corporate environmental policies (missing values excluded)

4.2 Corporate Sustainability Index (CSI)

As previously stated, various factors such as perceived corporate structures, individual atti-
tudes, and behaviours of leaders and employees influence corporate sustainability. To investi-
gate the interplay between those factors and corporate sustainability, its robust operationaliza-
tion is a necessary initial step. Therefore, we composed an additive index that comprises sus-
tainability measures and the corporate environmental policies (CEP scale) with 28 items in to-
tal. This Corporate Sustainability Index (CSI) reflects a holistic indicator and encompasses both
tangible sustainability actions as well as the integration of sustainability into corporate strategy
and culture. In the present study, CEP demonstrated a very high internal consistency (o = .96)
and was normally distributed (M = 3.63, SD = 0.95).

4.2.1 Factors correlated to CSI

Bivariate correlations were calculated to determine relations between individual attitudinal and

behavioural factors and CSI. Neither the employees’ eco-consciousness (rs = -.13, p = .223,

n.s.) nor their openness to change (rs = .07, p = .532, n.s.) or their OCBE (ry = .21, p = .053,
n.s.) was related to their company’s CSI. The only behavioural factor which was significantly
correlated to CSI was the management behaviour measured in ETL (7, = .66, p <.001). Hence,
the more leaders act sustainably and encourage sustainable practices among their employees,

the higher is a company’s CSI score.

Bivariate correlations for CSI and the organizational factors were also calculated. While the

approach of driving sustainability from the management in a top-down manner showed a strong

positive association with CSI (r;,=.70, p <.001), it was not significantly related to a bottom-
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up approach (ry = -.07, n.s.), suggesting that higher CSI levels are not affected by such an ap-
proach. Among all evaluated factors, accountability (r; = 0.76, p <.001) and a sustainable im-
age (rs=10.76, p <.001) had the strongest associations with higher CSI levels. Thus, companies
with distinct sustainability responsibility structures and a perceived sustainable image had ele-
vated CSI levels. Regarding the perceived relevance of sustainability in the company, an in-
creased overall relevance (s = 0.65, p < .001), a higher perceived relevance for employees
(rs=0.53, p <.001) as well as for managers (rs = 0.69, p < .001) was significantly related to
higher CSI levels. Of these, the perception of how relevant sustainability appears to the man-
agement was most strongly correlated with CSI.

Summing up so far, the correlation analysis revealed significant associations between CSI and
both leadership behaviour (specifically ETL) and several organizational factors, including top-
down approach and accountability.

4.2.2 Predictors of corporate sustainability

In the next step, we conducted a hierarchical regression analysis to predict CSI. Image and the
perceived relevancies were not included as predictors, as their relationship to CSI cannot be
assumed as causal, e.g., while it is reasonable that more sustainable companies also would have
a more sustainable image, this is not necessarily the reason for their sustainability.

Table 2: Results of hierarchical regression analysis on the prediction of the Corporate Sustainability Index

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
ETL 0.65*** 0.34** 0.15

Top-down 0.44*** 0.35***
Accountability 0.54***
Adjusted R? 0.41 0.51 0.74

Dependent Variable: Corporate Sustainability Index (CSI); Asterisks indicate level of significance (*p < 0.05, **p <0.01 =, ***p <0.001

Model 1 (with ETL as a predictor) accounted for 41% of the variability in CSI (adjusted
R’>=0.41; F(1,85) =61.4, p<.001). Companies in which the participants evaluated their lead-
ers as more environmentally transformational (5 = 0.65, p <.001) scored higher on the CSI. In
Model 2 (adjusted R? = 0.51; F(2, 84) =45.6, p <.001) the predictor “top-down approach” was
included, which significantly improved the explained variance from 41% to 51%
(F(1,84)=17.7, p<.001). This suggests that a pronounced top-down approach to sustainability
led to elevated CSI scores (f = 0.44, p <.001). ETL remained a significant predictor in Model
2. Lastly, adding accountability as a predictor led to the significant Model 3 (adjusted R? = 0.74;
F(3, 83) = 80.8, p<.001), which increased the explained variance by 23% up to 74%
(F(1,83)= 73.0, p < .001). Higher levels of accountability as a newly added variable were
strongly related to higher CSI levels (f = 0.54, p <.001). Whilst top-down remained a highly
significant predictor in model 3, ETL became insignificant. In summary, accountability was the
strongest predictor of CSI followed by a top-down approach when integrating sustainability.
Although, ETL was strongly correlated with CSI and a significant predictor in the models 1 and
2, it became insignificant in model 3. This diminished significance may be attributed to the
limited sample size or potential overlap among the factors. However, multicollinearity checks
confirmed it was not a major concern.
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4.2.3 Organizational Factors

In a subsequent step focusing on organizational factors, we built two groups regarding company
size to analyse if there is a difference between small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with
up to 249 employees (n = 43) and large enterprises with 250 or more employees (n = 44) re-
garding their corporate sustainability. The results of Welsh's two-sample t-test (#(84.6) = -3.29,
p <.01) indicated that large enterprises (M = 3.95, SD = 0.94) are more progressive in terms of
sustainability and thus have a significantly higher CSI than SMEs (M = 3.31, SD = 0.86).

Due to the substantial disparity in group size based on company age, we describe them descrip-
tively to highlight some interesting results. Both companies under five years old (n = 3,
M =3.89, SD = 0.26) and companies between five and ten (n = 8, M = 4.00, SD = 0.85) years
old scored similarly to the scale mean of 3.5 in terms of CSI. Due to the small sample size of
five participants working in companies between ten and 20 years old (n = 5, M = 2.64,
SD = 0.94), and an outlier, no reliable conclusion can be drawn about the sustainability of com-
panies in this age range. Companies over 20 years old (n =61, M =3.72, SD = 0.98) had similar
scores to the first two groups but had more variability.

4.3 Initial insights: Leadership’s role in sustainability

While this paper mainly discusses the effects of the employee sample on corporate sustainabil-
ity, this section briefly explores individuals in leadership or management roles (n = 14), as our
results imply a significant role of leaders in corporate sustainability. The sample comprised
eight male and six female participants in leadership positions (age: M = 37.5, SD = 14.79, 24-
62 years). Notably, leaders had a higher environmental consciousness (M = 4.86, SD = 0.9)
and openness towards change (M = 5.02, SD = 0.66) in comparison to employees (s. 3.2).
Additionally, leaders scored higher on the OCBE scale (M = 3.95, SD = 1.14). When compar-
ing bivariate correlations, leaders” OCBE correlated highly significantly with CSI (» = 0.78,
p <0.001) — in contrast to the employee sample (n.s., s. 4.2.1). This indicates that higher OCBE
levels among leaders are linked to greater sustainability within their organizations. When com-
paring the two samples, the leadership sample showed a higher variability (M= 4.03,
SD =1.32) in CSL.

? = -
8] e
3
2
1
leader employees
(n=14) (n=87)

Figure 3: Mean CSI of leaders and employees (error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals based on bootstrap)
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S. DISCUSSION

This study explored the factors influencing corporate sustainability, emphasizing the roles of
both individual factors (attitudes and behaviours) and organizational structures. We conducted
a quantitative online survey and developed the Corporate Sustainability Index (CSI). Our anal-
ysis highlighted the impact of leadership behaviour (ETL) on corporate sustainability. Organi-
zational factors such as a top-down structure and clear accountability further acted as strong
determinants of sustainability levels. Larger enterprises showed a greater inclination towards
sustainable practices compared to SMEs. The exploratory observations on leaders highlighted
their heightened environmental consciousness, environmental citizenship, and their potential to
shape an organization's sustainability efforts. These results, methodological limitations, and fu-
ture research steps are discussed according to the impact of individual factors (RQ1), organiza-
tional factors (RQ2), a nd their holistic impact on corporate sustainability (RQ3).

Prior research stressed the role of individual employee factors for corporate sustainability
(e.g., Biswas et al., 2022). In contrast, our results challenge the notion that individual attitudi-
nal factors such as eco-consciousness, openness to change as well as pro-environmental citi-
zenship (OCBE) directly impact a company's sustainability. This discrepancy could arise from
differences in measuring corporate sustainability or our approach of directly correlating indi-
vidual factors with CSI, rather than considering OCBE as a moderating factor. Future research
should take a closer look at these relationships in order to understand how companies’ strategies
for sustainability measures can be effectively promoted. Apart from employee behaviour, lead-
ership behaviour appeared to significantly impact corporate sustainability. As a novelty, we
examined the direct influence of ETL on corporate sustainability, whereas prior research mainly
focused on ETL as a mediator, e.g., for OCBE (Foo et al., 2021). The strong impact of leader
behaviours on corporate sustainability, in comparison to employees without leadership tasks,
may lie in the managerial capacity to implement more extensive measures due to their hierar-
chical position, but also the effect of strong role models that influence employees’ opinions,
attitudes, and behaviours. Regardless of the importance of leadership behaviour, 42% of partic-
ipants still stated that their management does not consider sustainability in their actions, yet.
Furthermore, managers' OCBE exceeded that of employees' and positively correlated with CSI,
although these are preliminary findings due to the small sample size. The higher variances in
the leadership sample may indicate the effect of differential factors. To validate these findings
and contribute to the limited research on sustainability leaders' characteristics, further research
should focus on sustainability leaders as a target group. Building upon the results of Knight and
Paterson (2018), who identified personal expertise and influencing skills as defining behaviours
of sustainability leaders, we suggest investigating these individual factors as possible CSI pre-
dictors. Overall, our results underscore the relevance of individual leadership behaviour and the
importance to train and sensitise leaders, who drive sustainability transformations in their re-
spective companies. In the context of sustainability education, Haney et al. (2020) propose to
focus on leaders' emotional engagement and moral obligation with respect to sustainability.
One of our aims was to develop a methodology for measuring corporate sustainability. The
operationalization of our newly introduced sustainability index encompasses both specific sus-
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tainability measures and corporate environmental policies, demonstrating strong internal con-
sistency. To validate the CSI, it should be incorporated in future studies. To mitigate biases
arising from participants choosing the “don’t know” option when answering CSI items, we
recommend focussing on leaders responsible for sustainability decisions in companies. The
transparency of these measures might further be reduced by insufficient sustainability commu-
nication (Geng, 2017), w hose impact on CSI is another area for future research.

Clear accountability emerged as the most influential organizational factor predicting sustain-
ability, indicating that companies with greater sustainability assign and communicate responsi-
ble persons for sustainability (e.g., Ludwig & Sassen, 2022) . As accountability has not been
addressed in the literature so far, this study contributes to current research on the strategic ap-
proach to sustainability. The findings implicate that companies should recognize the need for
diligently steering the accountability of corporate sustainability, e.g., by installing manage-
ment-centric approaches. Given that only 56% of respondents recognize designated roles being
responsible for sustainability within their companies, it is crucial for companies to clearly iden-
tify and communicate responsibilities (be it an individual, team or department). We suggest that
accountability should be incentivized or become mandatory for companies above a certain size
or annual turnover with the corresponding resources.

Another important finding is that companies with a top-down approach, with clear responsibil-
ities for sustainability, ETL, and a sustainable image achieve a higher CSI value. This under-
scores the need to make sustainability an integral part of corporate culture (Siyal et al., 2022).
Conversely, bottom-up approaches did not affect CSI, suggesting that such initiatives do not
enhance corporate sustainability. We assume that bottom-up approaches are comparably small
measures without visible impact on sustainability. In our sample, sustainability was approached
rather bottom-up than top-down, which highlights the importance of management-driven ap-
proaches. Finally, larger companies (250 or more employees) demonstrated higher CSI values,
highlighting the necessity of integrating sustainability as a foundational element and assigning
responsibilities, even in smaller companies with fewer human and material resources available.

6. CONCLUSION

In this study, we investigated the factors influencing corporate sustainability. Our findings em-
phasize the pivotal role of leadership behaviour and transparent accountability. They under-
score the need for a management-driven approach and for embedding sustainability in the cor-
porate culture. For future research, we suggest focusing on the characteristics of “sustainability
leaders” as they drive the corporate transformation supporting a more sustainable society. The
complex interplay of factors highlights the challenges of promoting corporate sustainability
(e.g., by leadership training) .
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