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Executive Summary
The goal of this thesis is to identify how the culture of sustainability
purpose driven organizations enable them to maintain alignment with their
purpose while surviving in the current economic construct, which
emphasizes economic growth as the primary measure of success. This
research looks to practices within organizations with a sustainability
purpose in an attempt to understand how their organizational culture creates
an environment for continual strategic decision making towards
sustainability. This research is conducted with the aim that other
organizations seeking a similar path may learn from these practices to
reinforce their own strategic decision making and ultimately contribute to
the emergence of a sustainable economy.

Introduction
Over the last 200 years the industrial age has been characterized by great
economic, technological and population growth that has served to improve
much  of  humanity’s  material  existence  (Senge  et  al.  2008). The growth of
this age has also had negative impacts for society and our planet. As
improvements in quality of life were associated with industrial
development, measures of economic growth have become the predominant
indicator of success in the economy. However, as human population and
current modes of human activity increase, the  Earth’s  carrying  capacity  is  
being systematically degraded. The challenge is for humanity to operate
within the boundaries of social and ecological sustainability. Meeting this
challenge requires a major shift in society’s  definition  of  success.  
The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) (Robèrt
2000) offers a strategic planning model that addresses both the problems
and opportunities inherent in the sustainability challenge. First, the FSSD
provides a scientifically robust definition of sustainability (Ny et al. 2006)
that addresses both its ecological and social dimensions. This definition is
centred on four sustainability principles (SPs), which provide a boundary of
behaviour within which individuals, organizations and society at large can
operate sustainably. Second, the FSSD includes a planning method,
backcasting from sustainability principles, which is used to define success
within the boundaries of sustainability (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).
Applying the approach of backcasting from sustainability principles to
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creating a vision for a sustainable economy can help  ensure  society’s  efforts  
towards a sustainable future are strategically applied.

Transitioning to a sustainable economy
Organizations represent a critical leverage point in the move to a
sustainable economy since they touch the lives of most people on the planet
as employers, suppliers, lobbyists and trendsetters (Senge et al. 2008). The
behaviour of organizations within the socio-economic system shapes the
collective action and impact of society on the planet. Because of their
influence, the transition towards a sustainable economy requires
organizations to align themselves with a definition of success within the
boundaries of sustainability.
Organizations with a strong core purpose and values tend to have lasting
economic viability and long-term success (Collins and Porras 1996). This
core ideology establishes the foundation for organizational culture and the
attitudes that influence both the strategic and day-to-day decision making in
the organization. This thesis seeks to investigate how sustainability purpose
driven organizations (SPDOs) who are seeking to operate with an
organizational purpose defined by a comprehensive understanding of both
the ecological and social dimensions of sustainability are able to stay
aligned with their purpose. The research is centred on understanding the
conditions within successful SPDOs that allow them to maintain ongoing
alignment with their purpose by examining how their practices contribute to
an organizational culture that fosters sustainability alignment.

Research questions
How does the culture of sustainability purpose driven organizations enable
them to continue to stay aligned with their purpose?
1. What are the practices used by sustainability purpose driven
organizations to develop a culture that helps them maintain
alignment with their purpose?
2. Are there common characteristics of organizational culture across
sustainability purpose driven organizations that help them maintain
alignment to their purpose?
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Methods
A combination of literature review and structured interviews were used to
identify the practices and cultural characteristics of SPDOs and explore
how these factors influence  an  organization’s  ability  to  strategically  act  in  
alignment with it’s purpose. The literature review focused on themes
regarding purpose driven organizations, core elements of organizational
culture, and cultural characteristics of purpose and values driven
organizations. This information was used to aid in the design of interview
questions and for coding. Structured interviews were designed to capture
practices used by SPDOs, and to evaluate the contribution of these practices
to organizational purpose alignment.
Research design was centred on exploring practices in four fundamental
areas of organizational culture based on The Four Bases of Organizational
DNA proposed by Neilsen et al. (2003). The model identifies four building
blocks of organizational practice that influence organizational culture.
These four fundamental building blocks are: i) organization structure; ii)
information; iii) decision rights; and iv) motivation (Neilson et al. 2003,
Neilson et al. 2004, Neilson and Pasternack 2005).
The target interview sample was defined as senior representatives from
successful SPDOs. Organizations for the sample were evaluated using a
filter requiring them to focus on both social and environmental
sustainability as a core part of their organizational purpose. A total of 18
interviews were conducted with senior representatives of SPDOs in North
America, Europe, Latin America and Africa. Individual practice examples
were identified from interview data and grouped into higher-level practices,
which were then clustered into common practice areas. Eight overarching
practice areas were identified through the research.

Results and discussion
All 18 participants mentioned sustainability is part   of   their   organization’s  
purpose and indicated organizational purpose is the driving force behind
their  organization’s  behaviour  and  actions.  Many  described  their  purpose  as  
a guiding compass for all strategic and non-strategic decision making. The
majority of participants cited the ability to generate financial returns by
producing high quality services or products with minimal environmental
impact as a primary organizational success factor. Although there was no
vi

consistent definition of sustainably across the organizations, all referred to
environmental, social and financial factors within their organizational
definitions of sustainability. The majority of participants referred to
organizational culture as a critical factor for maintaining alignment with the
organization’s purpose.
The results of the study suggest the culture developed by these SPDOs
helps them to operate in alignment with their purpose on a daily basis by:
weighing decisions against the purpose regularly; ensuring day-to-day
alignment with the purpose by establishing processes and structures that
facilitate   coherence   between   the   organization’s   behaviours   and   purpose;;  
and fostering quality relationships that generate commitment to the purpose
at a personal and collective level in the organization. These SPDOs seem to
express their purpose and values through their cultural practices.
Cultural practices and tools. Thirty practice areas were identified and
grouped into eight overall practice areas:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Shared understanding of purpose
Strategic decisions and planning
Information accessibility and understanding
Collaborative decision making
Authentic relationships
Modelling the values
Valuing the whole person
Giving back

All organizations in the sample mentioned practices across the eight
practice areas. It appears the practices work together to shape the culture of
the organization in a way that fosters both commitment to and
accountability for the purpose at an organizational and individual level. It is
the combination of practices across areas that contributes to a culture which
enables the organization to continually make decisions in alignment with its
purpose.
As expected, general culture of SPDOs exhibited the characteristics of
Appreciative Organizations (Whitney 2007). However, these findings are
preliminary and require further studies of the characteristics to SPDOs to
confirm and validate this result.
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Characteristics of a sustainable economy. Participants identified the need
to redefine success within the economy and said important characteristics
of a sustainable economy include: inclusivity, collaboration, transparency,
equity/fairness, local production, and care for the environment and future
generations. Many participants remarked the shift would require moving
away from a focus on capital growth, short-term profits and consumption,
and towards a focus on value while meeting human needs within ecological
limits. At a very high level the results show these organizations share the
values and characteristics of a sustainable economy as defined today
(UNEMG 2011).
Cultural practices and the FSSD. Along with effective strategic planning
the rapid transition to a sustainable economy requires a high degree of
motivation and commitment from individuals and organizations. The
practice areas identified in this study help organizations to act strategically
and in the right direction on a daily basis, standing as a complement to the
strategic planning model provided by the FSSD. The practices support the
embedment of strategic decision making for sustainability into an
organization’s  culture. Integration of the FSSDs definition of sustainability
into the culture of SPDOs could allow the organizations to ensure the
sustainability of their products, services and actions with a higher degree of
precision. It could also provide a coherent direction towards a sustainable
economy by uniting the efforts of all SPDOs under a shared vision of
sustainability.

Conclusion
The research confirmed the culture that surrounds both strategic and day-today decision making is a critical factor helping SPDOs to maintain
alignment with their purpose. The identified practices appear to do this in
two ways: by fostering a strong commitment and motivation from everyone
in the organization to collectively achieving the organization’s  purpose; and
allowing them to tap into the collective intelligence of the organization
when making decisions. Three purposeful action guidelines are offered as a
guide for developing a sustainability purpose driven culture. Organizations
with a sustainability purpose that are seeking ways to strategically embed
this   purpose   more   deeply   into   their   organization’s   culture   may find these
guidelines and practices useful for developing their ability to continually
act sustainably.
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Glossary
ABCD planning process: A four step strategic planning process used by
organizations and communities to select step-wise actions toward
sustainability utilizing a backcasting approach. It includes the following
steps: A) Systems awareness and creating a shared vision of success based
on   the   organization’s   vision   and   the four sustainability principles. B)
Assessing   the   organization’s   current reality. C) Brainstorming compelling
measures to move from the current reality towards the shared vision. D)
Prioritizing measures based on strategic planning prioritization principles.
B Corporation: Short form of Benefit Corporation. Certified B
Corporations are a new type of corporation which use the power of business
to solve social and environmental problems. They do this by meeting
comprehensive and transparent social and environmental performance
standards, meeting higher legal accountability standards, and building
business constituency for public policies that support sustainable
business. (B Lab 2012)
Backcasting: A strategic approach that involves first envisioning a desired
future, then looking back from that future to the current reality to consider
how to strategically move from the current position to the desired future
position.
Balanced scorecard: A strategic planning and management system that is
used in business and industry, government, and nonprofit organizations
worldwide to align business activities to the vision and strategy of the
organization, improve internal and external communications, and monitor
organization performance against strategic goals. (Balanced Scorecard
Institute 2011)
Biosphere: The region of the Earth’s system inhabited by living organisms,
spanning from the Earth’s  crust to the upper atmosphere.
Characteristics: A typical or noticeable quality of someone or something
(Cambridge Dictionary 2011).
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): A
framework for planning in complex systems that aids societal
transformation towards a sustainable mode of operation.
ix

Green economy: A term often used to describe society’s  current  vision  for  
a sustainable economy. A green economy is an economy that results in
“improved human well-being and social equity, while significantly
reducing environmental risks and ecological scarcities.” (UNEMG 2011,
31)
Gross Domestic Product (GDP): The total value of goods produced and
services provided in a country during one year. GDP = private consumption
+  gross  investment  +  government  spending  +  (exports  −  imports).
Organization: A group of people who work together in a structured way
for a shared purpose (Cambridge Dictionary 2011).
Organizational culture: Deeply embedded, self-reinforcing behaviors,
beliefs and mind-sets (Katzenbach and Harshak 2011) that define the daily
activities and interactions within an organization.
Organizational practices: Behaviours or activities that are intentionally or
unintentionally repeated within an organization on an ongoing basis. They
represent   “the   visible   parts   of   culture”   (Hofstede   and   Hosftede   2005, 12)
through which that culture can be most easily comprehended.
Organizational purpose: An   organization’s   fundamental   reason   for  
existence beyond simply making money (Collins 1996).
Organizational vision: A combination of three basic elements: (1) the
organizational  purpose  or  mission,  (2)  the  organization’s  core  values  that  do  
not   change   over   time;;   and   (3)   the   organization’s   envisioned   future   that
contains aspirations for its own future (Collins 1996).
Sustainability purpose driven organization (SPDO): An organization
with a purpose that is defined by a comprehensive understanding of both
the ecological and social dimensions of sustainability and that seeks to
operate with a definition of success that holds improving the conditions of
both these dimensions of sustainability as its focus.
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1 Introduction
At this time in history humanity is faced with a serious challenge – can we
sustain the needs and demands of a global population of seven billion
people (United Nations 2011) on planet Earth?

1.1 The sustainability challenge
For   6,000   years   the   conditions   of   Earth’s   biosphere   remained   relatively  
stable. Geologists refer to this period as the Holocene (Wanner et al. 2008),
and the stability of this era provided the backdrop to a remarkable 200 years
of development for human civilization - the industrial age – which has been
characterized by great economic, technological and population growth
(Senge et al. 2008).
As industrial growth seemed to drive improved quality of life (Stiglitz et al.
2009, Senge et al. 2008), the economy that accompanied the industrial age
came to rely on economic growth measures, such as Gross Domestic
Product (GDP), as indicators of economic   success.   Indeed,   society’s   ever  
increasing ability to harness ecological resources has brought with it major
advances in healthcare, technology, transport, agriculture and the arts, that
have served  to  improve  much  of  humanity’s  material  existence (Senge et al.
2008). These improved conditions have allowed for increasing population
health and growth all over the planet. Human population has grown from
approximately one billion people in 1812 to seven billion people in early
2012, and this exponential trend is projected to continue in the coming
decades (United Nations 2011).
However, the focus on ever-increasing output, in turn dependent upon
infinite resource availability, has also influenced our planet in less desirable
ways. Evidence that our industrialized society is causing rapid and
systematic   changes   to   the   Earth’s   biosphere   is   mounting.   Trends   across   a  
myriad of ecological indicators including climate change, ocean
acidification, biodiversity loss, phosphate cycles, nitrogen cycles, chemical
pollution and land use, all show alarming systematic degradation of the
biosphere (Rockstrom et al. 2009, WWF 2010).
Despite its focus on growth as an indicator of wealth, the industrial age has
also been characterized by global social inequity. Today, 925 million
people on the planet are undernourished (FAO 2010), and 48% of the
1

world’s   population   lives   on   less   than   $2   per   day   (Population   Reference  
Bureau 2011). The prospect of addressing this inequity through current
economic growth models does not bode well for the environmental health
of the planet. Current methods for reaching and defining economic success,
where   “the   perpetual   growth   myth   knows   no   ecological   bounds”   (Rees  
2010, 17) are not sustainable. Simply put, human society is not living
within the carrying capacity   of   the   Earth’s   resources and as a result is
facing a major sustainability challenge.
Figure 1.1 illustrates the sustainability challenge that is before society. The
figure  demonstrates  how  society’s  industrialized  economy  is  over-reaching
the   carrying   capacity   of   the   Earth’s   resources   using   the   metaphor   of   the  
funnel (Robèrt 2000).

Figure 1.1. The funnel as a metaphor for the sustainability challenge.

The  walls  of  the  funnel  represent  the  Earth’s  carrying capacity for life. As
human population and current modes of human activity systematically
increase, the  Earth’s  carrying  capacity  is  systematically  degraded  over  time,  
as represented by the narrowing walls of the funnel. The challenge is for
humanity to navigate to, and operate safely within, the boundaries of the
funnel   where   the   pace   at   which   the   Earth’s   resources   are   used   matches  
natural cycles of renewal, thus keeping the availability of these resources
constant over time. Only here will society be able to sustain the Earth's
ecological systems and carrying capacity while meeting humanity's needs.
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1.2 Meeting the sustainability challenge
Meeting the sustainability challenge requires drastic and urgent change in
the economic fabric of human society. The direction of this shift must take
society away from its current patterns of unsustainable behaviour towards a
mode  that  is  aligned  with  the  Earth’s  natural  flows  and  cycles.  In  their  work  
‘Beyond  Limits  to  Growth’  Meadows  et  al.  (1992)  summarize  the  nature  of
this transition:
“The   transition   to   a   sustainable   society   requires   a   careful   balance  
between long-term and short-term goals and an emphasis on
sufficiency, equity, and quality of life rather than on quantity of
output. It requires more than productivity and more than technology;
it  also  requires  maturity,  compassion,  and  wisdom.”  (Meadows  et  al.  
1992, 10)
The scale of transition required is extremely complex, and the longer
humanity persists with its current course the more economically expensive
and difficult such a transition will become (Stern 2006). However, as
Meadows et al. state in their book Limits to Growth: The 30-Year Update:
“The   necessity   of   taking   the   industrial   world   to   its   next   stage   of  
evolution is not a disaster—it is an amazing opportunity.”  (Meadows  
et al. 2004, 263)
1.2.1 A strategic approach: the FSSD
The level of complexity inherent in the transition to a sustainable society
(i.e., a society that operates with the boundaries of funnel shown in figure
1.1) requires a strategic approach. A clear comprehension of the Earth’s
capacity constraints is needed since it is within these constraints society
must operate. Although there is difficulty in defining these boundaries,
which  are  unknown,  scientific  knowledge  about  the  Earth’s  systems  and  the  
biosphere can be used to understand them. This understanding, along with
common objectives for a sustainable society, would ensure human activities
are aligned with each other and towards a sustainable future.
The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) (Robèrt
2000) allows us to address both the problems and opportunities inherent in
the sustainability challenge from a strategic and scientific perspective. The
FSSD offers both a clear definition of sustainability as well as a strategic
3

planning model that focuses on defining step-wise actions towards more
sustainable modes of operations within a complex and dynamic
environment such as the Earth’s   system   (Robèrt   2000).   In   addition   to   the  
funnel metaphor used to describe the sustainability challenge, the FSSD
introduces two concepts that are useful for addressing it; these are the
sustainability principles, and the use of backcasting in planning for
sustainability.
Defining sustainability: the sustainability principles. In order to align
society towards a sustainable future a clear definition of the conditions that
constitute sustainability is required to allow society to operate within the
Earth’s  capacity  constraints. The FSSD provides a scientifically robust and
functional definition of sustainability (Ny et al. 2006) that addresses both
ecological and social aspects. The definition provided by the FSSD is
centred on four sustainability principles (SPs), which provide a boundary of
behaviour within which individuals, organizations and society at large can
operate sustainably. The SPs are articulated as follows (Ny et al. 2006, 64):
“In   a   sustainable   society,   nature   is   not   subject   to   systematically  
increasing;
1. …concentrations   of   substances   from   the   lithosphere   in   the  
biosphere.
2. …concentrations   of   substances produced by societal sphere
in the biosphere.
3. …degradation  by  physical  means.
and, in that society,
4. …people   are   not   subject   to   conditions   that   systemically  
undermine  their  capacity  to  meet  their  needs.”
A sustainable future: backcasting from sustainability principles.
Backcasting from sustainability principles is a planning method used to
define success within the boundaries of sustainability (Holmberg and
Robèrt 2000). This approach focuses on a future that is unencumbered by
present day thinking before seeking steps toward it, and is an appropriate
model for the level of complex transition required for society to meet the
sustainability challenge. In the case of redefining success in the socioeconomic system, the method of backcasting from sustainability principles
4

should be used to envision what a sustainable economy could look like
prior to defining steps to get there.
The backcasting method also provides a guideline for ensuring actions
towards the envisioned future are strategic in nature. A strategic approach is
determined when the following conditions are met: actions are clearly
oriented in the right direction toward the vision; they provide a flexible
platform upon which future actions can continue to build toward the vision;
and they provide a reasonable return on investment, where returns can
consider social and ecological benefit as well as financial return (Holmberg
and Robèrt 2000, Robèrt 2000).
The method of backcasting from sustainably principles can be applied using
the ABCD planning process. The four steps of the ABCD process are: A)
define  a  vision  based  on  a  “shared mental model that conveys context and
meaning  to  participants”;; B) examine the current reality through the lens of
the sustainability principles and define a baseline assessment for the
organization with respect to the vision; C) generate solutions that address
issues uncovered in the B-step and develop a list of compelling actions; and
D) prioritize the actions and create a strategic action plan for reaching the
defined vision (Ny et al., 2006). The ABCD process can be applied to any
level of initiative that is aimed at transitioning from a currently
unsustainable state to a sustainable one.
Understanding   the   Earth’s   system:   the   Five Level Framework for
Sustainable Development. The elements of the FSSD are summarized in the
Five Level Framework for Sustainable Development (see table 1.1). This is
a conceptual framework designed to enable an understanding of the
complexity of the socio-ecological system. It provides a model for
structuring information in order to understand how aspects of the system
impact each other in the context of sustainability and therefore aid effective
strategic planning in this arena.
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Table 1.1. The Five Level Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development.
Level

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD)

1. System

The global socio-ecological system (i.e., society within the
biosphere).

2. Success

A society that complies with the four sustainability principles.
Backcasting from sustainability principles.

3. Strategic
Guidelines

Three prioritization questions:




Right direction to success?
Flexible platform?
Return on investment?

4. Actions

Concrete actions that comply with the strategic guidelines to reach
success.

5. Tools

The tools that support the actions towards sustainability.

1.3 Envisioning the future: a sustainable
economy
1.3.1 A new definition of success
The transition towards a sustainable society will require a new definition of
success that is placed within the boundaries of the four SPs1 and goes
beyond short-term profits, shareholder return and GDP growth. As
suggested by Laszlo et al., “In an increasingly complex and interconnected
global society,  the  need  to  redefine  ‘success’ has become an imperative for
the survival, sustainability and continued evolution of social systems and
their interdependent environments.” (Laszlo et al. 2010, 3)
Society’s   current   indicators   of   success   have   been   fuelled   by   the   drive   for  
economic growth based on increasing production and consumption (Rees
2010, Meadows et al. 1992, Stiglitz et al. 2009). However, the ability of
society to avoid systematically undermining the needs of future generations
(as the principled definition of sustainability defined by the FSSD requires)
will   also   “…depend upon the magnitude of the stocks of exhaustible

1

As defined in section 1.2.1.
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resources that we leave to the next generations. It will depend also on how
well we maintain the quantity and quality of all the other renewable natural
resources that are necessary for life. From a more economic point of view,
it will also depend upon how much physical capital – machines and
buildings – we pass on, and how much we devote to the constitution of the
human capital of future generations, essentially through expenditure on
education and research. And it also depends upon the quality of the
institutions that we transmit to them, which is still another form of ‘capital’
that   is   crucial   for   maintaining   a   properly   functioning   human   society.”  
(Stiglitz et al. 2009, 61)
As  awareness  of  society’s  impact on the planet's natural resources grows, so
does the motivation to address the sustainability challenge. New ways of
thinking about business are emerging as society increasingly recognizes the
need to address both ecological sustainability and social equity. One
example is the growth of ethical business standards such as B Corp (or
Benefit Corp) certification, which provides a standard for socially
responsible business that includes worker, community, environment, and
governance targets and metrics (B Corporation 2012). Sustainability is also
a growing priority for business executives. In a recent report by MIT Sloan
Business Review (Haanaes et al. 2012) 70% of respondents said their
company has put sustainability on the management agenda in the past six
years, with 20% saying this has happened in the last two years. These
examples indicate society is motivated by the opportunities presented by
the sustainability challenge. Applying the approach of backcasting from
sustainability principles2 to create a vision for a sustainable economy will
help  to  ensure  society’s  efforts  towards  a  sustainable  future  are  strategically  
applied.
1.3.2 A sustainable economy
The  term  ‘green  economy’  is  often  used  to  describe  society’s  current  vision  
for a sustainable economy. The United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP)  defines  a  green  economy  as  “An  economy  that  results  in  improved  
human well-being and social equity, while significantly reducing
environmental  risks  and  ecological  scarcities.”  (UNEMG  2011,  31)  In  this  
economy, growth is supported by financial investment as well as
investments   in   human   and   social   capital,   which   “recognize   the   central  

2

As described in section 1.2.1.
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position of human well-being and social equity as core goals promoted by
growth  in  income  and  employment.”  (UNEMG  2011,  31)
Discourse on this topic acknowledges that the significant gains society can
achieve by re-evaluating our use of natural capital and human potential far
outweigh the security of operating within our current and familiar economic
constructs (UNEMG 2011, Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2012). Hard
benefits of moving to a more regenerative  economy  include  “substantial  net  
material savings, mitigation of volatility and supply risks, positive
multipliers, potential employment benefits, reduced externalities, and longterm resilience  of  the  economy”  (Ellen  MacArthur  Foundation  2012,  9).  In  
addition, advocates of economic change (UNEMG 2011, Laszlo et al. 2010)
acknowledge a sustainable economy should focus beyond the growth of
financial capital alone, often referring to the Natural Capitals model (Porritt
2007) as a more appropriate and comprehensive view of economic
valuation.
Applying the FSSD to this discourse strengthens the vision for a new
sustainable economic construct by placing it within the parameters of
sustainability. From this perspective, a vision for a sustainable economy
can  only  be  established  by  putting  society’s definition of economic success
within the boundaries of the four SPs. Doing so ensures the goals for this
economy remain in context as a means to achieving a sustainable society
rather than as ends in and of themselves, allowing society at large to assess
potential economic actions and policies as to whether they systematically
support or undermine this end. With this understanding it becomes evident
the move towards an enduring, sustainable economy requires a
transformational shift in the way society thinks about healthy economic
growth   and   “requires   a   new   level   of   mainstreaming   that   goes   beyond  
business  as  usual.”  (UNEMG  2011,  15)
1.3.3 The role of organizations
Organizations   are   at   the   centre   of   society’s   economic   construct.   They  
represent a critical leverage point (Senge et al. 2008, Scharmer 2007) in the
move toward a sustainable economy, and ultimately a sustainable society,
simply because they impact the daily lives of the majority of people on the
planet.   In  the  words  of   Peter  Senge,  “Institutions   matter.  Today's   world   is
shaped not by individuals alone, but by networks of businesses and
governmental and non-governmental institutions that influence the products
we make, the food we eat, the energy we use, and our responses to
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problems that arise from these systems.” (Senge et al. 2008, 9). The
behaviour of organizations within the socio-economic system shapes the
collective action and impact of society on the planet. Because of their
influence, the transition towards a sustainable economy requires
organizations to align themselves with its definition of success.
Focusing on sustainability can represent a lucrative opportunity for business
organizations. According to a recent World Economic Forum (WEF) report
today’s  innovative,  sustainability  focused  organizations  “tend  to  grow  faster  
and have higher-than-average margins for their industries. Not only do they
have a business impact – doing well by conventional financial measures –
but   they   also   have   a   positive   effect   on   society   around   them.”   (World  
Economic Forum 2011, 9). Eccles et al. (2011) were also able to show that
in general, high sustainability organizations out performed their low
sustainability counterparts over the long term without sacrificing
shareholder wealth creation. If organizations that focus on sustainability
can be successful in the current economic construct, it is important to
consider whether they can also provide an impetus to move society towards
a sustainable future.
Tipping point theory (Gladwell 2002) tells us approximately 20% of a
community   is   needed   to   adopt   a   new   idea   or   trend   before   it   ‘tips’   and  
becomes the norm. Knowing a sustainable economy is dependent upon an
expanded view of economic benefit including ecological and societal
return, and that a focus on sustainability tends to improve financial returns
along with expanded benefits, which organizations can lead the transition to
a sustainable economy?
1.3.4 Sustainability purpose driven organizations
The prospect of growing sustainability purpose driven organizations in
order to develop a sustainable economy raises some key questions,
including: how can organizations bridge the gap and make the transition
toward a new economic paradigm required for a sustainable economy?
What capacities are needed to function healthily as an organization in the
current economic construct while leading the transition to a new,
sustainable economic paradigm? The authors believe successfully leading
the transition towards a new economic model for society will require
businesses that can be successful by the standards of the current economic
system while moving towards a vision for a sustainable economy.
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Research on enduring organizations indicates organizations with an
intention for long-term survival tend to be more values and purpose driven
(Kanter 2011). For these organizations, profits are seen as a means to an
end (i.e., the purpose) rather than an end itself since they recognize longterm viability is dependent upon recognition of the value they bring to
society at large as both employers and community members (Kanter 2011).
In addition, organizations with a strong core purpose and core values tend
to have lasting success (Collins and Porras 1996). Based on this research,
the  author’s  also  believe  organizations with a strong sustainability purpose
and values should be able to have long-term success according to current
economic definitions while maintaining alignment with a vision of a
sustainable economy.
Collins and Porras (1996) describe core purpose and values, along with an
envisioned future as the core ideology of an organization. The goal of a
core ideology is to “guide and inspire” (Ibid) individuals within the
organization to achieve its purpose. A strong core ideology will stand the
test of time and allow an organization to stay aligned even as market
conditions change. The core ideology establishes the foundation for the
culture of the organization, from which attitudes towards ways of doing
business flow. In turn, these attitudes influence both the strategic and dayto-day decision making of the organization.

1.4 Our research
In this thesis we seek to investigate how sustainability purpose driven
organizations (SPDOs) are able to stay aligned with their vision for a
sustainable future. For the purpose of this thesis SPDOs are defined as
those who are seeking to operate with a new definition of success based on
an organizational purpose defined by a comprehensive understanding of
both the ecological and social aspects of sustainability. In lieu of the four
SPs, the research will focus on organizations that explicitly articulate both
environmental and social aspects of sustainability as part of their
organizational mission or values in order to understand the conditions
within these successful SPDOs that allow them to maintain alignment with
their purpose on an ongoing basis. The research examines how
organizational behaviours contribute to a culture that allows the
organization to maintain alignment with its sustainability purpose.
Although no consistent definition for organizational culture appears to exist
(Hofstede and Hosftede 2005, Alvesson 2002) the term often refers to the
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“deeply   embedded,   self-reinforcing behaviors, beliefs and mind-sets”  
(Katzenbach and Harshak 2011, 2) that define the daily activities and
interactions within an organization. Organizational practices, or repeated
behaviours,   are   key   to   understanding   the   nature   of   an   organization’s  
culture.   They   represent   “the   visible   parts   of   culture”   (Hofstede   and  
Hosftede 2005, 12) through which the culture can be most easily
comprehended.
Our hope and expectation is that the practices of successful SPDOs will
provide guidance to other organizations wishing to establish or strengthen
alignment with their own sustainability purpose. The research will attempt
to identify how successful SPDOs embody their purpose through their
culture and the practices that allow them to do so. The hope is that
organizations with a sustainability purpose who are seeking ways to
strategically   embed   this   purpose   more   deeply   into   their   organization’s  
culture and function will find these practices useful for developing their
ability to act sustainably, and to help the transition of society at large
towards a sustainable economy.
1.4.1 Research questions
How does the culture of sustainability purpose driven organizations enable
them to continue to stay aligned with their purpose?
1. What are the practices used by sustainability purpose driven
organizations to develop a culture that helps them maintain
alignment with their purpose?
2. Are there common characteristics of organizational culture across
sustainability purpose driven organizations that help them
maintain alignment to their purpose?
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2 Methods
2.1 Qualitative research methods
The methodological approach selected for this research was based upon
qualitative research design outlined by Maxwell (2005).
A combination of literature review and structured interviews were used to
identify the practices and cultural characteristics of SPDOs and explore
how  these  factors  influence  an  organization’s  ability  to  strategically  act  in  
alignment with its purpose. Methods were selected to aid triangulation of
data and increase validity of the study.
The literature review focused primarily on the identification of key themes
from organizational development literature regarding purpose driven
organizations. These included themes around the core elements of
organizational culture, and cultural characteristics of purpose and values
driven organizations. This data was used to aid in the design of both
interview questions and coding. Structured interviews were designed to
capture cultural practices used by SPDOs in the field, and to evaluate the
contribution of these practices to organizational purpose alignment.
Due to the generally vague and inconsistent definitions of organizational
culture in the literature, a definition of core, common areas of
organizational  practice  that  contribute  to  shaping  an  organization’s  culture  
was needed to structure the research. The Four Bases of Organizational
DNA proposed by Neilsen et al. (2003) was selected. The model provides a
concise representation of four fundamental areas of organizational practice
that influence organizational culture and is consistent with other literature
on the topic. These four fundamental areas of organizational culture,
referred to as organizational building blocks, are generic enough to be
applied across all organization types, allowing it to be applied across a
broad sample of organizations. The four organizational building blocks are:
i) organization structure (related to organization hierarchy and the
organization chart); ii) information (related to the flow of and access to
information and knowledge as well as performance measurement and
coordination of activity); iii) decision rights (related to who makes
decisions when, and how); and iv) motivation (related to objectives,
incentives and career pathways for people in the organization) (Neilson et
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al. 2003, Neilson et al. 2004, Neilson and Pasternack 2005). These formed a
foundation for the structured research questions.
Interview questions were also structured according to the 5 Level
Framework  (5LF)  as  it’s  defined  in  the  FSSD1. Combining the 5LF with the
organizational building blocks provided a general framework for
sequencing questions in order to elicit data in the same way for each
organization in the sample. This structured format in turn aided data
analysis by aligning information gathered with the 5LF. Questions were
included at each level of the 5LF as follows:





System. Participants were asked to discuss characteristics of their
organization’s  culture.
Success.   Participants   were   asked   to   discuss   their   organization’s  
definition of success and of sustainability.
Strategic. Participants were asked how practices helped them to
maintain alignment with the sustainability purpose of their
organization.
Actions and tools. Participants were asked to discuss their
organization’s  practices  in  each  of  the  four  building  blocks.

Organizational purpose and success. Interview participants were asked to
define success for their organization and discuss the role of their
organization’s   purpose   in   shaping   organizational   behaviour.   This  
information   was   sought   both   to   confirm   the   organization’s   purpose fit the
sample  criteria,  and  to   assess  how  the  organization’s  definition  of  success  
was shaped by its purpose.  It  was  expected  each  organization’s  definition  of  
success would be based on social and environmental variables as well as
financial metrics. Interviews included direct questions to elicit this data.
Definition of sustainability. Interview participants were asked how their
organization defines sustainability. This information was sought first to
check whether the organization met research sample criteria, and then to
examine whether a shared definition of sustainability was present across
participating organizations. It was expected that no such shared definition
would exist and definitions would include varying combinations of social
and environmental factors. Interviews included direct questions to elicit this
data.

1

See section 1.2.1.
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Organizational practices. Interview participants were asked to identify and
describe the practices and tools their organization uses in general areas
relating to measurement of success and overall culture, and also in relation
to the four building blocks: organization structure (including accountability,
hiring and relationship to external stakeholders), decision rights,
information access and flow, and employee motivators. This data was
sought first to provide valuable practical information on how the
organizations cultivate a culture that aligns with their purpose, expresses
their values and supports their success; and then to provide a valuable
resource bank of existing practices that could be strategically adopted by
aspiring organizations to improve their ability to achieve their sustainability
purpose. It was expected practices in each area would be shaped by the
organization’s  purpose,  and  have  a  significant  impact  on  the  characteristics
of organizational culture. Direct questions were included in interviews to
elicit this data.
Cultural characteristics of SPDOs. This data was sought primarily to
validate the sample population and also to provide high-level insights into
the nature of the culture of SPDOs. It was expected SPDOs would give
importance to the 27 cultural characteristics offered by the Principles of
Appreciative Organizing model2 (Whitney 2007). Questions about these
characteristics were not asked directly as it was assumed the true
characteristics of SPDOs would emerge from the dialogue through
interviews.

2.2 Data collection
2.2.1 Sample selection
Criterion based sampling was the primary method used to select
organizations for participation in the study. This method was selected over
probability based sampling methods because of the small scale of the study,
and because the core research objective was to highlight the differences and
commonalities between SPDOs (Maxell 2005, 88). Criteria based methods
allowed for targeting these types of organizations directly within the time
constraints of the study. Further sampling of organizations that met the

2

The rationale for the selection of this model will be discussed briefly later in this section.
Characteristic definitions can be found in Appendix E.
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sample criteria was conducted by convenience due to limitations in
accessibility to organizational representatives, time constraints and
resources to fund the study.
The target interview sample was determined as senior representatives from
successful SPDOs. The criteria were defined as follows:








Organization. For this study, organizations were defined as an
organized body of people with a particular purpose (Cambridge
Dictionary 2011). Within this definition for-profit, non-profit, social
enterprises and cooperative organizations were all considered to be
valid prospects for the research sample.
Successful. In order to be considered successful, sample
organizations were required to have been in existence and
financially solvent for five or more years and have a minimum of
ten3 employees.
Sustainability purpose driven. Based on preliminary research it was
found the FSSD definition of sustainability has not been widely
adopted by organizations. A proxy definition of sustainability based
on  Maon  et  al.’s  (2010)  CSR  development  model  (see Appendix F)
and alignment with the four SPs4 was developed. This allowed a
broader range of organizations to be considered for the sample
population. Successful SPDOs were defined as organizations that
explicitly articulated both environmental and social sustainability as
core components of their vision, values or purpose, and in this way
were considered to be in alignment with the four SPs.
Senior representative. In order to ensure interview participants
could offer relevant data senior organizational leaders were targeted
as valid representatives for the study. These were defined as
founder’s,   CEO’s,   sustainability managers or other such senior
position holders.

3

At the time of the interviews, one participant identified they only had 8 employees. This
data is still included in the sample as they have been in operation for 14 years and have
several practices in place.
4
As described in section 1.2.1.
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2.2.2 Identifying the sample
Potential organizations for the sample were identified through a range of
organizational directories and award rankings profiling organizations with a
focus on sustainability as a core part of their operations. A list of these
sources can be found in Appendix A. In addition, a request for relevant
contacts was made to the MSLS alumni network and current MSLS class
network via an email outlining the sample criteria. Organizations with
which the authors had prior direct or indirect contact were also included for
sample consideration. Diversity of the sample was considered important to
increase both the validity and applicability of findings to other
organizations. Effort was made to include organizations with a range of
geographical locations, legal structures, number of employees, and industry
sectors. A sample list of potential organizations was compiled for review.
Data on each organization was gathered from organizational websites, then
categorised and ranked against the sample criteria. Forty-one of 125
potential organizations were assessed as being highly relevant to the
research. The final sample is provided in Appendix A.
Selected organizations were contacted via email to request an interview.
The initial contact email included a one-page summary document outlining
the   research   objectives,   the   MSLS   program,   and   the   author’s   biographies.    
Interviews were scheduled between March 20th and April 7th 2012.
2.2.3 Interviews
A structured interview method was chosen to enable rich data collection
and to improve validity when resulting data was compared across the
sample (Maxwell 2005).
A total of 18 interviews were conducted with founders (9), sustainability
managers  (5),  CEO’s  (2),  and  other senior representatives (2) from SPDOs
in North America (9), Europe (7), Latin America (1) and Africa (1). A
demographic breakdown of interview participants can be found in
Appendix A.
Eleven interviews were conducted with two authors present. One author
acted as the primary interview conductor and the second took notes and
asked clarification or elaboration questions if needed. Due to interview
overlap, seven interviews were conducted with only one author present. To
enhance uniformity and reliability of data a comprehensive interview
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question sheet was created detailing required questions and sub-questions to
be used during each interview. Interview questions can be found in
Appendix B.
A one-page document was emailed to each participant one to two days
before each interview to summarize the main areas to be covered, clarify
confidentiality stipulations and confirm interview times. Interview duration
ranged between 50 and 70 minutes, and all interviews were conducted via
Skype or telephone. Interviews were digitally recorded using the Notability
application for iPad to support transcription of data, data reliability, and
interview repeatability. Two iPad recording devices were used to provide a
backup recording for 80% of the interviews.
Interview questions were pre-tested with an MSLS classmate of the authors
one week prior to starting interviews. The classmate was selected for their
organizational background, which was similar to that of the sample
population. The pre-test showed the interview questions were effective and
flowed well within the target time limit. After pre-testing, minor question
refinements were made based on terminology and sequencing feedback to
improve clarity.
This process of minor refinement was repeated after the first two participant
interviews based on post interview reflection and discussion. This initial
iterative refinement process ensured interview questions were clear,
consistent across interviews and elicited the right types of data. Although
no significant changes were made to the interview structure or questions,
the minor refinements helped to improve clarity in the questions and the
consistency of data drawn from the remaining sample population.

2.3 Data analysis
2.3.1 Transcription
Due to time constraints, digital recordings of the 18 interviews were
transcribed into a detailed summary. Relevant quotes were transcribed
verbatim and responses were added to a master spreadsheet corresponding
to the headings of each interview section. Separate authors reviewed each
transcript summary in order to increase validity and accuracy of
transcription. Additional detail was added to the summary transcript as
required to ensure accuracy.
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2.3.2 Coding
In order to provide data to answer sub-research questions one and two the
raw data from the transcribed interviews was coded to identify SPDO
practices that supported development of the organizations culture and to
surface common cultural characteristics present across SPDOs. To increase
validity two authors separately coded each set of interview data. The two
sets of resulting coded data were then compared and debated until
consensus was reached on each result before a final set of coded data was
produced.
RQ1: Cultural practices of SPDOs. The single criteria used to code for
practices in the transcript data was simply the definition of a practice itself
– a repeated exercise in or performance of an activity. No predefined list of
practices was used since the intention of the study was to identify and
discuss practices in common use in the field rather than analyse them
against a pre-set framework from the literature. The practice coding process
went through three steps.
1. Two authors each coded transcript data for individual examples of
practices named by each organization during each interview.
2. Individual practice examples were grouped into higher-level
practices by the authors. Each practice was titled and defined based
on the common intention that emerged as the motivating factor for
its use by the different organizations. For instance, the practice
examples ‘open   book   policy’   and   ‘online   salary   reporting’   were  
grouped  into  the  common  practice  of  ‘financial  transparency’  based  
on the common intention to make financial information available
throughout the organization. The titles and definitions of practices
were reviewed and refined as new practice examples were added to
each practice.
Emphasis was placed on creating practices that had non-overlapping
definitions and content to improve clarity in the results. However,
due to the multifunctional nature of many individual practices this
was not always possible. In cases where an individual practice
example appeared in more than one practice it was included in all
corresponding practices. Throughout this process each original
practice example was tracked with a tag to the organization that
used it. At the end of this step the tags allowed the authors to assess
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the frequency of organizations using specific practice examples.
This step was managed using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.
3. Emergent practices were then clustered into common practice areas
according to intention and theme. For example the practice
‘financial   transparency’   was   grouped   into   the   practice   area  
‘information   accessibility   and   understanding’   along   with   the  
practices   ‘information   transparency   and   distribution’,   ‘information  
education’,   ‘share   organizational   and   individual   learning’,   and  
‘foster   extended   systems   awareness’.   All   the   practices   in   this  
practice area contribute to an intention to make information
accessible and understood. This was done using a similar process as
detailed in step 2. See Appendix G for a list of practices and areas,
and Appendix H for final practice coded data.
RQ2: Cultural characteristics of SPDOs. Cultural characteristics were
coded according to expected characteristics derived from the Principles for
Appreciative Organizing model (Whitney 2007) identified in the literature.
This model was chosen because its definition of Appreciative Organizations
closely matched   the   author’s   definition   of   the   sample;;   and   its   list   of   27
characteristics covers many organizational facets, and forms comprehensive
base criteria for coding and enhanced intercoder reliability. The definitions
used for coding cultural characteristics can be found in Appendix E.
Transcript data was coded and each characteristic was allocated a score
between 1 and 3 based on the inferred importance of that characteristic by
the participant during the interview. Listed characteristics that were
perceived as not having arisen implicitly or explicitly during the interview
were not allocated a score. Total scores and averages for characteristics
were calculated across all transcript data sets. These scores were used to
assess the prevalence of sub-characteristics across the sample population.
2.3.3 Strengths and limitations
Interviews are a valuable tool for eliciting rich data that surfaces important
variables and the relationships between them. When referring to the
strengths of a structured interview approach Maxwell argues that such
“approaches  can  help  to  ensure  the  comparability of data across individuals,
times, settings and researchers, and are thus particularly useful in answering
variance questions, questions that deal with the differences between
things.”  (Maxwell  2005,  80)
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The rationale for selecting a structured interview approach included the
following. First, the research sought to understand complex relationships
and reasoning behind why particular practices were used to maintain
alignment with organizational purpose. Therefore a method was required
that could capture the complexity of these relationships as they emerged
through participant dialogue. Second, all three authors were required to be
able to participate in data collection separately. Therefore a consistent
approach was needed to provide consistent and valid results. Third, in order
to enable the identification of differences and commonalities of
characteristics and practices across the sample, interviews were conducted
with representative of multiple organizations. Therefore, an approach was
required that would allow data and results to be validly compared. Finally
due to the short research timeframe, an approach that would limit the
amount of data collected to a quantity that could be realistically analysed
within the time constraints to achieve the goals was required. It was
assessed that the structured interview process was the best method to
achieve each of these goals.
Limitations. Limitations of the structured interview approach arise from
limited flexibility to follow emerging themes during the interview process.
The structure also required that certain potentially important dimensions of
the organization were not addressed as they were considered outside the
scope of the interview. While the scope of the study was necessarily limited
by its time constraint, the authors attempted to mitigate this by conducting a
thorough review of the relevant literature to identify key organizational
practice areas on which to focus the interviews and minimise the potential
of overlooking key aspects of organizational culture.
A further limitation arose from the high volume of research time required
for transcribing the quantities of data generated. The summary transcription
approach adopted necessarily reduced the richness of the data used for
coding, and may have had an impact on the precision of the coding results.
The dual author interview and coding process was applied to minimize
these impacts as much as possible.

2.4 Validity, assumptions and biases
Research instrument. The primary research instruments for this thesis were
the authors themselves. Qualitative research is based on the subjective
interpretation of data by the researchers who conduct it. It is important to
note the authors of this study are all studying on the same sustainability
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focused  Master’s  program, are fluent in only English and Spanish, range in
age between 27 and 42 and come from the UK, Canada and Costa Rica.
Therefore it must be recognised that this research was conducted from a
primarily Western cultural perspective and will have been influenced by the
authors’   own   values,   goals   and   understanding   surrounding   both  
sustainability and organizations. Throughout the study it was assumed that
moving society towards a more sustainable mode of operation was
necessary, desirable and possible. Furthermore, it was assumed
organizations have a vital and high impact role in that process, and the
ability for organizations to maintain sustainability purpose alignment in the
current economic construct could be challenging.
The sample. It is important to recognise the gathering of organizational data
came from a single source within each organization. In addition to the
validity checks previously mentioned, attempts to improve the validity of
this data were made by interviewing only senior employees who were
assumed to have in-depth and strategic organizational knowledge. It is
therefore important to state that the data gathered is shaped by the position,
perspective and biases of each of these individuals.
Comparative qualitative approach. This methodological approach carries
the possibility of over emphasis on the comparison of variables across a
population at the neglect of local processes, meanings and contextual
influences on each given case (Maxwell 2005, 90). To mitigate this factor
the scope of the study was limited to focus primarily on organizations
operating within highly similar macroeconomic constructs (i.e., a market
economy). It was assumed each organization would therefore be operating
in a relatively similar contextual environment.
Coding analysis. Interview data coding is a subjective process in which the
outcomes are heavily impacted by the perspective and interpretation of the
coder. This validity concern was mitigated by clearly defining variables
prior to coding and separately coding each set of data twice before
combining results. Despite these validity checks a degree of author bias
inevitably remains.

2.5 Expected results
Overall, it was expected the overarching purpose of SPDOs would shape
the culture of the organizations in such a way that sustainability would be
embedded in how they do business on a daily basis. Along with purpose,
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financial sustainability was expected to be included among organizational
definitions of success, since this is required for the organizations to remain
viable in the current economy.
Based on a review of the literature, a high presence of practices aimed at
fostering dialogue, relationships, autonomy, shared responsibility, long
term thinking and an expanded view of responsibility to external
stakeholders was expected to be present within the sample SPDOs. It was
also expected the SPDOs would exhibit many of the characteristics outlined
in the Appreciative Organizing model described in the Methods section,
although the degree to which these would be exhibited was unknown.
Although   the   author’s   expected   social   and   environmental   factors   to   be  
included in the way each organization in the sample defined sustainability,
it was not expected that any organization would use the four SPs as a
definition of sustainability or that there would be any common definition
across the sample. In general, it was assumed a sustainable economy would
represent a desirable future for these organizations. Although it was
unknown how this vision would be defined it was assumed it would be
somewhat   similar   to   the   common   discourse   related   to   a   ‘green   economy’  
described in section 1.3.2.
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3 Results
3.1 Structured interviews
Data from structured interviews is organized according to the data
collection areas outlined in the Methods section.
3.1.1 Organizational purpose and success
The key criterion used to select appropriate organizations for the research
sample was a sustainability driven organizational purpose. Each interview
began with questions to validate the sample, as well as to understand the
importance of purpose and its role in shaping organizational behaviours.
Sustainability driven purpose. All 18 participants in the sample mentioned
sustainability   was   part   of   their   organization’s   purpose. Thirteen
organizations (72%) were founded with this purpose. In the remaining five
(28%), the sustainability   dimension   of   the   organization’s   purpose   evolved  
over time. In some cases a financial or personal crisis was cited as cause for
the organization revaluating its reasons for being in business, resulting in an
evolution of the purpose to include sustainability. In one case the
sustainability purpose developed over the last four years as the organization
progressed from regulation compliance to sustainability embedment.
The importance of purpose. All participants indicated organizational
purpose was essential to the organization, describing it as the fundamental
driving  force  behind  their  organization’s  behaviour  and  actions.
“everything  we  do  fits  with  the  purpose”  (Williams  2012)
“the   purpose   drives   everything   in   the   organization”   (Mykhailyuk  
2012)
“it’s  the  primary  organizing  principle”  (Caldwell  2012)
Many participants described their purpose as playing a key role in unifying
the organization towards a central mission and acting as a guiding compass
for all strategic and non-strategic decision making.
"We are always challenging ourselves to say 'to what extent are the
decisions   we’re   making   based   on   our   vision, mission and values?
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And how are we living those through our strategy?' – The purpose is
completely central to what we are doing." (Clothier 2012)
When   asked   questions   using   the   term   ‘purpose’,   many   participants  
frequently   used   the   terms   ‘vision’,   ‘mission’   and   ‘values’   either  
interchangeably  with  or  to  summarize  the  term  ‘purpose’.
Definition of successful purpose alignment. Participants were asked to
discuss  their  organization’s  definition  of  successful  purpose  alignment.  As  
expected, responses to this question varied between organizations
dependent on both their legal structure and industry of operation, however
some common themes emerged.
The majority of participants cited the ability to generate financial returns by
producing high quality services or products with minimal environmental
impact as a primary organizational success factor.
“Run   a   company   that   has   these   [sustainability] 1 values and be
profitable.”  (McLeod  2012)
Many participants also mentioned the ability of their organization to have a
positive impact on wider society as an important element of success.
“the   ripple   effect   throughout   the   local   community…seeing   happy  
faces”  (Trolle  2012)
“how  much  change  we  generated”  (Foy  2012)
Other success factors included: the extent to which the organization was
able to model the values derived from its purpose; the ability of the
organization to provide sustainable, quality employment; and the ability of
the organization to contribute to developing the potential of employees2 and
key stakeholders3.
Explicitly, 12 participants (67%) mentioned that while financial returns are
vital to organizational functioning they did not define overall success for

1

Bracketed words have been added to interview quotes by the authors for contextual clarity.
Or internal stakeholders. In the case of the cooperatives in particular, where employees are also
owners of the organization.
3
For example key supplier or customer groups, such as farmer cooperatives.
2
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their organizations. Instead, these participants expressed that financial
success was seen as a means for the organization to achieve its purpose.
“…we're  not  motivated  by  money,  and  we say that to people. We're
motivated more by mission than by money.”  (ter  Weeme  2012)
Measurement of success. When asked to describe how their organization
measured success with regard to its purpose, ten participants stated their
organization went beyond financial metrics to measure success. All
additional metrics had sustainability as a primary focus. They included
triple bottom line (5), the FSSD sustainability principles (1), the
Sustainable Food Trade Association model (1), a sustainability balanced
scorecard (1), and other internally developed sustainability based metrics
(2).
Four participants mentioned their organization was going through an
important transition during which new metrics for measuring success in line
with their purpose were being developed.
3.1.2 Definition of sustainability
In order to validate the sample and gain insight into the perception of
sustainability held by sample organizations, interview participants were
asked how their organization defines sustainability.
There was no consistent, clear definition of sustainably across the 18
organizations. However, all referred to environmental, social and financial
factors when describing their definition. Ten participants were able to
articulate a clear definition of sustainability held by their organizations. The
rest of the participants, while able to outline a myriad of social and
environmental sustainability dimensions, were unable to articulate a concise
definition of sustainability.
A majority of participants indicated they perceived sustainability to be an
on-going behaviour or ability rather than an end-point to be reached.
“Really  what  this  is  about  is  the  ability  to  respond  to  ever  changing  
life conditions – so as life conditions become more and more
complex, we need to become more and more capable to respond to
those  and  sustain  ourselves  and  the  planet.”  (Clothier  2012)
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Several participants described focusing on sustainability from a moral or
mind-set perspective.
“awareness  with  a  purpose”  (Clothier  2012)
“the  right  thing  to  do”  (Trolle 2012)
In addition, there was some variation between participants as to whether
they emphasized social or environmental dimensions of sustainability in
their definition. Many placed emphasis on reducing environmental impacts.
“reduce  the  impact  in  the  world”  (Cannel  2012)
“not   taking   action   that   uses   more   [resources]   than   we   have  
available”  (Barazzuol  2012)
Others placed more emphasis on social factors, such as providing secure
quality employment, and minimizing negative social and environmental
impacts on future human generations.
“not   encumbering   future   generations   to   pay   for   our   impact”   (King  
2012)
Five participants mentioned triple bottom line when explaining their
definition of sustainability.
Finally, three participants explicitly mentioned a desire to move beyond
simply aiming towards sustainability to focus their efforts on having a
generative impact in the wider social and ecological systems.
"Much  as  been  fear  based  until  now.  It’s  not  motivating.  We  need  to  
create a sense of what a great prosperous future could look like and
how it fits with our values." (ter Weeme 2012)
3.1.3 Identifying cultural practices and tools
Participants were asked what practices their organization uses to maintain
alignment of the organization with its purpose from the perspective of each
of the four building blocks and the culture in general. As outlined in the
Methods section, specific examples of practices were first grouped into
general practices and then into overarching practice areas.
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Thirty practices were identified and are sequenced here by their
corresponding practice area. Examples of individual practice examples for
each practice are provided where relevant. The sequence of practice areas
is:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Shared understanding of purpose
Strategic decisions and planning
Information accessibility and understanding
Collaborative decision making
Authentic relationships
Modelling the values
Valuing the whole person
Giving back

The percentages given in this section represent the ratio of participants who
explicitly mentioned each practice. It should not be inferred that
organizations that did not mention a practice do not do that practice, as this
remains unknown - the practice was simply not raised by the participant in
the course of our interview.
Practice area 1: Shared understanding of purpose
Three practices areas relating to fostering of a shared understanding of the
organization’s   purpose   and   how   progress   towards   it   is   measured   were  
identified and grouped into this area. In this group:





9 organizations mentioned examples in all three practices;
5 organizations in two of the practices;
3 in one of the practices; and
1 organization did not mention examples in any of these practices.

Practices in this group were identified from participant discussion related to
information sharing and motivators, as well as discussion regarding general
organizational culture.
"A better world is subject to interpretation, so there has to be a
common conceptualization of this.”  (ter  Weeme  2012)
Practice 1.1: Ensure clarity of organizational goals and objectives.
Thirteen participants (72%) said their organization builds clarity and
awareness of organizational goals and objectives throughout the
organization to ensure decisions and actions are aligned toward the purpose.
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Example. ‘Four   Whys’,   an   organizational purpose clarity tool (Barrett
1998).
Practice 1.2: Conduct strategic measurement and reporting on
sustainability related objectives. Twelve participants (67%) stated their
organization practices regular tracking and reporting on key performance
indicators related to organizational goals and objectives in support of the
organization’s   purpose   and   values.   This   data   is   then used to reflect on,
adjust and acknowledge progress toward organizational goals.
Example. Measurement and reporting against B Corp certification criteria
(including environmental and social sustainability criteria) as organizational
performance indicators.
Practice 1.3: Regular employee performance assessment against purpose
based targets. Fifteen participants (83%) mentioned their organizational
practices cultivate the ability of individuals to hold themselves accountable
to organizational objectives and personal goals. Targets and responsibilities
that include environmental and social sustainability objectives are included
in employee job descriptions and roles. Achievement of these targets and
objectives are then rewarded.
Example. Individual and team performance reflections and assessments in
which individuals and teams participate in a structured process to assess
their performance against their goals, including environmental and social
sustainability measures.
Practice area 2: Strategic decisions and planning
Two practices relating to strategic decision making and planning were
identified and grouped into this practice area. Practices in this area were
identified from participant discussion related to organizational approach to
decision making. In this group:




7 organizations mentioned examples in both practices;
10 organizations in one of the practices; and
1 did not mention examples of these practices.

“The   ‘how’   is   how   we   try   to   role   model   decision   making   that   we  
would want to see replicated in the world." (Caldwell 2012)
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Practice 2.1: Weighing decisions against values and purpose. Sixteen
participants (89%) said when making strategic decisions their organization
uses a practice to weigh decisions, either formally or informally, against the
purpose, values and objectives of the organization. Formal weighing
includes the use of structured frameworks to analyse decisions against
purpose-based metrics. Informal weighing includes use of questions such as
‘How  does  this  decision  align  with  the  purpose?’ This practice particularly
applied to strategic decisions such as selecting new clients and ventures,
changes in legal constitution, and strategic planning.
Example. Quantitative rating allocated to new opportunities and clients in
order   to   assess   alignment   to   the   organization’s   purpose.   This   data   is   then  
reviewed   annually   to   assess   the   alignment   of   the   organization’s   work  
portfolio to its purpose.
Practice 2.2: Inclusive purpose-based strategic planning process. Eight
participants (44%) mentioned their organization practices a disciplined and
inclusive approach to organizational strategic planning and on-going plan
execution. For these organizations, emphasis is placed in maintaining longterm alignment of organizational operations with the values and the purpose
of the organization.
Example. Annual organizational strategic planning process involving all
employees. Employee surveys are used to elicit feedback on organizational
performance and ideas for moving forward.
Practice area 3: Information accessibility and understanding
Five practices relating to organizational approaches to information sharing
and management were identified and grouped into this practice area. In this
group:





1 organization mentioned examples in all five practices;
8 organizations mentioned examples in four practices;
6 organizations mentioned examples in three practices; and
3 organizations mentioned practices in two practices.

Practices in this area were identified from participant discussion related to
information sharing as well as discussion regarding general organizational
culture.
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Practice 3.1: Information transparency and distribution. Seventeen
participants (94%) stated their organization had practices to enable key
organizational information to be widely accessible for all members of the
organization. This did not include confidential information, such as
personal details or information held confidential by law.
Example. Unrestricted computer network folders containing all levels of
information available to view, but not edit, for all employees.
“We   try   to   work   really   hard   on   transparency   and   access   to  
information across the whole team.”  (Trolle  2012)
Practice 3.2: Information education. Fifteen participants (83%) mentioned
their organization educates employees on how to access, understand and
interpret available organizational information. This included education on
information related to job roles, finances and strategic decisions.
“A   lot   of   challenges   come   when   people   don’t   understand   what’s’  
going on – so access of information is vital for things to run
smoothly.”  (McLeod  2012)
Example. ‘Buddy’  employees  assigned  to   new  employees  to   support  them  
in learning how to understand and interpret key organizational information.
Practice 3.3: Share organizational and individual learning. Twelve
participants (67%) mentioned their organization creates opportunities to
share learning gained by individuals and teams with peers in order to
facilitate the learning and knowledge transfer within the organization.
Example. Lunch and learn sessions where employees share a meal together,
and either an internal or external individual offers a presentation to share
learning or expertise on topics relevant to the organizational purpose.
Practice 3.4: Financial transparency. Twelve participants (67%)
mentioned their organization practices a high degree of financial
transparency in which strategic financial information is available to be
viewed by all employees, at all levels of the organization.
Example. Open book financial policy that allows all employees to access
and  view  the  organization’s  financial  information.
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Participants cited practices in this area as being important for empowering
employees to effectively participate in strategic decision making, and
engaging employees in the larger organizational purpose.
"We need the collective intelligence of all parts of the systems to
make the best decisions possible, so in order to do that people need
to have all the information – not just the information, that is just
level 1 - they need to know how to understand the information. We
have done a lot of work around the financial report so everyone
knows how to read and understand them. Just having the data is
almost useless." (Caldwell 2012)
“Information   sharing   helps   to   engage   people   in   what   we're   doing  
and why.”  (Williams  2012)
One participant also cautioned that these practices can lead to employees
being over saturated with information which they may not have time to
fully process.
“We  can  almost  be  at  the  risk  of  sharing  too  much  information  - do
people  really  have  the  time  to  process  it  all?”  (Clothier  2012)
Practice 3.5: Foster extended systems awareness. Five participants (28%)
mentioned organizational practices to support employees in developing a
broader understanding of the internal and external systems (e.g. supply
chain, organization departments) the organization is embedded within.
These practices are used to enable employees to take more informed
decisions and actions that are in alignment with the organizational purpose.
Example. Origin trips. The focus of these trips is to take employees on
visits to suppliers within the supply chain for the products or services the
organization produces. The goal is to build relationships and develop the
organization’s   capacity   for   end-to-end thinking regarding sustainability
impacts when taking action and making decisions.
Practice area 4: Collaborative decision making
Four practices relating to organizational approaches to decision rights and
how decisions are made were identified and grouped into this practice area.
Practices in this area were identified from participant discussion related to
organization structure and decision rights. In this group:
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2 organizations mentioned examples in all four practices;
3 organizations in two of the practices;
12 organizations in one of the practices; and
1 did not mention any examples of these practices.

“The   whole   idea   of   sustainability   is   that   everyone has a stake or
involvement in it, so it's important that everyone has a voice in it."
(Guyton 2012)
Practice 4.1: Dialogue-based strategic decision making by executives.
Eleven   participants   (61%)   said   their   organization’s   strategic   decisions   are  
ultimately made by the leadership team, founder, or CEO following
dialogue and consultation with employees. Emphasis is placed on gathering
input and feedback from across the organization to support effective
decision making.
Practice 4.2: Consensus-based, democratic strategic decision making.
Five participants (28%) said their organization uses a consensus-based,
democratic process for strategic decision making. Decisions are made
through dialogue and a voting process where all members of the
organization participate and have a vote. Final decisions are only made
when full consensus is reached.
Practice 4.3: Formal or informal elections of management teams. Four
participants (22%) stated their management teams or the individuals who
run the day-to-day operations of the organization are selected via an
election process that is open to, and voted on, by all employees.
Management teams are then delegated with authority to carry out day-today decision making  in  alignment  with  the  organization’s  strategic  plan.
Practice 4.4: Majority-based, democratic strategic decision making. Four
participants (22%) said their organization uses a dialogue-based voting
process for strategic decision making. In this model everyone in the
organization can participate in the process and has a vote. Final decisions
are reached when a set majority agrees. In these cases there is still a strong
emphasis on reaching consensus whenever possible before taking a vote.
Practice area 5: Authentic relationships
Four practices relating to how the sample fosters authentic relationships
within their organization were identified and grouped into this practice area.
In this group:
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5 organizations mentioned examples in four practices;
7 organizations in three practices;
2 in two practices;
3 in one practices; and
1 organization did not mention any examples of these practices.

Practices in this area were identified from participant discussion related to
organization structure and motivators, as well as discussion regarding
general organizational culture.
“What we have discovered is that people are motivated by working
in   a   high   performing   team   where   there   are   great   relationships.”  
(Clothier 2012)
Practice 5.1: Encourage employee engagement and participation. Sixteen
participants (89%) discussed how their organization fosters shared
organizational identity by providing opportunities for employees to develop
peer relationships and a sense of belonging to the organization. These
practices are used to generate an atmosphere of inclusivity, trust,
participation and appreciation.
Example: Discussion forums. Create opportunities and forums for
discussion. Participation is encouraged and actively managed.
“The  quality  of  the  meetings  is  key  - it  helps  build  the  relationships”  
(Clothier 2012)
Practice 5.2: Foster open and authentic communication and dialogue.
Thirteen participants (72%) said their organization actively fosters and
maintains open, authentic communication and dialogue at and between all
members and levels of the organization to build respectful relationships,
resolve disputes and maintain a harmonious workplace.
“Conversation   and   dialogue   practices.   [We   have   a]   Culture   of  
having courageous, authentic and tough conversations. Even when
personal gain is at risk.”  (Caldwell  2012)
Example: Blueprint of We (The Center for Collaborative Awareness 2012),
a process for establishing relationship expectations and collaborative
awareness.
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Practice 5.3: Provide forums for peer and organizational feedback by
employees. Thirteen participants (72%) said their organization creates
opportunities and forums for employees to offer peer-to-peer and
organizational feedback. Feedback is used to improve employee
relationships, experience and organizational performance.
Example. Monthly open dialogue sessions, circle meetings, and check-in
sessions.
Practice 5.4: Peer-to-peer accountability. Six participants (33%)
mentioned their organization fosters and empowers peer accountability
horizontally within the organization rather relying on role-based or
hierarchical accountability alone.
“Within  each  of  those  circles  [in  organizational  areas]  are  specific  
accountabilities that are articulated, and within that each area has
their objectives, their goals and their specific measurements, and
then accountability is managed against those.”  (Caldwell 2012)
Practice area 6: Modelling the values
Three practices relating to supporting employee behaviour and
accountability to be in alignment with organizational purpose were
identified and grouped into this area. In this group:





4 organizations mentioned examples in all three practices;
11 organizations in two of the practices;
2 in one of the practices; and
1 did not mention examples of these practices.

Practices in this area were identified from participant discussion related to
all four organizational building blocks addressed in the interviews.
"If we don't generate the climate of respect and trust and
accountability within our own control within the company then we
can't be credible with clients around that, and we can't model it with
them." (ter Weeme 2012)
"[it’s]   up   to   the   people   act   as   guardians   of   the   values"   (Cannel  
2012)
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Practice 6.1: Value based hiring process. Sixteen participants (89%) stated
their organization uses hiring practices to ensure there is a values fit
between the personal values of prospective employees and the organization.
Example. Extended multi-stage interview processes where applicants are
first assessed for job suitability and then assessed for personal values
alignment with the organizational purpose before being eligible for hire.
Practice 6.2: Organization leaders model behaviours aligned with values.
Eleven   participants   (61%)   said   their   organization’s   leaders   intentionally  
model   behaviours   that   are   consistent   with   the   organization’s   purpose   and  
values in order to act as role models within the organization.
"If you have your purpose and your values at your core and that
doesn’t  reflect  what  you  do  every  day  then  nothing  will  happen.  Both  
in you action and your product." (Mykhailyuk 2012)
"It’s  hard  to  preach  a  certain  philosophy  to  clients  when  you  don’t  
practice  it  yourself,  so  it’s  absolutely  critical  that  those  two  things  be  
aligned." (ter Weeme 2012)
Practice 6.3: Internal sustainability behaviour programs. Nine
participants (50%) mentioned their organization had practices to encourage
and incent behaviours that are aligned with sustainability.
Example. Cycle to work programs that provide training, equipment and
financial incentives for participating employees.
Practice area 7: Value the whole person
Five practices relating to how the organization values individuals within it
were identified and grouped into this practice area. In this group:






3 organizations mentioned examples in all five practices;
5 organizations in four practices;
6 in three practices;
2 in two practices; and
2 organizations in one of these practices.

Practices in this area were identified from participant discussion related to
organization structure and motivators as well as discussion regarding
general organizational culture.
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Practice 7.1: Allow flexible working hours and autonomous time
management. Fifteen participants (72%) stated their organization offers
employees flexible working hours and autonomy in order to manage
personal time and meet task deadlines. The focus of this practice is on
promoting and enabling maintenance of work/life balance.
Example. Shortened work weeks, wellness days, flexible time and
remote working options.
“There  is  a  lot  of  flexibility  both  qualitatively  and  quantitatively  with  
regard to contribution to accommodate life”  (Whellens  2012)
Practice 7.2: Encourage personal sustainability and well-being. Twelve
participants (67%) stated their organization supports the personal
sustainability of employees by incentivising activities that promote health,
well-being and personal expression both inside and outside the work
environment.
“[We]   encourage   people   to   pursue   well-being and try to create
opportunities  and  space  for  them  to  do  that”  (ter  Weeme  2012)
Example. Benefits and incentives for participation in health and fitness
programs, health and well-being seminars, and dialogue sessions on
work/life balance topics.
Practice 7.3: Provide fair compensation. Twelve participants (67%)
mentioned  their  organization’s  use  of  fair  and  open  compensation  practices  
for all employees. These practices were related to both personal and
collective reward.
“Sustainable  companies  need  to  be  paying  sustainable  wages…if  not  
they  are  subsidizing  [sacrificing]  for  the  company’s  survival,  which  
is  not  fair”  (Barazzuol  2012)
Practice 7.4 Provide opportunities for personal skills and career
development. Twelve participants (67%) mentioned their organization
provides support for skills development and career development for
employees.
Example. Personal development training opportunities, conferences, job
skills training and sabbatical periods.
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Practice 7.5: Recognize and appreciate the contributions of individuals.
Ten participants (56%) stated their organization has practices to recognize
and acknowledge the contribution of employees to the organization on an
on-going basis.
Practice area 8: Giving back
Four practices relating to organizational interaction with external
stakeholders and communities where the organization operates were
identified and grouped into this practice area. In this group:






4 organizations mentioned examples in all four practices;
4 organizations in three of the practices;
7 in two of the practices; and
2 in one practice.
1 organization had no examples of these practices.

Practices in this area were identified from participant discussion related to
motivators as well as discussion regarding general organizational culture.
Practice 8.1: Cultivate collaborative stakeholder relationships. Fourteen
participants (78%) said their organization focuses on developing respectful
and fair external stakeholder relationships, and that they work closely with
these stakeholders to meet sustainability benchmarks.
Example. Use of values based principles to guide stakeholder relations and
engagement.
“Part   of   what   we're   really   good   at   is   consultations, we have a
completely   different   approach   to   community   consultations”   (Trolle  
2012)
Practice 8.2: Foster ecosystem and community health along the supply
chain. Twelve participants (67%) stated their organization participates in
and supports projects that maintain and/or restore the health of ecosystems
and communities where they operate.
Example. Market driven restoration policies that reinvest a given
percentage of product sales into ecosystem restoration programs.
Practice 8.3: Support employee volunteerism with purpose-aligned
causes. Eleven participants (61%) said their organization encourages and
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provides support for employees to volunteer in external activities that are
aligned  with  the  organization’s  purpose  and  values.
Example. One organization offered employees one paid month per year to
volunteer with a project of their choice that was in alignment with the
organization’s  purpose.
Practice 8.4: Community outreach. Seven participants (39%) said their
organization creates opportunities for employees and the public to
participate   in   community   events   that   are   aligned   with   the   organization’s  
purpose.
Example. Pro-bono services offered to community projects that are aligned
with  the  organization’s  purpose.
Workspace design
In addition to the practices outlined above, five participants mentioned a
pleasant physical working space that fosters employee interaction and wellbeing   was   important   to   creating   their   organization’s   culture.   Examples  
included open office spaces, employee lunch space, employee gardens and
direct access to the outdoors.
3.1.4 Role of culture in purpose alignment
Importance of culture. Participants were asked to elaborate further on the
role culture plays in keeping the organization in alignment with its purpose.
While all participants referred to the importance of culture, ten explicitly
stated the organizational culture was a critical factor for their organization
to   maintain   alignment   with   its   purpose,   using   terms   such   as   ‘extremely’,  
‘most’,  ‘very’  or  ‘totally’  important.
“100%.  There  is no distinction between those things, it is the same
thing.”  (Clothier  2012)
Four participants indicated the culture represents the mind-set people within
the organization operate from, or referred to organizational culture as an
expression of organization values.
Two participants expressed that purpose alignment was required for
organizational cohesiveness and decision making.
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"If you are a purpose driven organization, then the culture that
develops around decision making and choices and how we have
conversations,   it   has   to   be   aligned   with   the   purpose   or   it   doesn’t  
work." (Caldwell 2012)
Reinforcing this concept, two additional participants referred to purpose
alignment  as  foundational  to  the  organization’s  authenticity  and  credibility.
“…its  hard  to  preach a  certain  philosophy  to  clients  when  you  don’t  
practice it yourself; so its absolutely critical that those two things be
aligned." (ter Weeme 2012)
The majority of participants discussed the importance of fostering an
organizational culture that respects and values each individual employee,
both for their work contribution and who they are as a person, to enable the
organization to achieve and pursue its purpose successfully.
"It’s  important  that  everyone  knows  they're  as  valuable  as  anybody  
else in making the company a success and in pursuing our mission"
(King 2012)
"When an organization becomes toxic - when it becomes very fear
driven, when there is no trust, and when it is all about bureaucracy,
control, hierarchy, empire building and shadow governments - then
the fear starts to crop up, motivation drops, passion drops, creativity
drops,   their   commitment   drops.   So   ultimately   it’s   about   building   a  
high performing culture where people get out of bed in the morning
and say 'yep that where I want to come to work." (Clothier 2012)
Benefits of cultural alignment with purpose. Many participants indicated
that fostering a healthy culture  in  alignment  with  the  organization’s  purpose  
and values also has operational benefits, including increased employee
retention, motivation, reduced effort required to recruit new employees and
increased overall organizational efficiency.
“…we   don’t   waste   time   and   money   on   things   that   are   not  
contributing  to  the  mission”  (Karr  2012).
“sometimes  you  look  at  all  the  work  you  have  to  do on your culture
and think how will we ever have enough time? – in fact the opposite
is true – if   you   don’t   do   it   will   take   up   a   lot   more   time.”   (Clothier  
2012)
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3.1.5 Common cultural characteristics in the sample
Descriptions of culture. Participants were asked to provide three words to
describe the culture of their organization. This question was intended to
provide insight into the characteristics of the culture of each organization
before probing further on how the culture and purpose of the organization
were aligned.
Similar words and phrases used by participants were clustered under shared
terms (See Appendix C for a full table of clustered terms). In order of
frequency, participants referred to the following terms when describing
their culture; Innovative (9), Fun (6), Committed (5), Caring (5), Passion
(5), Independent (5), Performance driven (5), Learning (4), Collaborative
(4), Purpose driven (4), Community (3), Dynamic (3), Respect (2),
Diversity (1), Courage (1), Pride (1), Equality (1).
When asked to offer three words to describe the culture of their
organization  one  participant  remarked;;  “They  mirror  the  values”  (Caldwell  
2012).
Common characteristics of organizational culture. In order to identify the
cultural characteristics of each organization in the sample, interviews were
coded for a total of 27 cultural sub-characteristics offered by the
Appreciative Organizing model (Whitney 2007) as outlined in the Methods
section of this document. (Appendix E provides a full list and definition of
these characteristics.) The presence of each characteristic in each
organization (based on the interviews) was assessed as high (H), medium
(M), or low (L), as outlined in section 2, Methods.
The results outline the importance of the cultural sub-characteristics across
the sample. The percentages shown represent the proportion of sample
organizations identified as holding high, moderate or low importance for a
given cultural sub-characteristic. These percentages do not include data for
organizations where it was concluded that insufficient information was
present during the interview to make an assessment of the level of
importance of a given sub-characteristic for that organization.
Figure 1.2 (below) shows data for the percentage importance given for all
27 cultural sub-characteristics across the sample. The acronyms following
each sub-characteristic on the y-axis represent its corresponding metacharacteristic group as defined by the Appreciative Organizing model
(Whitney 2007). These meta-characteristic groups are as follows:
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evolutionary purpose (EP); harmonious wholeness (HW); appreciative
leadership (AL); positive emotional climate (PEC); strong centres of
meaning (SCM); just in time structures (JTS); liberation economics (LE);
engaged participation (ENP) and caring culture (CC).

Figure 1.2. Percentage importance of cultural characteristics across the
sample, adjusted for insufficient data and sorted by importance.
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High importance characteristics. As shown in figure 1.2 (above), 13 subcharacteristics were identified as having high importance in the culture of
over 60% of the assessed organizations. In order of importance these were:
mindfulness (H: 82%), harmony (H: 78%), sustainability (H: 78%), soul answering the call (H: 76%), appreciation (H: 73%), liberating voice (H:
72%), partnership (H: 71%), relational time (H: 69%), safety/accountability
(H: 69%), collaborative authoring (H: 69%), conversations that matter (H:
65%), focus on the ideal future (H: 61%), whole person (H: 60%).
With regard to the relationship of these 13 sub-characteristics to the nine
meta-characteristics:









3 relate to appreciative leadership (AL);
2 to evolutionary purpose (EP);
2 to caring culture (CC);
2 to positive emotional climate (EC);
2 to strong centres of meaning (SCM);
1 to harmonious wholeness (HW); and
1 to just in time structures (JTS).
None related to the meta-characteristics liberation economics (LE)
or engaged participation (EP).

High to moderate importance sub-characteristics. In addition to those 13
sub-characteristics with high importance indicated above, a further 13 subcharacteristics were identified has having either high or moderate
importance in over 60% of the assessed organizations.
In order of high importance these were; financial transparency (H: 59%, M:
29%), support for success (H: 58%, M: 42%), not separateness (H: 57%, M:
36%), elevation of human potential (H: 56%, M: 28%), circles of resonance
(H: 50%, M: 50%), holos (H: 47%, M: 29%), cohering centre (H: 47%, M:
53%), choice (H: 44%, M: 44%), education on finances (H: 40%, M: 30%),
ways of knowing and expression (H: 38%, M: 46%), continuous alignment
of strengths (H: 38%, M: 44%), complimentary currencies (H: 31%, M:
69%), and distributed structures (H: 25%, M: 50%).
In total, 26 of the 27 sub-characteristics were identified as being either of
moderate or high importance in the culture of 60% or more of the assessed
organizations. These 26 sub-characteristics spanned all nine metacharacteristics.
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Low importance characteristics. Self-organizing membership (H: 17%, M:
33%, L: 50%) was the only cultural sub-characteristic used during coding
that was identified as being of low importance to more than 30% of
organizations. The 17% of organizations identified as holding this
characteristic in high importance in their culture were all employee owned
cooperatives.
3.1.6 Characteristics of a sustainable economy
To close the interviews, participants were asked what they believed the
characteristics of a sustainable economy would be. In response many
became thoughtful, reflecting on the complexity inherent in the question.
“I  think  about  this  a  lot.”  (ter  Weeme  2012)
Important characteristics of a sustainable economy included: inclusivity,
collaboration, transparency, equity/fairness, local production, and care for
the environment and future generations. Several participants expressed the
opinion that these qualities were not prominent in the current economic
system.
“economic   inequalities   are   too   ridiculous   and   extremely  
destructive”  (Whellens  2012)
Participants identified the need to redefine success within the economy.
Many participants remarked the shift would require a move away from
focusing on capital growth, short-term profits and consumption, and
towards a focus on value while meeting human needs within ecological
limits.
"[The] focus is on meeting needs and desires that are carefully and
collectively defined by people coming together to meet those needs,
rather than on the need of capital to keep producing surpluses. We
would measure impact not just by money but in terms of carbon,
health,  educational  attainment.”  (Whellens 2012)
"The drive for the lowest price is making companies cut corners on
quality to lower prices. So the driver cannot be a capitalist system
focused only on price. By doing that the environment suffers. A
sustainable economy should focus on competing through value and
contributing to others. It takes companies to hold themselves to
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higher values, going beyond the minimum. Not only what the
government asks for, but going beyond that." (Barazzuol 2012)
Many also saw this need to redefine success as an opportunity for
innovation.
"It’s   an   opportunity   for   creativity   and   innovation,   there’s   lots   of  
exciting stuff that I think businesses can all contribute to, and that
businesses are really good at." (Trolle 2012)
Some participants placed an emphasis on the need for closed loop systems
of production that would use resources in more efficient and respectful
ways.
“A   sustainable   economy   would   integrate   consumption,   work,   living
space, resource use in a much, much more intelligent, less
fragmented and siloed way.” (Whellens 2012)
"Supply chain for products is fully sustainable rather than raping
and pillaging – the opposite of what corporate culture has been."
(Barazzuol 2012)
One participant went even further to say a new economy should not only be
sustainable, but should regenerate communities and previously degraded
ecosystems.
The link between individual and economic sustainability was also
mentioned. Four participants reflected on the importance of personal
sustainability as a vital step towards sustainability in the wider system.
" the sustainability at an individual level has to be there before it can
be at a systemic level. So an economic system has to pay attention to
the basic physical resources that are available to it in exactly the
same way as the individual has to. It also has to have a perspective
of the whole.” (Caldwell 2012)
Finally, there was a call for visionary leaders who could inspire people to
move in the direction of a sustainable economy. Participants acknowledged
that a shift would require collective effort along with changes in law. One
participant stated the movement to address sustainability issues was
growing, citing the power of communications technology as a key factor in
its growth.
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“It’s   great   to   see   there   is   such   a   strong   movement   now   – social
media   and   high   speed   messaging   has   been   key   for   that.”   (McLeod
2012)
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4 Discussion
4.1 Purpose alignment
Successful purpose alignment requires SPDOs to operate in alignment with
their purpose and values on a daily basis. Assuming the organizational
objectives and strategies are in alignment with the purpose, this requires
effective execution of activities that support it at all levels of the
organization (Neilson et al. 2003). For successful sustainability driven
purpose alignment, this is defined by the cultural embedment of
sustainability, including its social and environmental aspects (Maon et al.
2010). The results of this study suggest the SPDOs in the sample do this by:
weighing decisions against the purpose on a regular basis; establishing
processes and structures that facilitate coherence with the   organization’s  
purpose and values; and fostering quality interactions that generate
commitment to the purpose at an individual and collective level.

4.2 Importance of culture to purpose
alignment
Although organizational culture is a vague concept with no uniform
definition, the term is generally used to capture the internal conditions of an
organization that define its behaviours and attitudes. The literature suggests
the   nature   of   organizational   culture   impacts   an   organization’s   ability   to  
reach its objectives and purpose (Maon et al. 2010; Linnenluecke et al
2010; Neilson et al. 2003). As expected, all organizations in the sample
confirmed   the   purpose   is   an   essential   driver   of   their   organization’s  
behaviour and actions and that their culture was highly important for
maintaining alignment with their purpose.
This result suggests being intentional about the nature of the culture that
emerges inside the organization is an important focus point for maintaining
alignment with its purpose. This indicates an organization hoping to
contribute to a more sustainable society externally (e.g., through its
products and services) should also mirror this purpose internally through its
culture, as demonstrated by the SPDOs in the sample.
It was apparent the SPDOs in the sample have this intention and use a wide
range of organizational practices to ensure both day-to-day and strategic
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decisions, actions and behaviours stay aligned with their purpose. These
practices appear to generate commitment to the purpose by promoting
values related to authenticity, inclusivity, and trust by creating the
structures and processes that set clear purpose driven targets, and provide
ways to hold people accountable to these. They also create norms of
behaviour (through behaviour modelling) that allow and indeed encourage
individuals to question decisions and actions that do not appear to be
aligned with the purpose. This requires an environment of openness and
safety, which is founded on trust between individuals and in the
organizational system itself (Whitney 2007, Bennis et al. 2008).
4.2.1 Common cultural characteristics
It was expected the general culture of SPDOs would exhibit many of the
characteristics of Appreciative Organizations (Whitney 2007). The results
confirmed this expectation and provided a perceived validation for the
sample. This result also points to the Appreciative Organizations model as
one that provides a relatively clear summary of the characteristics of the
culture of SPDOs. However this cannot be definitively stated due to the
nature of the research, which did not seek to measure this.
It is possible however to draw intuitive correlations between the nature of
identified practice areas and the meta-characteristics provided by the
Appreciative Organizing model. For example the practice areas of authentic
relationships, valuing the whole person, and modelling the values seem to
be affiliated with meta-characteristics such as caring culture, harmonious
wholeness, appreciative leadership and positive emotional climate.
However, it would be unwise to place weight on such correlations, as a far
more in-depth study of organizational culture than was possible for this
research would be required to confirm this. What was common across the
organizations was the presence of practices in virtually all the practice
areas.
4.2.2 Establishing a sustainability purpose driven
culture
For 72% of organizations in the sample the sustainability driven purpose
was a founding one. In these organizations it was quite clear the founders
were conscious about shaping the organizational culture in a way that
matched their own values, which also formed a basis for the organization’s  
existence. This is consistent with research on the developmental stages of
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sustainability for organizations (Maon et al. 2010, Willard 2009) which
indicate that for organizations where sustainability is embedded in the
culture, it is associated with a moral value (Maon et al. 2010) exhibited by
founders and senior leaders who see sustainability  as  ‘the  right  thing  to  do’
(Willard 2009, 27). This result would suggest that for the most part the
presence of a sustainability driven purpose in an organization tends not to
be an evolutionary process but a formational one. This finding leads the
authors to consider the importance of the role of entrepreneurs who found
new organizations for building momentum towards a sustainable economy.
In the case of one corporation who did follow a more developmental path to
sustainability purpose embedment, beginning with compliance and
evolving  towards  the  consideration  of  ‘shared  value’  (Tondreau  2012)  with  
stakeholders, the four-year journey described was very consistent with the
developmental model used to define our sample (Maon et al. 2010). It
appeared the commitment to establishing practices within the organization
to support the cultural embedment of this evolving purpose was a key
enabler of the development process. This adds weight to the power of
adopting cultural practices to aid an organization to shift its course to align
with a sustainability driven purpose.

4.3 Practices of SPDOs
In investigating the practices of SPDOs and their relationship to the
sustainability purpose, we expected practices would shape and have a
significant impact on the culture of these organizations, and that the culture
would create the conditions within which decisions in alignment with the
purpose could continue to be made. Based on the literature, we also
expected practices to demonstrate an expanded view of responsibility to
society that includes a focus on generating value for stakeholders, long term
thinking and ecological consciousness (Maon 2010, Kanter 2011,
Linnenluecke et al 2010).
The expectations outlined above were confirmed by the results. However,
although there were several interesting examples of specific practices, what
seems more significant to note is the sample organizations each had
practices in most, if not all, practice areas. Practices in each practice area
appear to work synergistically to shape the culture of the organization. Both
practical and relational practices combine to create a culture of commitment
by fostering not only the values but also accountability to them at both an
organizational and individual level. This ultimately ensures decisions at all
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levels of the organization support its purpose and values and, if not, they
are more quickly called to account and adjusted. This leads the authors to
understand it is the combination of practices across the practice areas that
contributes to a culture that enables the organization to continually make
decisions that are consistent with its purpose.
At a surface level many of the practices themselves seemed rather generic
and could be applied as basic principles for any organization to be
successful. However, what seemed important to the impact of these
practices on the culture was the deeper intention surrounding how and why
the practice was used. This intention in many cases seemed to flow directly
from the purpose of the organization and the accompanying values
surrounding sustainability. This suggests the establishment of a purpose
focused on sustainability combined with disciplined follow through on
objectives and relational values, generates commitment to the sustainability
purpose throughout the organization.
The contribution of each practice area to the ability of SPDOs to maintain
alignment with their purpose is discussed in the following sections.
4.3.1 Shared understanding of purpose
It appears from the results that SPDOs place a high value on creating an
organizational purpose that is both clearly understood and embedded
operationally throughout the organization. This clarity of purpose supports
the organization in making strategic decisions by allowing all members of
the organization to have a common understanding of where they are
collectively going.
Clarity of purpose. The level of detail and clarity many of the organizations
applied to defining their purpose stood out as a factor in their ability to
maintain alignment with it. Across the sample, organizations that appeared
to have put significant effort towards establishing clarity of purpose
correspondingly had a higher degree of coherence and articulation about
why their organization established various practices. This finding indicates
the importance of having the organizational purpose clearly outlined is an
important step to enabling the intentional selection of practices to foster a
culture that supports that purpose.
Clarity of purpose among individuals in the organization may also lead to
increased commitment and motivation. According to Fritjof Capra (2002),
the ability of the individual to recognize alignment between the
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organizational purpose and their own values adds personal meaning to the
work they do, strengthening their commitment.
Measuring progress and impact. Practices that surrounded setting purpose
driven goals and measuring progress towards them at many organizational
levels were prevalent across the majority of sample. This approach of
incorporating sustainability targets into organizational goals and
performance measures denotes a high degree of commitment to the
sustainability purpose, making it a measurable operational goal as well as
an aspirational one and allowing accountability for meeting sustainability
targets to permeate through to all levels of the organization. In all cases it
appeared tracking progress was intended to inspire desired behaviours and
attitudes rather than simply score against performance metrics.
4.3.2 Strategic decisions and planning
The practice of weighing decisions against values and purpose is present in
89% of the sample. This practice connects directly to the strategic level of
the FSSD and the prioritization question  of  ‘right  direction’  (Robèrt  2000).  
Through this practice the SPDOs in the sample appear to embed the right
direction question into decision making on a daily basis, allowing them to
continually adjust their actions and behaviour to stay in alignment with the
purpose.
Many SPDOs in the sample also have inclusive purpose-based strategic
planning processes. A commitment to this level of inclusivity in setting the
strategic direction of the organization serves multiple purposes: it
demonstrates commitment to core values related to participation and the
importance of individual contributions; helps foster a shared understanding
of the purpose and its value to the organization; and improves motivation
during implementation by creating a sense of shared commitment to
decisions (Lines 2004).
4.3.3 Information accessibility and understanding
Information transparency in varying forms was the most common set of
practices across the sample. The main reason cited for this practice was to
provide access to up to date, relevant, and accurate information and data to
employees to enable them to participate effectively in organizational
decision making. Providing employees with the information and context
they need in combination with an understanding of the purpose allows them
to offer informed opinions that enhance the effectiveness of the decision
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making process and the strength of the final decision. This reason is
consistent with arguments offered in literature on the topic (Neilson et al.
2003, Neilson and Pasternack 2005, Bennis et al. 2008).
There appeared to be several other motivations for adopting these practices.
These included being able to: enable employees to develop a broad
understanding of the organizational context; enable employees to make
autonomous decisions to do their jobs effectively; enhance collaboration
across departments; and develop a sense of belonging and engagement with
the organization. These motivations were not mutually exclusive and
ultimately seemed to be intended to generate a wider atmosphere of trust
and engagement.
Literature on the topic also suggests information transparency increases an
“organization’s   capacity   to   compete,   solve   problems,   innovate,   meet  
challenges,  and  achieve  goals”  (Bennis  et  al.  2008,  3).   This in turn fosters
employee motivation and commitment to the decisions made and actions
taken by the organization (Bennis et al. 2008, Dunphy et al. 2003).
The findings confirmed that degree of information access is connected to
the distribution of decisions rights in the organization (Nielson et al. 2004,
Neilson and Pasternack 2005). As expected higher degrees of informational
transparency, in particular internal financial transparency seemed to be
generally correlated with more highly distributed decision rights. This
seemed consistent with the adoption of inclusive and democratic decision
making processes in these organizations, as well as with their voluntary
participation in certifications that require some level of transparency (such
as BCorp and World Blu). The level of transparency discussed in the
sample suggests a high degree of trust in the members of these SPDOs by
their leaders, which is also reflected by the number of practices related to
maintaining authentic relationships and valuing the whole person.
Interestingly, many of the tools to support practices in this area were
relatively generic and included everything from office notice boards to
network folders and intranets. Of more importance is the type of content
available, its accessibility and its timeliness. This finding suggests the focus
of practices in this area should be on the quality and relevance of
information available rather than sheer volume.
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4.3.4 Collaborative decision making
In general, the strategic decision making processes used by all the SPDOs is
characterised by a high degree of participation and involvement. This is
true even in organizations where final strategic decision making rights lie in
the hands of an executive team or individual, as is the case in 61% of the
sample. In all cases involvement is characterized by dialogue in which
decision factors are widely discussed before decisions are made.
There appear to be multiple reasons for the high levels of participation in
the form of dialogue. One is an ethical value of the right of individuals to
participate in decision making and to be involved in setting the overall
direction of the organization. This ethic seems linked to the concept of
sustainability held by the SPDOs, in particular to their concept of social
sustainability. An additional reason for the high levels of participation
appears to be a recognition that tapping into the collective intelligence of
the whole organization makes for better decisions overall as well as for
decisions that are more likely to be in alignment with the organizational
purpose. This reason seems logical, as the complexity of success factors an
SPDO must take into account suggests it is beyond the ability of any one
individual to effectively assess or choose the best choice of action.
One final reason for high levels of inclusion in organizational decision
making may relate to the implementation of decisions and ability to
successfully execute subsequent actions. Participation in decision making
likely   contributes   significantly   to   the   organization’s   ability   to   follow
through on its strategic plans since it generates collective understanding,
ownership and commitment to the strategy (Neilson et al. 2003).
Practices in other areas, such as shared understanding of purpose, authentic
relationships, valuing the whole person, modelling the values, and
information accessibility and understanding all contribute to the ability of
SPDOs to make effective strategic decisions in a participatory way. These
interdependent practices create conditions that allow effective participation
and collaboration to occur, ensuring decisions stay aligned to the purpose
by distributing accountability to it throughout the organization. For
example, practices for creating authentic relationships support the ability
for individuals to freely voice their opinion ensures they can speak up when
decisions   don’t   appear   in   alignment,   thus   increasing   the   quality   of   overall  
decision making.
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4.3.5 Authentic relationships
All participants emphasized the importance of both relationships and their
quality to their  organization’s  ability  to  stay  aligned  with  its  purpose.  This  
practice area was the most strongly mentioned, with three of its four
practices placing among the ten most mentioned practices overall.
Although an emphasis on dialogue and consideration for expanded
stakeholder relationships was expected, the strength of this result was
surprising, particularly since no direct questions on this topic were asked.
Encourage employee engagement and participation was the second highest
practice overall with 89% of participants mentioning it. Foster open and
authentic communication and dialogue and provide forums for peer and
organizational feedback by employees were each mentioned in 72% of the
interviews. The strong presence of these practices is an indicator of the
level of attention paid to employee engagement and participation and
demonstrate that these SPDOs have a commitment to fostering an open,
participatory, dialogue based culture.
The SPDOs in the sample consciously focus on relationship building, the
quality of interactions between individuals, and the experience of working
together. These considerations seem to be foundational elements in their
organizational cultures and clearly relate to themes of participation, trust
and respect.
“a  lot  of  the  culture is fostered by the way that we treat people and
ask  them  to  treat  us”  (ter  Weeme  2012)
The degree to which dialogue based practices were mentioned in this
practice area was quite high. Many organizations use very specific practices
to deliberately encourage open and honest dialogue among individuals in
the organization. Several participants commented that while commitment to
dialogue  could  result  in  long  and  difficult  conversations,  the  organization’s  
commitment to its purpose and the intention to foster authentic
relationships gives individuals courage to address different points of view
in order to move towards their shared vision.
The complexity of the sustainability challenge requires new ideas and
innovation to address it. Clearly the ability for individuals to contribute
their views and ideas to develop solutions will be critical for sustainable
development. These practices demonstrate the value of dialogue and
relationship building for effective participation.
53

As discussed earlier many organizations expressed their expectation that
individuals could and should participate in strategic decision making in
order to strengthen decisions. One reason the practices in this area appear
highly important to SPDOs is that they serve to create conditions where
individuals can participate in freely and candidly.
4.3.6 Modelling the values
The   idea   of   modelling   the   organization’s   values   came   up   frequently   in  
interviews. It is important that the vision and values of the organization are
not only communicated and understood, but also lived on a daily basis.
“Core   values   are   necessary   to   help   people   with   day-to-day decision
making.”  (Senge  1999,  225)
Authenticity and credibility. Leader role models are central to the ability of
the organization to live its values through its actions. Almost 61% of
participants mentioned the importance of leaders modelling organizational
values through their behaviour. This practice is essential for creating a
shared understanding of the purpose and lending credibility to it, since it
demonstrates how core values translate into behaviour (Senge 1999, 225,
Linnenluecke et al 2010). The demonstration of individual commitment
from organizational leaders lends authenticity to the purpose itself.
It also appeared to be important that the organization as a whole modelled
its own values through its operations and decision making. Some
participants cited this as key factor for gaining credibility with clients and
other stakeholders. Many of the interview participants expressed they
hoped their organizations could serve as a role model for a new way of
working or new definitions of success. Based on these results the credibility
gained by modelling organizational values is an import factor in building
internal and external momentum towards aligning both an organization and
at a wider level society with sustainability.
The most significant practice in this area is values based hiring (89%),
which showed up as the third most mentioned practice overall. This may be
partly a result of the fact that participants were directly asked to discuss
their  organization’s  hiring  practices.  Still,  values  alignment  is  considered  a  
critical factor and almost on par with skills qualification in hiring decisions
within much of the sample.
This focus on values alignment reflects the importance of core values to
SPDOs. Values alignment in new hires may contribute to employees being
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predisposed to intuitively make day-to-day and strategic decisions and
actions that are aligned to the purpose. The literature suggests values
alignment increases employee motivation and commitment to the purpose
(Senge 1999, Kanter 2011). Values based hiring helps to ensure values
alignment remains consistent within the organization even as it grows.
Interestingly, many participants mentioned the company’s   purpose   and  
values actually serve as a recruitment tool. The purpose helps filter
candidates through self-selection related to personal identification with the
purpose and values thus saving the organization money on recruiting costs.
4.3.7 Valuing the whole person
The entire sample mentioned practices related to valuing and supporting
individuals in the organization. The importance of this practice area is
emphasised by the fact that 14 organizations mentioned three or more
practices within it. It is one of the two largest practice areas.
The recognition of individual health and well-being in the context of the
whole seems to indicate that SPDOs hold an understanding of the
individual, organization and society as interconnected living systems and to
be truly sustainable each layer must be sustainable. In the Fifth Discipline,
Peter   Senge   states,   “Personal   mastery   is   the   bedrock   of   shared   vision.”  
(1999, 211) and these practices provide the opportunity for personal
development. Practices in this area show the SPDOs not only apply social
sustainability values to their external relationships and outputs, but
inwardly as well. They demonstrate a genuine effort on the part of these
organizations to meet the needs of their employees as whole people.
4.3.8 Giving back
Practices in this area focus on building stakeholder relationships and
restoring ecosystems and communities. They reflect the perspective SPDOs
have of the broader systems in which they operate. It seems practices in this
area serve to build employee commitment and motivation (by valuing what
is important to individuals in the organization), and build the credibility of
the organization (with respect to authenticity of purpose) with its
stakeholders and in its communities.
Stakeholder relationships. The SPDOs in the sample seem to see their
organizations as part of a larger system. It was also apparent the SPDOs
had a deep sense of connection to many of their external stakeholders.
“Success   is   dependent   on   each   other’s   success.” (Boyce 2012) This was
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evidenced by their attention to relationships outside their organization.
Seventy-eight per cent of the sample have practices related to cultivating
collaborative stakeholder relationships.
Motivation and commitment. Feeling   part   of   ‘something   bigger’   was  
mentioned as a key employee motivator by 67% of participants. The
practices in this area appear to be a key mechanism to generate this feeling
amongst SPDO employees. Practices for giving back help connect the
organizational purpose and values to individual values, and then to similar
values and purposes in others outside the organization which builds a sense
of broader community. One participant pointed out that cultivating this
sense of community and actively contributing to the wider systems to which
the organization is connected strengthens commitment and improves
performance (Boyce 2012).
In the face of the scale of the sustainability challenge, which is beyond any
one organization to address, it seems intuitive to understand that this sense
of being part of a bigger movement working in the same direction
maintains motivation in the face of such a challenge. At a more individual
level the impact of these practices on increasing general personal
motivation is confirmed by studies, which indicate a strong correlation
between giving back and individual well-being (New Economics
Foundation 2012).

4.4 Contribution to the FSSD
As outlined in the Introduction, the FSSD is a robust strategic planning
framework that can be used by organizations to backcast from a vision of
success within the boundaries of sustainability and develop a step-wise
action plan to move strategically towards that vision over time. This
research contributes to the FSSD by providing practice areas as a means of
supporting the embedment of FSSD concepts in the culture.
In practice the FSSD is often applied in an organization through an
approach known as the ABCD process1. While the ABCD process is a
highly powerful mechanism to enable organizations to strategically plan for
success, planning alone is not enough to support organizations to transition

1

See section 1.2.1.
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to a sustainable mode of operation at the pace seemingly required by the
sustainability challenge. In addition to effective planning, the rapid
transition to a sustainable economy, and society, requires a high degree of
motivation and commitment. For organizations, it will require this high
degree of motivation and commitment in all areas to be able to implement
and adhere to actions that take the organization towards its sustainability
goals.
The authors suggest the practice areas identified in this study stand as a
complement to the ABCD process that can support its embedment into an
organization’s   culture.   This   embedment   will   help   organizations   to   act  
strategically and in the right direction on a daily basis, and generate the
personal and organizational motivation and commitment required to do this
throughout the organization. For example, the purpose generated during the
A Step could be embedded throughout an organization by developing
regular practices related to the practice area shared understanding of
purpose. In turn, the ability to effectively conduct the B Step on a regular
basis can be supported by ongoing practices in the practice area information
accessibility and understanding as these practices ensure employees across
an organization have the right information to make such an assessment.
Similarly, developing practices in the area strategic decisions and planning
would instil the practice of asking the right direction prioritization question
(in the D step) in daily practice.
The effectiveness of both the ABCD process and its resulting action plan
could be increased by an organization adopting practices from the
Collaborative decision making practice area as they support building
collective ownership and commitment to decisions across the entire
organization during implementation by increasing participation in the
process.
Finally, adopting practices from each of the practice areas authentic
relationships, valuing the whole person, modelling the values and giving
back would contribute significantly to fostering the strong interpersonal
relationships and vital underlying organizational conditions that enable this
strategic alignment process to take place effectively.
While the identified practices of SPDOs may have something to add to the
body of knowledge surrounding the FSSD, the FSSD also offers SPDOs
something to enhance their ability to align with their purpose. As expected,
no shared definition of sustainability was held across the sample or even
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between two SPDOs. This poses an important problem in moving society
toward a sustainable future. If these organizations are to support society to
transition to a sustainable economy it is important they collectively move in
the same direction. The authors suggest the FSSD and its definition of
sustainability offer a solution to this problem. The definition of
sustainability as bounded by the four SPs2 would create a shared parameter
for sustainable behaviour while maintaining the autonomy of each
organization to define and pursue its own unique expression of purpose
within that shared frame. This would enable SPDOs to ensure the
sustainability of their products, services and actions with a higher degree of
precision. It would also help unite the efforts of all SPDOs under a shared
vision of sustainability, providing a coherent direction towards a
sustainable economy and society.
It was clear from the research that numerous SPDOs use these practices in a
more ad hoc than cohesive or formal manner. The FSSD could offer these
organizations a more systematic and strategic approach to using their
practices intentionally that enables them to remain profitable in a
competitive and complex economy while trying to operate with values of
sustainability.

4.5 Sustainable economy
In asking questions about a sustainable economy, the research confirmed
how  each  participant’s  vision  of  a  sustainable  economy  showed  consistency  
with their sustainability driven purpose and values, as well as with current
definitions (described in section 1.3.2). The assumption was the sustainable
economy would represent a desired future for interview participants given
that they are leaders in SPDOs. This assumption appeared to be true, as the
question generated a positive response and seemed to be quite thought
provoking for participants. It should be noted that the reflections in
response to this question were personal in nature and not necessarily
representative of the organizations as a whole. However, since the majority
of participants are founders and leaders in their organizations their personal
reflections are relevant to the pursuit of generating a critical mass of
organizations who can lead the transition to a sustainable economy.

2

As defined in section 1.2.1.
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At a very high level the results seem to strengthen the idea that SPDOs
could lead the transition to a sustainable economy. First, they generally
share the definition of success in commonly used definitions of a
sustainable economy (often  referred  to  as  a  ‘green’  economy).  For  example,
the current definition of a green economy describes it as focusing on
“improved human well-being and social equity, while significantly
reducing   environmental   risks   and   ecological   scarcities.”   (UNEMG   2011,  
31) This is very similar to the focus of the SPDOs on meeting human needs
within ecological limits (see section 3.1.6).
Second, the transition to a sustainable society will require a high degree of
motivation and commitment from all areas of society. If organizations are
to be an effective leverage point in this transition, the majority will need to
include sustainability in their vision of success on a daily basis, and SPDOs
as a collective will need to move towards a common definition of societal
success, such as one offered by the FSSD – a sustainable society that
operates within the boundaries of the four SPs. Commitment to a shared
vision and strategically planning towards it could create a societal tipping
point that can rapidly accelerate society to a collectively sustainable mode
of behaviour. The practices of SPDOs identified provide some guidance for
how to do this.

4.6 Limitations and further research
The study of organizational culture is a vast and complex area of research.
Therefore, the level of further investigation required to more fully
understand how the culture of SPDOs impacts their capacity to make
strategic decisions that maintain alignment with their purpose should not be
underestimated. The authors acknowledge the research limitations inherent
in designing and conducting research of this kind in a five-month timeframe
and expect reviews of the results, discussions and conclusions in this paper
will take this into account. What is clear is the critical role culture plays in
aligning SPDOs actions towards sustainability. The authors hope the
research presented offers a contribution to the field of study and believe it
indicates several avenues for further exploration and research.
This study sought to shed light on how the culture of SPDOs helps them
maintain alignment with their purpose and to identify common cultural
characteristics across the SPDOs in the research sample. While the study
provided interesting results, a clear limitation to the findings is that,
although interviewees were founders or high-level employees within their
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organizations, they were each the sole representative of those organizations.
As such it is not possible to gain more than a preliminary understanding of
each   organization’s   culture.   The results presented in this thesis cannot be
considered definitive evidence of the common nature of SPDO culture or of
how an SPDO’s culture contributes towards its alignment with its purpose.
Despite this limitation, the results do indicate enough interesting
commonalities between the sample organizations, both with regard to the
characteristics and values of their organizational cultures, and the critical
role that culture plays in helping them make decisions in alignment with
their purpose, to merit further research.
Confirm and expand the practices. Research sub-question 1 focused on
identifying practices SPDOs use to create a culture that supports them in
maintaining alignment with their purpose. This proved to be a fruitful
research question highlighting that SPDOs appear to create their culture
through ongoing practices in eight practice areas extrapolated from example
practices offered by the sample. However, the research timeframe did not
allow an opportunity to test the accuracy of identified practices further, thus
minimising the ability to draw strong conclusions on the subject.
The identified practices provide examples of practical actions other
organizations can consider adopting to align with their own sustainability
purpose. Three areas of possible further research are proposed. The first is
research confirming the presence and validity of identified practices and
practices areas, as well as identifying missing practices and areas, with
SPDOs in the field. The second is to explore at a greater level of depth how
each of the practice areas combine to foster a culture that supports the
purpose alignment of SPDOs. Finally, if the identified practice areas are
representative of the main cultural practices of SPDOs, it would be useful
to expand on important practices and successful examples in each area.
Explore additional impacts of SPDO culture in organizations. Additional
lines of inquiry pose interesting options for further research. This study was
conducted under the premise that SPDOs were successful organizations
with the capacity to compete according to current economic definitions of
success while maintaining their own definition - to focus on creating a more
socially and environmentally sustainable world. The results of this study
suggest a range of business benefits could stem from this approach. Further
research could undertake a comparative study of both the culture and
economic performance of SPDOs and non-SPDOs in order to shed light on
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how the culture of SPDOs impact their economic performance.
Additionally, since this study did not explore the impact of a sustainability
driven purpose and culture on the products and services of SPDOs, further
research could investigate how such a purpose impacts each stage of the
product life cycle from design to development, and whether this supports
products to become progressively more sustainable over time. Studies in
these areas could provide aspiring SPDOs and investors with useful data
and inspiration to guide decisions that help them strategically move towards
sustainability.

61

5 Conclusion
The aim of this study was to explore how the organizational culture of
SPDOs contributes to enabling them to stay in alignment with their
purpose, and to identify the types of practices adopted in such a culture. It
was intended that this research would provide a useful resource for similar
organizations to draw on when selecting possible actions to embed
sustainability further into their organization.
The research confirmed organizational purpose is the fundamental
organizing principle that shapes both the direction and behaviour of an
organization. The research also confirmed the culture that develops in an
organization, especially around decision making, is a critical factor in
allowing SPDOs to maintain alignment with their purpose.
This study identified 30 practices, grouped into eight practice areas,
commonly used by SPDOs. These practices appear to work synergistically
to shape the culture of these organizations. They support these SPDOs
ability to maintain alignment with their purpose in two ways: first by
fostering strong commitment and motivation towards the purpose within the
organization by creating a cultural climate built on respectful relationships;
and second by allowing these organizations to tap into their available
collective intelligence when making decisions. The authors speculate these
two aspects of the organizational culture of SPDOs may aid their
performance with respect to their own success criteria. An example may be
an increased ability to develop innovative solutions aimed at addressing the
sustainability challenge while maintaining their solvency as an
organization. However, based on the level of research allowed in the study
timeframe further study would be required to confirm such claims.
Guidelines. The authors offer a tentative set of guidelines, inferred from the
research, to aid organizations with a sustainability purpose that are seeking
to develop their organizational culture more intentionally. These guidelines
aim to help aspiring SPDOs select or develop practices that can shape their
organizational culture to be in alignment with their purpose within their
unique contexts.
Sustainability practitioners may also find these guidelines useful. Client
organizations could be invited to consider each guideline as they seek to
embed sustainability thinking more deeply in their organizations. The
guidelines should be accompanied by the list of 30 practices and
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corresponding examples identified during the research, which serve as a
starting inventory of potential practices used by other successful SPDOs.
Although this list of practices should not be considered definitive, it
provides a guide of right practices that were reported as working for
successful SPDOs. Embedding such practices into an organization takes
long term commitment, investment, and leadership from decision makers in
an organization, and may also require supporting structures such as initial
training workshops and coaching to ensure on-going adherence.
The guidelines are as follows1:
1. Develop a clear vision with a sustainability purpose early. As this
study highlights, the sustainability purpose is a fundamental organizing
principle of an SPDO. The authors advise that developing a clear
articulation of the organizational purpose should be the first step for
any aspiring SPDO. This clear purpose can act as the guiding compass
for all other decision making in the organization. The purpose should
be inspirational enough to generate motivation to strive towards it, and
operationalized so real progression towards it can be measured over
time. Aspiring SPDOs should develop or adopt a clear and robust
definition of sustainability to guide their decision making. The authors
suggest the four sustainability principles offered by the FSSD as an
excellent option in this regard.
2. Adopt a strategic planning approach. When an organization adopts a
sustainability purpose the complexity of achieving organizational
success increases as the numbers of factors comprising success expand.
These factors also tend to have interconnected impacts on each other
that are not always obvious or positive, making effective decision
making more difficult. A strategic planning approach is required to
deal with this complexity. The authors advise aspiring SPDOs to
consider adopting a backcasting from sustainability principles approach
through the ABCD strategic planning process provided in the FSSD.
3. Develop organizational practices that model the sustainability
purpose. The results of this study suggest it is vital for SPDOs  to  ‘walk  
their talk’. Organizations should consider developing practices that

1

Further elaboration of the rationale and suggested application for each guideline can be
found in Appendix I.
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maintain a strong connection between their purpose and values and
day-to-day actions and behaviours at both an individual and collective
level within their organization. Modelling the purpose internally and
external contributes to organizational success by maintaining
credibility and can also contribute to license to operate. The authors
advise that when considering how to intentionally develop an
organizational culture in alignment with a sustainability purpose,
aspiring SPDOs should consider adopting or developing practices
across all eight practice areas identified in this study.
It is important to note that while the scope of this study is focused on
organizational culture and its contribution in enabling organizations to
move towards sustainability, this goal must be considered in its full context.
To   be   truly   successful,   an   SPDO’s   products   or   services   must   also   be  
increasingly sustainable, and organizational decision making cannot ignore
prospects for financial return if they are to remain viable in the current
economic construct.
The authors hope organizations with a sustainability purpose that are
seeking ways to strategically embed this purpose more deeply into their
organization’s   culture   will   find   these guidelines and practices useful tools
for helping them develop their ability to act sustainably. In turn, the authors
hope that by supporting emerging SPDOs to develop into successful and
purpose aligned organizations, these organizations will inspire many others
to follow suit by selecting a strategic path towards sustainability. Then,
through a combination of a million small beginnings, we may collectively
create a tipping point towards a truly sustainable economy and society that
holds the possibility of meeting the needs of seven billion people on one
beautiful planet.
“this   is   a   fantastic   opportunity   to   shape   a   better   future.”   (Trolle  
2012)
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Appendix A: Research sample
Preliminary sample source list
Benefit Corporations - Best Companies for The World Annual Report (B
Corporation 2012)
Business Alliance for Local Economies (BALLE) Network (Business
Alliance for Local Living Economies 2012)
Ethisphere Worlds Most Ethical Companies List 2011 (Ethisphere 2012)
Fast Company Most Innovative Companies 2012 List (Fast Company 2012)
Fourth Sector Organizations Directory (Fourth Sector Network 2008)
Global Impact Investment Rating System Company Directory (GIIRS
2012)
Social Enterprises UK Member Directory (SEUK 2012)
UK Cooperative Member Directory (Co-operatives UK Limited 2012)
Worldblue Best Places to Work List 2012 (World Blu 2012)
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Research sample interview participants
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Research sample demographics
Industries
Industry
Clothing
Communication
Education
Energy
Consulting
Food & Beverage
Retail
Awards
Forestry

Participants
1
2
2
1
2
7
1
1
1

Percentage
6%
11%
11%
6%
11%
39%
6%
6%
6%

Participants
3
12
3

Percentage
17%
67%
17%

Participants
6
9
1
2

Percentage
33%
50%
6%
11%

Participants
8
10

Percentage
44%
56%

Participants
9
2
5
2

Percentage
50%
11%
28%
11%

Legal structure
Legal Structure
For Profit
Non Profit
Cooperatives

Location
Location
Europe
North America
Latin America
Global

Participant gender
Gender
Female
Male

Participant position
Position / Role
Founder
CEO
Sustainability Manager
Senior Employee
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Appendix B: Structured interview
questions
Introduction



Introductory statements and rapport building.

Purpose



What is the importance of the purpose to the organization?



What  is  the  organization’s  definition  of  success?



What  is  the  organization’s  definition  of  sustainability?



Provide a three-word  description  of  your  organization’s  culture.



What  practices  and  tools  contribute  to  the  organization’s  culture?



How  does  the  organization’s  culture  support  organizational  purpose  
alignment?



Who  are  the  organization’s  primary  external  stakeholders?



Describe  your  organization’s  structure.



What practices and tools contribute to the organizational structure?



How  does  the  organization’s  structure  support  organizational  
purpose alignment?



How are strategic decision rights allocated within the organization?



What practices and tools are used to make decisions?



How do the decision rights support organizational purpose
alignment?



Who has access to strategic information in the organization?



What practices and tools are used to enable information to flow to
the right people?



How does information access and flow support organizational
purpose alignment?



How are employees motivated in the organization?



What practices and tools are used to motivate employees?



How does employee motivation support organizational purpose
alignment?

Closing
Questions



What organizational practices that are also important for purpose
alignment were missed?

Vision of a
Sustainable
Economy



What would you imagine key characteristics of a sustainable
economy to be?

Close



Closing statements, thanks and next steps.

Culture

Structure

Decision
Rights

Information
Access
&
Flows

Motivators
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Appendix C: Culture words frequency
Term used to describe
organizational culture

Community

Additional words included in term
frequency
Creative (2)
Entrepreneurial
Experimental,
Challenging the norm
Problem solving
Humour
Positive
Hard Work
Thoughtful
Employee fulfilment
Balance home and work
Impassioned
Spirited
Engaged
Quality
Skilled
Continuous improvement
Customer satisfaction
Free thinking
Authenticity
Unconventional
Out of the box
Education
Curious
Partnerships
Connected
Information sharing
Mission
Shared vision
Making a difference
Value driven
Collective

Dynamic

Flexible

3

Respect

N/A

2

Diversity

N/A

1

Courage

N/A

1

Pride

N/A

1

Equality

N/A

1

Innovative

Fun
Committed
Caring
Passion

Performance driven

Independent
Learning
Collaborative

Purpose driven
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Frequency of
term
9

6
5
5
5

5

5
4
4

4
3

Appendix D: Appreciative organizations
The following table represents cultural characteristics used for coding
overall interviews. The model is based on Whitney’s   Principles   for  
Appreciative Organizing (2007). The model presents nine meta-principles,
each with three sub-principles. For coding purposes all principles were
deemed to be characteristics and a definition for each one was adapted from
the model.
Definitions of Appreciative Organizations

“…place  a  high  value  on  creating  products  and  services  cooperatively  with  customers.  
They make it very clear that the purpose and strategy of business must address issues
of  environmental  sustainability.”  (Whitney 2007, 1)
“Life   affirming   organizations   accept   accountability   for   environmental   sustainability   and  
social profitability as well as fiscal responsibility. This requires that hard choices be
made to ensure that business strategies are financially rewarding and long term socially
rewarding”.  (Whitney  2007,  5)
“companies  that  commit  to  social  benefit  able  to  balance  profitability,  growth  and  social  
responsibility“  (Whitney  2007,  5)
“care  about  the  impact  they  have  on  the  environment;;”  (Whitney  2007,  19)
Sample Criteria
Social Sustainability
YES

Environmental Sustainability
YES

It’s  clear  throughout  the  article  how  these   It’s   clearly   stated   in   the   article   how   the  
organizations set a high value for the environmental component of sustainability
social aspect of sustainability.
is present in this organization.
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Appendix E: Appreciative organizing
characteristics
Evolutionary
Purpose (EP)

An evolutionary purpose is inspiring to those who work for and
with the organization and beneficial to those who use its
products and services, and leaves a small footprint or even
strengthens the environment. (p334)

Focus on the Ideal
Future

Emphasis placed on long term vision and strategies that are
socially, environmentally and financially rewarding

Elevation of Human
Potential

Sustainability is a key part criteria in the design of the products
and services of the organization
Learning and development of individuals and the collective are
prioritized

Harmonious
Wholeness (HW)

Holistic thinking in terms of the place of individuals and the
organization within society.

Holos

Holistic systems thinking is embedded and encouraged during
decision making

Not Separateness

Collective contribution is valued over individual influence (of
people or groups)

Harmony

High value on harmonious relationships that unite diverse
interests into aligned action.

Appreciative
Leadership (AL)

Appreciative leadership is a shift from me to we, from telling to
asking, from power over to power with (p338)

Conversations That
Matter

Dialogue is key to operations and achievement of outcomes.

Partnership

Collaborative relationships with internal and external
stakeholders are valued. Includes workplace democracy

Soul (Answering
the Call)

Alignment of individual values and strengths with the
organizational purpose.

Positive Emotional
Climate (PEC)

Employees are trusted and able to express themselves in a
constructive way

Sustainability

Appreciation
Safety/Accountabilit
y
Ways of Knowing
and Expression

Appreciation for individual efforts and points of view highly
valued
There is an environment of trust that makes it safe for
employees to express themselves, ask questions, and hold each
other accountable.
Openness and flexibility to trying different ways of achieving
outcomes and making decisions.
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Strong Centres of
Meaning (SCM)
Choice
Collaborative
Authoring

Clear expectation and understanding of how individual purpose
and values must align with organization purpose and values.
Individuals are offered choice in area such as operational tasks,
compensation styles, work hours and skills building.
Contributions and skills of wide range of individuals are utilized
and equitably valued in organizational operations

Liberating Voice

Opportunities for sharing and expressing opinion are provided
and ideas are valued.

Just in time
Structures (JIS)

Structures of organizing accommodate the need as required
(e.g., teams, self-organizing, etc.)

Distributed

Work is distributed to areas where it can be done based on skills
and strengths (vs. simply job role)

Continuous
Alignment of
Strengths

Emphasis of the right person for the job - based on interest and
strengths vs. job role

Relational Time

Emphasis on flexibility to support 'work / life balance' needs

Liberation
Economics (LE)
Financial
Transparency
Education on
Finances
Complimentary
Currencies

Access to critical financial information to facilitate understanding
of the organizations viability

Engaged
Participation (EP)

Employee participation and collaboration is encouraged in all
parts of the organization

Self-Organizing
Membership
Circles of
Resonance

Self-selection and organizing of tasks in the organization
towards goals and outcomes
Employees are encouraged and able to take the initiative for
collaboration
Embedded understanding of the core values and expectations
for behavioural boundaries within which employees are free to
work and make decisions.
"Cultures of caring embody three dimensions of caring: (1)
taking care of, as in 'we care for our customers;' (2) being
mindful of, as in 'we care about the impact we have on our
environment:' and (3) having significance, as in 'we care about
integrity. Caring practices also fall into these dimensions: taking
care of, mindfulness, and significance." (Whitey 2007 351)
Emphasis is placed on coaching, guiding and mentoring
individuals.
Look at people as a whole and recognition of need for work/life
balance. This includes attending to mental, emotional, physical,
and spiritual well-being of individuals.

Cohering Centre

Caring Culture (CC)

Support for
Success
Whole Person
Mindfulness

High degree of transparency of financial information
Individuals are educated on how to understand financial
information
Provision of benefits other than financial compensation

Emphasis on caring about both about individuals experience and
how to do things well rather simply getting things done.
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‘Reputation &
Philanthropy
perspective’/
CSR as
marginal

‘Requirements
perspective/
CSR as worthy
of interest

‘Stakeholder
management
perspective’/
CSR as
inﬂuential

2. Selfprotecting

3. Complianceseeking

4. Capabilityseeking

CSR

CULTURAL
EMBEDMENT

CSR

CULTURAL
GRASP

CULTURAL
RELUCTANCE

© 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd and British Academy of Management
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‘Stakeholder
dialogue
perspective’/
CSR as
embodied

‘Sustainability
perspective’/
CSR as
prevailing

‘Change the
game
perspective’/
CSR as
ingrained

5. Caring

6. Strategizing

7. Transforming

‘Winning at
any cost
perspective’/
None

1. Dismissing

CSR

CSR view and
prominence in
organizational
culture

Stage of CSR
development

CSR cultural
Phase

CSR as an
internalized
management
ideology

Leadership
objectives
on CSR-related
issues

Knowledgeable
CSR awareness

Growing
awareness
of CSR-related
advantages to
be gained

Growing
awareness
of CSR-related
troubles to be
avoided

Window-dressing
and/or lack
of awareness or
ignorance about
CSR issues

Active opposition
to CSR broader
than ﬁnancial
beneﬁts

CSR as the only
alternative
considering
universal mutual
interdependency

CSR perceived
as inexorable
direction to
take

CSR perceived
as important
as such

CSR perceived as
a duty and an
obligation – Focus
on conﬂuent
expectations

CSR perceived
as a duty and
an obligation –
Focus on restricted
requisites

Lack of
CSR-orientation
perceived as
potentially
harming business

None

Driver of CSR
initiatives
development

Devotion

Sound
commitment

Commitment

Fair
involvement/
supportive

Involvement
in theory/
professed

Piecemeal
involvement

None

Support of top
management

Knowledge and attitudinal dimensions

Organizational
sensitivity to
CSR issues

Table 5. A seven-stage CSR development model

Proactivity

Strategic
proactivity

Adaptation

Accommodation/
response

Light defence/
reaction

Strong defence

Rejection

Social
responsiveness

Enlarged
ﬁnality –
Societal
change

Value
proposition

Competitive
advantage

License to
operate

Compliance
objectives

Limitation
of potentially
harming and
uncontrolled
criticisms

None

Rationale
behind CSR
initiatives

Diffusion of
expertise/
Maximization of
positive
externalities

Leading the
pack/Development
of sustainable
business leverages
through CSR
initiatives

Active management
of CSR-related
issues/Deﬁnition
of business-wide
opportunities

Anticipating new
requirements and
expectations/
Identiﬁcation of
proﬁtable niches
for CSR initiatives

Minimization
of harmful
externalities/
Respect of
evolving norms
and regulatory
requirements

Resolution of
problems as
they occur

None

Performance
objectives

Strategic dimensions

Dimensions of CSR development

Fully
transparent
posture

Certiﬁed
reporting
posture

Public
reporting
posture

Internal
reporting/
Selective
disclosure
posture

Internal
reporting/
Legal
disclosure
posture

Justifying
posture

Black-box

Transparency
and reporting

Joint
innovation

Collaborative

Reciprocal
inﬂuence

Interactive

Unilateral

Punctual

Purely
contractual

Stakeholders
relationship

Open-ended
funding and
resource
commitment

Substantial
funding

Dependable
funding

Generally
sufﬁcient
but
inconstant
funding

Limitedminimal
funding

Budget for
problems as
they occur

None

Resources
commitment

Core
integration
– CSR as
business
as usual

Systems

Programmes

Plans of
action

Policies

Activities

None

Structuring
of CSR
initiatives

Institutionalization

Organizational
realignment

Crossfunctional

Multi-functional

Functional

Public
relations
concern

None

Coordination
of CSR
issues

Tactical and operational dimensions

Appendix F: Stage models of CSR
development

Seven stage CSR development model (Maon 2010). The sample target
included
organizations
represented
stages five, six and seven.
Organizational
Stages andthat
Cultural
Phases
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Appendix G: Table of practices
Practice Areas
& Practices

Description

Examples

SHARED
UNDERSTANDING
OF PURPOSE

Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations foster a shared understanding
of the organizational purpose and how they
measure progress towards it.

1.1

Ensure clarity on
organizational goals
and objectives

Building clarity and awareness of
organizational goals and objectives
throughout the organization to ensure
decisions and actions are aligned toward the
purpose.

1.2

Conduct strategic
measurement and
reporting on
sustainability related
objectives

Measurement and reporting on
organizational assessed certification criteria.
Reflect on and acknowledge progress
towards organizational goals.

1.3

Regular employee
performance
assessment against
purpose based
targets

Cultivate the ability of individuals to hold
themselves accountable to organizational
objectives and personal goals. Setting
purpose based targets can include
environmental and social sustainability
targets, related responsibilities in job
descriptions, and rewarding achievement of
targets and objectives.

1
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 Training Natural Step Sustainability Principles
 Four Whys purpose clarity process
 Education and training for new employees
including sustainability awareness
 Include sustainability as part of the HR
department
 Organizational values measurement tool
 B Corp certification
 Corporate reporting on sustainability targets
 Sustainability council
 Sustainability balanced scorecard
 Assess client opportunities against Purpose
 Annual company performance assessment
 Annual impact report
 Stop light system for key targets/issues
 ISO 1401 environmental management system
 Performance management process
 Support employees in meeting personal
targets
 Link individual and team objectives with
organizational KPIs
 Measure employee performance to strategic
targets

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

13

72%

12

67%

15

83%

Practice Areas
& Practices

Description

Examples

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

 Collective review and discussion of individual
targets
 Performance based pay
 Carver Model of Governance
 Include sustainability accountability in job
descriptions
 Personal values measurement tool
2

STRATEGIC
DECISIONS AND
PLANNING

2.1

Weighing decisions
against values and
purpose (formally or
informally)

2.2

Inclusive strategic
planning

Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations approach strategic decision
making and planning.
Strategic decisions are regularly weighed
formally or informally against the purpose,
values and objectives of the organization.
Formal weighing includes use of structured
frameworks to analyse decisions against
purpose based metrics. Informal weighing
includes use of questions such as "How
does  this  decision  align  with  the  purpose?”  
Particularly applies to major strategic
decisions such as: new clients, new
ventures, changes in legal constitution, etc.
Monitor purpose by: setting metrics,
reviewing annual results towards purpose,
etc.
Disciplined and inclusive approach to
organizational strategic planning and ongoing plan execution. Emphasis is placed in
maintaining long term alignment of
organizational operations with the values
and the purpose.
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Examples

# of
orgs

% of
orgs










16

89%

8

44%

Decision making matrix
Decision making rubrics
Problem solving frameworks
Strategic decision making model
Purchasing guidelines
Organizational dialogue on decisions
Decision prioritization process
Decision making guidelines

 Annual company performance assessment
 Annual strategic planning event (company
wide)
 Employee surveys

Practice Areas
& Practices

3

3.1

3.2

3.3

INFORMATION
ACCESSIBILITY
AND
UNDERSTANDING

Information
transparency and
distribution

Information education

Financial
transparency

Description

Examples

Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations approach and manage
information and how the organization
develops a whole system perspective in the
organization.

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

Organizational briefing meetings
Intranet / Wiki / Drop box
Central file share / Database
Internal company newsletters
Office notice board
Organizational communication principles and
toolkit
Communications manager
Social media - Twitter/Facebook
Digital meeting tools: Skype, GoToMeeting,
VoiceOver IP System
Annual staff conference

17

94%

Ensuring available information is distributed
and understood, including information
related to job roles, finances and strategic
decision making. Take time to educate and
train staff about financial goals and how to
interpret financial information.

 Inter employee dialogue to support information
understanding
 Information induction training
 Financial data education

15

83%

Mentioned full or almost full transparency of
financial information to employees.








12

67%

Making most information widely accessible
for all members of the organization primarily
through supporting tools.
*Note does not include personal or in
progress legal information

Examples
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Detailed financial report distribution
Open books policy
Detailed yearly employee financial reports
Weekly employee financial reports
Quarterly financial reports
Online reporting of staff salaries

Practice Areas
& Practices

3.4

Share organizational
and individual
learning

3.5

Foster extended
systems awareness

4

COLLABORATIVE
DECISION MAKING

4.1

Dialogue-based
strategic decisionmaking by executives

4.2

Consensus-based,
democratic strategic
decision-making

Description

Examples

Facilitate learning and knowledge transfer
within the organization by creating
opportunities to share learning experiences.

Support employees to develop a broader
understanding of the internal and external
systems (e.g. supply chain, organization
departments) the organization is embedded
within to enable employees to make
informed decisions for aligned action.
Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations approach decision rights
within the organization.
Strategic decisions are ultimately made by a
leadership team, founder or CEO, following
dialogue and consultation with employees.
Emphasis is placed on gathering input and
feedback from across the organization to
support decision making.
Strategic decisions are made through
dialogue and voting process were everyone
who participates in the decision has a vote.
Final decision is taken when full consensus
is reached.
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# of
orgs

% of
orgs

Leadership transition periods and conferences
Online organization wiki site
Lunch and learns
'Origin' trips to meet key supplier partners and
understand supply chain
 Cross functional teams and co-working
opportunities
Formal training and education programs

12

67%

 Origin trips to meet key supplier partners and
understand supply chain
 Cross functional projects and teams

5

28%

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

 Circle Meetings
 Holocracy process and management tool
 Cross-departmental meetings

11

61%






5

28%

Examples

Consensus decision making framework
Weekly/monthly staff/member meetings
Feedback mechanisms
Training and induction program

Practice Areas
& Practices

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

Description

Examples

4.3

Formal or informal
elections of
management teams

The management teams or individual is
elected by the members of the organization.
Management teams are delegated authority
to carry out day to day decision making in
alignment with the strategic plan of the
organization.

 Leadership team elections
 Elected management committee
 Leadership elections, plenary discussions and
voting

4

22%

4.4

Majority-based,
democratic strategic
decision-making

Strategic decisions are made through
dialogue and voting process were everyone
that participates in the decision has a vote.
Final decision is reached when a set
majority agree.

 Radical democracy. All decisions are
discussed and negotiated. Balance between
discussion, negotiation and action is sought
 Collective democracy (coop)
 Training and induction program

4

22%

5

AUTHENTIC
RELATIONSHIPS

Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations foster authentic relationships
within the organization.

Examples

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

Encourage employee
engagement and
participation

Foster shared organizational identity
through providing opportunities for
employees to develop peer to peer
relationships and a sense of belonging to
the organization. Foster an atmosphere of
inclusivity, trust, participation and
appreciation.

Lunch and learns
Staff discounts/benefits for onsite venues
Weekly staff lunch and learn
Staff noticeboard
Social media participation
Groups meetings and department meetings
Annual Christmas party
Staff origin trips
Company trips and social gatherings

16

89%

5.1
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Practice Areas
& Practices

Description

Examples

5.2

Foster open and
authentic
communication and
dialogue

Actively foster and maintain open, authentic
communication and dialogue at and
between all members and levels of the
organization to build respectful relationships,
resolve disputes and maintain a harmonious
workplace.

5.3

Provide forums for
peer and
organizational
feedback by
employees.

Create opportunities and forums for
employees to offer peer to peer and
organizational feedback. Feedback is used
to improve employee relationships,
experience and organizational performance.

5.4

Peer-to-peer
accountability

Focus on accountability among peers
horizontally within the organization rather
than a reliance on role based or hierarchical
accountability alone.

6

MODELLING THE
VALUES

Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations internally support behaviour in
alignment with organizational purpose.
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 Company meetings
 Company circle for decision-making, strategy
development, checks ins and performance
assessment process
 Group process for individual and collective
performance assessment
 Collaborative awareness dialogue process
(The Blueprint of We)
 Face to face dialogue
 Weekly meetings to address daily operations
 Monthly meetings to address larger
discussions on strategy
 Informal conversation and discussion
 Member meetings: for dialogue on difficult
decisions
 Internal email system
 Company circle. Used for decision-making and
strategy development
 Peer Feedback & Assessment Process
 Employee Assessment survey
 Peer Reviews for individual and collective
performance assessment
 General expectation that peers will call
attention to and question purpose alignment as
required
Examples

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

13

72%

13

72%

6

33%

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

Practice Areas
& Practices

Description

Examples
 Values focused interview questions (formal
and informal)
 Multiple interviewers / evaluators assess
values
 Assessment day (exercises, conversation, role
play)
 Authenticity test (values focused questions)
 Induction and on-going training programs
 Buddy system for new employees

6.1

Value based hiring
process

Ensure there is values fit between the
personal values of prospective employees
and the organization.

6.2

Organization leaders
model behaviours
aligned with values

Leader’s  model  and  practice  behaviours  that    High level executives sustainability council
are consistent with the organizational
 Founder/CEO sustainability exhibit
purpose.
sustainable behaviour

6.3

Internal sustainability
behaviour programs

Encourage and incent behaviours that are
aligned with sustainability.

7

VALUING THE
WHOLE PERSON

Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations value individuals in the
organization.

 Comprehensive cycle to work program,
training and incentives
 Transit passes / discounts
 Electric car rebate
 Performance assessments include contribution
and progress to sustainability goals (e.g.,
contribution to carbon emission reduction) with
bonus for achievement
 Footprint chronicles (employee driven project
to harvest and communicate all environmental
and social activities by the company)
 Sustainability success story’s  
Examples
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# of
orgs

% of
orgs

16

89%

11

61%

9

50%

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

Practice Areas
& Practices

Description

Examples

7.1

Allow flexible working
hours and
autonomous time
management.

Offer flexible working hours and autonomy
to manage personal time to meet task
deadlines. Focus is primarily on promoting
maintenance of work / life balance.

7.2

Encourage personal
sustainability and
wellbeing.

Encourage personal sustainability of
employees through providing support for
participation in activities that support health,
wellbeing and personal expression both
inside and outside the work environment.

7.3

Provide fair
compensation

Use of fair and open compensation
practices for personal and collective reward.

7.4

Provide opportunities
for personal skills and
career development.

Provide support for development of
employee skills and experience. Focus on
building skills both for personal and
organizational benefit.
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Shortened work week
Wellness days
Vacation time
Flexible work hours
Virtual working options
Benefits and incentives for taking part in
personal health and wellbeing activities
Keep fit program
Staff health and wellbeing courses and
seminars
Dialogue around work/life balance
Comprehensive wellness program
Equal compensation model across entire
organization
Profit sharing
Staff shopping scheme & discounts
Retirement plan contributions
Full health and dental benefits
Sales bonuses
Living wage policy
Job skills training
Financial training
Personal development training opportunities
Foreign language training opportunities
Conferences
Work exchanges
Skills development programs
Personal coaching

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

13

72%

12

67%

12

67%

12

67%

Practice Areas
& Practices

7.5

8

Description

Examples

Recognize and
appreciate
contributions of
individuals.

Recognize and acknowledge contribution of
employees to the organization on an ongoing basis.

GIVING BACK

Practices in this cluster relate to how
organizations interact with communities
where they operate as well as with
perceived external stakeholders.

 Frequent verbal recognition and
acknowledgement
 Solicit and reward innovative ideas from staff
 Anniversary thank you card and gift
 Celebrate birthdays
Examples

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

10

56%

# of
orgs

% of
orgs

14

78%

8.1

Cultivate
collaborative
stakeholder
relationships

Focus on developing respectful and fair
stakeholder relationships.
Work with suppliers to meet sustainability
benchmarks.

 Purchasing guidelines (e.g., fair trade, co-ops,
etc.)
 Guiding principles for stakeholder relations
 Invite suppliers to key events
 Stakeholder relationship objectives (and
progress reports)
 Conferences (attend with stakeholders, meet
stakeholders)
 Producer / supplier trips

8.2

Foster ecosystem
and community
health along the
supply chain

Participate and support projects that
maintain and/or restore health of
ecosystems and communities where they
operate.
KPIs that measure ecosystem restoration
and wage jobs created in relation with sales.

 Market Driven Restoration business model
 Supply chain development projects

12

67%

8.3

Support employee
volunteerism on
purpose aligned
causes

Encourage and provide support for
employees to volunteer in activities aligned
with the purpose and organizational values.







11

61%
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One month paid environmental internships
Volunteer activity staff benefits
Tree planting
Hospital visits
Fundraising programs (e.g. matching)

Practice Areas
& Practices

8.4

Community outreach

Description

Examples

Create opportunities for employees and the
public to participate in community events in
alignment with the purpose.
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Community outreach programs
Participate in policy setting
Academic partnerships and internships
Public speaking
Community events
Donation program (linked to sales)
Pro bono services

# of
orgs

7

% of
orgs

39%

Appendix H: Practices coding matrix
Organization
Practice
1

1

2

3

4

5

2.2
2.3

Financial transparency

1.2
1.3
2
2.1

2.4
2.5
3
3.1
3.2
3.3

7

8

9

1
0

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

1
1

1
2

1
3

1
4

1
5

1
6

1
7

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

1
8

#

%

13

72%

12

67%

15

83%

√

17

94%

√

15

83%

12

67%

12

67%

5

28%

16

89%

13

72%

13

72%

SHARED UNDERSTANDING OF PURPOSE
Ensure clarity on organizational
√
√
√
√
goals and objectives
Conduct strategic measurement
and reporting on sustainability
√
√
√
related objectives
Regular employee performance
assessment against purpose
√
√
√
√
√
based targets
INFORMATION ACCESIBILITY AND UNDERSTANDING
Information transparency and
√
√
√
√
√
distribution
Information education
√
√
√
√
√

1.1

6

Share organizational and
individual learning
Foster extended systems
awareness

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

AUTHENTIC RELATIONSHIPS
Encourage employee
engagement and participation
Foster open and authentic
communication and dialogue
Provide forums for peer and

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√
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√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

organizational feedback by
employees.
3.4
4
4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4
4.5
5
5.1
5.2
5.3
6

Peer-to-peer accountability

√

√

√

√

Allow flexible working hours and
autonomous time management.
Encourage personal
sustainability and well being.

√

√

Provide fair compensation
Provide opportunities for
personal skills and career
development.
Recognize and appreciate
contributions of individuals.

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Value based hiring process
Organization leaders model
behaviours aligned with values
Internal sustainability behaviour
programs

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

6

33%

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√
√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

13

72%

√

√

√

12

67%

√

12

67%

√

12

67%

1

56%

16

89%

11

61%

9

50%

15

89%

8

44%

11

61%

5

28%

√
√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√
√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

STRATEGIC DECISION MAKING AND PLANNING
√

√

6.2

Inclusive strategic planning

√

√

7.2

√

LIVING THE VALUES

Weighing decisions against
values and purpose

7.1

√

VALUING THE WHOLE PERSON

6.1

7

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

COLLABORATIVE DECISION MAKING
Dialogue-based strategic
decision-making by executives
Consensus-based, democratic
strategic decision-making

√
√

√

√

√
√
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√

√
√

√

√

√
√

7.3
7.4
8
8.1
8.2
8.3
8.4

Formal or informal elections of
management teams
Majority-based, democratic
strategic decision-making

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

4

22%

4

22%

√

14

78%

√

12

67%

√

11

61%

√

7

39%

√

GIVING BACK
Cultivate collaborative
stakeholder relationships
Foster ecosystem and
community health along the
supply chain
Support employee volunteerism
on purpose aligned causes
Community outreach

√
√

√

√
√

√

√

√

√

√
√

√

√
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√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Appendix I: Guidelines for organizations
The following are guidelines for aspiring SPDOs and organizations wishing
to embed their sustainability purpose further in their organizational culture.
These guidelines are based on information and practices identified through
this research.
1. Develop a clear vision with a sustainability driven purpose early
The sustainability purpose is the fundamental organizing principle and
primary reason for being of an SPDO. All actions and decisions made by
the organization should strategically lead towards the achievement of this
vision and purpose. To enable such alignment of decisions and actions
across the whole organization it is vital an SPDO create a shared
understanding of the purpose. For such understanding to arise it is
important to focus first on developing a clearly articulated vision with a
sustainability driven purpose that can be easily shared among all employees
and stakeholders.
The authors suggest four important factors for aspiring SPDOs to consider
in developing a clear vision and sustainability driven purpose:
1. Make it inspirational. The vision and purpose is a key motivational
tool for generating energy within an organisation to work towards
success. Its articulation should inspire those within the organization
to work towards it. Individuals should understand the vision as
something bigger than themselves that they have a collective stake
in and cannot achieve alone. The more people who are
collaboratively involved in the generation of the purpose and vision,
the higher the degree of its collective ownership, which also
increases commitment to achieving its end.
2. Make it operational. Inspiring rhetoric is great for motivation but
having a purpose and vision that can be operationalized is critical
for ensuring that inspiration translates into action. Organizations
should consider how tangible, cohesive decisions and actions could
be measured to show impact and progress towards the sustainability
purpose and vision. It is therefore highly recommended that aspiring
SPDOs invest time in articulating how the sustainability purpose
and values will translate into day-to-day operation, and developing
practices and structures in to enable this.
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3. Start early. This study indicates the culture that forms around
organizational practices   has   a   critical   impact   on   an   organization’s  
ability to align with its purpose. Organizational culture begins to
form   at   the   moment   of   an   organization’s   inception,   and   there   is  
significant evidence in the literature to show that an organizational
culture becomes very resilient to change once it forms (Wheatley
and Kellner-Rogers 1998). Focusing on the desired quality of
interaction between individuals in the organization and other
stakeholders is a key factor influencing purpose-oriented decision
making. This may seem like a heavy time investment in the early
stages of an organizations development but the outcome can reduce
the long term risks related to a lack of a common understanding of
the how decisions are made, poor decision quality, or changes
required to address the emergence of an undesirable culture.
4. Define   the   term   ‘sustainability’. Inherent in developing a
sustainability purpose is having a clear definition of sustainability.
This definition should be robust enough to allow an organization to
address the scale of the sustainability challenge, and flexible enough
to allow it to act in ways that are unique to its context. The authors
suggest aspiring SPDOs adopt the four sustainability principles
outlined in the FSSD as their definition of sustainability. There are
several reasons for this:
 The four SPs provide a scientifically based and systematic
definition of sustainability that can be easily added to the
decision making criteria of SPDOs. Doing so would help
ensure actions and products maintain organizational
alignment towards sustainability. This is important to
maintain the internal and external credibility of the
organization.
 Since the four SPs are framed as boundary conditions they
do not prescribe the purpose of an organization, and allow
each SPDO to develop a unique and inspirational dimension
to its purpose and values that sits within the constraints of
the boundaries of the four SPs.
 The scale of the sustainability challenge cannot be solved by
any one organization. The clarity and boundary conditions
offered by the four SPs can be adopted by multiple
organizations with unique purposes. A shared understanding
of sustainability through widespread adoption of the four
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SPs also provides the basis for collective organizational
collaboration and solutions that address the sustainability
challenge in a cohesive and strategic way.
Additional resources
Building  Your  Company’s  Vision.  (Collins and Porras 1996)
Four Whys. An internal vision/mission and external vision/mission
development process. (Barrett Values Centre 2009)
Blueprint of We. A collaboration design process used to build and sustain
healthier, more adaptable business and personal relationships. (The Center
for Collaborative Awareness 2012)
2. Adopt a strategic planning approach
When an organization adopts a sustainability purpose the complexity of
achieving organizational success increases. This is because the numbers of
factors that comprise success expand and also tend to have interconnected
impacts upon one another that are not always obvious or positive.
Therefore, any organization wishing to adopt such a purpose must develop
a strategic planning capability and process that enables it deal with this
complexity and to strategically assess and balance potential actions against
multiple success criteria in a way that allows the organization to move in a
stepwise fashion towards success.
To meet this need, the authors suggest aspiring SPDOs consider using a
backcasting from sustainability principles approach in the form of the
ABCD strategic planning process outlined in the FSSD. The four steps of
the  ABCD  process  are:  A)  define  a  vision  based  on  a  “shared  mental  model  
that  conveys  context  and  meaning  to  participants”;;  B)  examine  the  current  
reality through the lens of the sustainability principles and define a baseline
assessment for the organization with respect to the vision; C) generate
solutions that addresses issues uncovered in the B-step and develop a list of
compelling actions; and D) prioritize the actions and create a strategic
action plan for reaching the defined vision (Ny et al., 2006). The ABCD
process can be applied to any level of initiative that is aimed at transitioning
from a currently unsustainable state, to a sustainable one. This process is
outlined in figure I.1.
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Figure I.1. The ABCD planning process.

Additional resources
FSSD and ABCD planning process guide. The Natural Step Framework for
Long Term Sustainability (TNS USA 2012).
3. Develop practices that model your sustainability purpose through
your organizational culture
It   is   vital   for   SPDOs   to   ‘walk   the   talk’   and   maintain   a   strong   connection  
between   the   organization’s   purpose   and   values   and   the   organization’s   day  
to day actions and behaviour at both an individual and collective level.
Over time this authentic modelling of purpose and values builds
organizational credibility both inside and outside the organization -a key
factor for any organization to achieve long-term success. This is
particularly important and potentially difficult for SPDOs who are often
working in a wider societal context where traditional norms of practice and
behaviour are not sustainable. The culture of the organization is key for
fostering day-to-day alignment with its purpose as it sets the tone for norms
of behaviour and thinking for all individuals inside the organization. The
findings of this study suggest intentional and authentic modelling of the
purpose within the organizational culture of SPDOs in turn develops high
degrees of motivation, commitment and performance from individuals and
teams inside the organization, contributing to overall organizational
success. The findings of this study indicate successful SPDOs cultivate this
purpose aligned culture through intentional practices in all eight of the
practice areas identified in the study (see table I.1).
When considering how to intentionally develop an organizational culture
that is aligned with a sustainability purpose, aspiring SPDOs should
consider adopting or developing practices across the eight practices areas
shown in table I.1.
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Table I.1. Eight practice areas.
Shared understanding of purpose: adopt or develop practices that
ensure a shared understanding of the organizational purpose throughout
the organization and how they measure progress towards it.
Strategic decisions and planning: adopt or develop organizational
practices that ensure day-to-day decisions are aligned with the purpose.
Information accessibility and understanding: adopt or develop
practices that provide individuals throughout the organization with
access to the information and understanding they need to assess the
organizations current reality.
Collaborative decision making: adopt or develop collaborative
decision making processes in which all individuals have a high degree of
participation and involvement.
Valuing the whole person: adopt or develop practices that recognise
value and support the development of all the people in the organization
as individuals.
Authentic relationships: adopt or develop practices that stimulate
trustworthy and honest relationships within the organization.
Modelling the values: adopt or develop practices that support individual
behaviour within the organization to be in alignment with sustainability.
Giving back: adopt or develop practices that promote interaction and
relationship building with communities and external stakeholders.

The eight practice areas should be considered as a set that combine to create
the organizational culture rather than as standalone elements. It is
recommended that an organization first consider the objectives of practices
in each practice area with respect to its sustainability purpose, and then
consider how practices in each of the remaining areas could be developed
to complement and support these objectives. This process could be repeated
across each practice area to create a mutually supporting web of practices,
as demonstrated in figure I.2, that combine to foster an overall
organizational culture that supports alignment with the organization’s  
sustainability purpose
At this time there is no apparent hierarchy among the eight practice areas as
each area was shown to be important. The development of practices in each
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area should be determined by the unique context in the organization
including consideration of practices currently in place and how they can
better support alignment with the sustainability purpose. However the
authors do suggest that organizations seeking a starting point should begin
by focusing on developing practices in the area shared understanding of
purpose, as this will allow the entire organization to both participate in
selecting practices in each area based on the purpose, and understand the
motivation for doing so.

Figure I.2. Model demonstrating the relationship between the eight practice
areas from which SPDO organization culture emerges.

It must be reiterated that organizations should consider the benefits of
practices in each practice area from the perspective of their own unique
external context and internal conditions in order to find practices that fit
with their own needs. The authors suggest using the ABCD planning
process as a mechanism for practice selection, and offer the practices and
corresponding examples identified in this study as a starter guide. The
practices and examples provided can be used or discarded depending on the
needs of the participating organization. Ideally all personnel would be
included in the practice development process, with the ability to voice their
opinions and ideas for cultivating practices in each area. Such collaboration
will enable the organization to tap into its collective intelligence when
developing the practices that best suit its context. In addition, high
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participation and collaboration in this process can help to create a sense of
collective ownership across the organization and engender commitment to
the practices, increasing the probability of successful implementation and
execution.
Table I.2 gives a list of support question the authors feel maybe a useful
supplement for aspiring SPDOs during to draw on at each stage of ABCD
process.
Table I.2. Supplementary ABCD planning process questions for developing
organizational practices.
A Step






How can this practice area support our purpose and values?
What is the intention behind the practice? How does it support our
purpose?
What is the objective of this practice area with respect to supporting the
purpose?
What is our vision of success for a specific area of practice?

B Step



What is the current reality of this practice area?
 What current practices are in place in this area of practice?
 Are they working to fulfil its objective with respect to the purpose?
 Can they be improved?
 Are there any barriers to improvement that need to be addressed?
 Are there any gaps where practices are not in place?

C Step



What other practices could help reach the ideal vision in this area of
practice?
 Can we develop practices in other practice areas to support this
practice or remove barriers to success?
 Consider the list of practices and examples (Appendix G).

D Step



Prioritize the list of actions considering:
 Does adopting or developing this practice align with our purpose and
values?
 Does adopting or developing this practice provide a flexible platform
for future actions?
 Does adopting or developing this practice generate return on
1
investment ?
 Does adopting or developing this practice complement practices in
other areas?

1

Return   on   Investment   may   include   other   ‘return’   indicators   such   as social or environmental
indicators of success as well as financial metrics.
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Assigning   ‘guardianship’ of each practice area or practice to a specific
person or committee in the organization can help to aid ownership and
commitment to them. This can in turn help ensure practices are embedded
into the organization, run smoothly and honour the intention behind their
development. Additionally, SPDOs are advised to establish organizational
feedback mechanisms for each practice area to ensure the practices and
organizational culture evolve in a way that enables the organization to truly
maintain alignment with its purpose.
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