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Abstract 

With a growing acceptance that the business community has an obligation to balance 

social, environmental and economic capital, corporate sustainability has become a topic 

of increasing importance for business leaders. Orchestrating corporate sustainability 

requires transformational change. Leaders must encourage the organisation to embrace 

new operating paradigms and think beyond the pure maximisation of financial returns if 

they are to build a culture that promotes socially-responsible corporate behaviours.  

Despite there being considerable academic effort towards understanding the role of 

leadership in transformational change, there has been little scholarly effort directed 

towards understanding the relationship between leadership and corporate sustainability. 

This thesis begins to address this gap by exploring whether the presence of sustainable 

leadership is associated with adoption of corporate sustainability. This question was 

investigated within the context of the Australian manufacturing sector, which still appears 

to lag behind its international peers in embracing corporate sustainability.  

Through an examination of the literature, a new conceptualisation of ‘sustainable 

leadership’ was tested using a combination of existing survey instruments. This was to 

determine whether there was a significant difference in leadership perceptions among 

employees working in the Australian manufacturing sector. The analysis was further 

supported by in-depth interviews and a textual analysis of publicly available sustainability 

reports.   

Although the research did not find that a lack of sustainable leadership explains the 

difference in the Australian manufacturing sector, it did reveal certain barriers make it 

more difficult than necessary for the manufacturing sector to embrace corporate 

sustainability, including poor government regulation, limited mandated sustainability 

information disclosure, and the absence of a carbon-pricing mechanism. The thesis 

concludes by recommending changes that would remove these barriers and promote 

corporate sustainability in the Australian manufacturing sector. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 AUSTRALIAN MANUFACTURING SECTOR 

The 1980s was a decade of transformational change for manufacturing in Australia. 

Economic reforms, such as exchange rate liberalisation, free trade, and deregulation, were 

catalysts for change and are now widely credited as transforming the Australian economy 

(Toner & School, 2000). Although these changes underpin Australia’s prosperity today, 

it came at an enormous cost to the local manufacturing sector. 

At the turn of the century, Australian manufacturers supplied more than 80 per cent of the 

domestic car market. This has declined to almost zero once Ford, Holden and Toyota 

ceased Australian production in 2017 (Oliver & Howe, 2009). Yet, despite the loss of 

many thousands of blue-collar jobs, Australia’s manufacturing sector remains remarkably 

broad. It includes the traditional low-tech industries, such as those transforming 

agricultural products into food and beverage items, as well as high-tech industries that 

produce complex and specialised items such as motor vehicle engines and aircraft parts 

(Department of Innovation Industry Science and Research, 2011).  

Manufacturing-related industries still employ around one million people in Australia, and 

although the absolute number employed has declined over the last 25 years, there has 

been a shift from low-skill to high-skill employment (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2012). Australia has enjoyed remarkable success in highly specialised manufacturing 

activities such as biotechnology, medical equipment, robotics and advanced materials 

(Spinks, 2014). Rather than rely on cheap fossil fuels as a source of competitive 

advantage, some Australian manufacturers, such as Cochlear, Resmed, and CSL have 

built their success on world-class research, innovation and a highly skilled workforce.  

Notwithstanding this resurgence, the Australian manufacturing sector has continued to 

suffer in recent years. International forces, such as free-trade agreements and the 

relatively high Australian dollar, pose an ongoing challenge. New domestic pressures 

have also emerged; aggressive and anti-competitive behaviour in the grocery sector has 

driven local manufacturing overseas (Richards, Lawrence, Loong, & Burch, 2012), and 

energy prices have continued to rise – even after the carbon tax repeal. 
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1.2 ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS 

The Kyoto protocol was the world’s first genuine attempt by political leaders at reducing 

carbon emissions. It operationalised the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, 

which had been adopted in 1992. The Kyoto protocol was agreed in 1997 but it did not 

come into effect until 2015 due to its complex ratification process. In the same year, at 

the Paris Climate Conference, the international community agreed that it must accelerate 

its efforts by strengthening targets, cap the use of hydrofluorocarbons and support 

developing countries. It was a historical agreement and regarded by some as “the world’s 

greatest diplomatic success” (Harvey, 2015). Unfortunately, the elation did not last long. 

In 2017, US President Donald Trump announced that the US would exit the agreement in 

2020, citing climate action as disadvantageous to the US economy. This decision 

undoubtedly weakens the agreement and sends a strong signal to business that 

environmental protections are not as important as economic growth. 

Despite Australia’s ratification of the UN Framework Convention, Australian Prime 

Minister John Howard, along with United States President George W. Bush, refused to 

sign the Kyoto protocol, arguing that it would cost jobs and work against their national 

interests (Naughten, 2007). In doing so, Howard elevated climate change to an issue of 

national importance in Australia but was subsequently defeated in the 2007 federal 

election by Kevin Rudd, who categorised climate change as a great moral, economic and 

social challenge.  

When the new government ratified Kyoto, it began working on a carbon pollution 

reduction scheme. This scheme stalled in the senate and was eventually dropped 

completely; Kevin Rudd was deposed as leader and the national debate on climate change 

was forgotten as attention shifted to the Global Financial Crisis (Suter, 2010). In a deal 

made to secure a minority government, Prime Minister Gillard introduced carbon pricing 

legislation in 2012, at a time when public support for action on climate change was at a 

historic low (McDonald, 2012). This, along with the circumstances surrounding her 

accession to the leadership, critically wounded her government’s standing in the eyes of 

the electorate. 

Political scaremongering in the lead-up to the introduction of carbon pricing fed the 

public’s perception that increases in the price of electricity would render Australian 
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manufacturing internationally uncompetitive. It was for this reason that industry groups, 

such as Manufacturing Australia, declared that the “carbon tax is simply bad for 

Australian manufacturing” and urged the government to “defer the introduction of a 

carbon tax until more is known about the plans of Australia’s major trading competitors” 

(Manufacturing Australia, 2011, p. 3).  

In September 2013, a conservative government led by Tony Abbott, was elected on a 

promise to repeal Gillard’s ‘carbon tax’ as a way of reducing the cost of energy to 

Australian households. Ostensibly, the government retained a commitment to Australia’s 

international carbon reduction targets but endorsed the view of business groups, such as 

the Business Council of Australia and Manufacturing Australia, that carbon pricing places 

Australian industry at a competitive disadvantage (Business Council of Australia, 2013; 

Manufacturing Australia, 2011).  

Jubb and Kumarasiri (2016), who interviewed leaders of eighteen large emitters during 

the operation of the carbon tax, acknowledged the important role corporate lobbying 

played in the repeal. This was despite empirical evidence that the carbon tax was 

successful in terms of focusing management attention on energy reduction and emissions 

management. Thus, although the policy itself could be regarded as successful – even by 

business leaders – it was undermined by those who sought to protect their own wealth. 

The repeal legislation was passed in July 2014 and replaced with a policy to directly 

subsidise corporate emission reduction activities. Australian greenhouse gas emissions 

subsequently started to increase again and are now at the same level as before the carbon 

tax was introduced (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018). In 2015, Australia was ranked 

60 out of 61 countries in terms of climate protection performance (Burck, Marten, & Bals, 

2015). The most recent results, published in 2018, put Australia at 58 of 61, ahead of the 

United States and Turkey (Burck, Marten, & Bals, 2018). 

Tony Abbott reframed action on climate change as an unfair burden on households and 

business. Even though price relief was promised, energy prices in Australia have soared 

since the carbon tax repeal. Politicians, on both side of the spectrum, have been reluctant 

to commit to any action that might raise energy prices, leaving Australia without any clear 

political leadership on key environmental issues.  
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1.3 CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY IN AUSTRALIA 

The term ‘corporate sustainability’ is discussed at length in chapter 2, but it is important 

for this background discussion to explicitly recognise that the environmental and social 

aspects of business, which are often considered corporate sustainability, are in fact 

manifestations of a much broader term. That is, the financial sustainability of any business 

is of paramount importance. Although this thesis concentrates on the environmental and 

social aspects of corporate sustainability, there is an implicit assumption that corporations 

actively manage their financial sustainability without detriment to the environment and 

society.  

One of the few objective ways to compare sustainability across countries and industry 

sectors is to examine external benchmarks. Although such benchmarks have proliferated 

in recent years as investors, asset managers, financial institutions and other stakeholders 

demand greater transparency around environmental, social and governance (ESG) 

performance, a handful have emerged as global front-runners (Huber & Comstock, 2017). 

For this analysis, two of these benchmarks have been analysed to make an assessment 

about the position of Australia’s manufacturing sector, compared with international peers. 

The world’s first international sustainability benchmark, the Dow Jones Sustainability 

Index (DJSI), began in 1999. RobecoSAM, which now co-manages the DJSI, invites 

more than 3,000 large corporations each year to participate in its performance rating 

process. Points are awarded based on predefined criteria, which are then weighted based 

on economic, environmental, and social dimensions. International consulting firm KPMG 

provides insights into the environmental and social changes impacting businesses, 

helping to keep the questions relevant to a global audience (RobecoSAM, 2013a, 2013b). 

Similarly, the Carbon Disclosure Project focuses on the reporting of carbon emissions for 

more than 1,500 of the world’s largest corporations. The Climate Performance Leadership 

Index (CPLI) measures the level of action on climate change mitigation, adaptation and 

transparency (Carbon Disclosure Project, 2013). Unlike RobecoSAM, which considers 

financial and social dimensions, the CPLI is exclusively an environmental metric and, 

arguably, a more onerous measure of performance. Nonetheless, the two ratings together 

provide a useful snapshot of performance relative to international peers.  
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Australia, one of the world’s 20 largest economies, is well represented in the RobecoSAM 

ratings. In 2013, Australia and New Zealand Banking Corporation, GPT Group and 

Tabcorp Holdings Ltd were recognised as global leaders in their sectors. In 2014, 

Australia and New Zealand Banking Corporation, Stockland, Tabcorp Holdings Ltd and 

Woolworths Limited were leaders in their sectors (RobecoSAM, 2013b, 2014). The 

results were less impressive in the Carbon Disclosure Project’s CPLI, with only National 

Australia Bank and Westpac Bank making the index in 2013 (Carbon Disclosure Project, 

2013). However in 2014, Commonwealth Bank, Dexus Property Group, Insurance 

Australia Group, Investa Office Fund and National Australia Bank were all awarded the 

“A” performance rating (Carbon Disclosure Project, 2014).  

The performance of Australian companies on these indexes is remarkable given the size 

of Australia’s population and distance from major world markets. Prime facie, this 

implies that Australia does not have a problem with corporate sustainability as some of 

Australia’s largest companies are recognised as world leaders in their sectors. However, 

this conclusion is not valid when viewed from the perspective of the manufacturing 

sector. Table 1 and Table 2 refine the RobecoSAM and Carbon Disclosure Project results 

to show only organisations with a primary focus on manufacturing. It is striking that 

Australian manufacturing sector companies are absent from these lists. 

Even on face value, it seems incongruous that Australian manufacturing sector companies 

would perform poorly on these indexes, while Australian financial services, property and 

retailing companies feature prominently in both the RobecoSAM and Carbon Disclosure 

Project indexes. Before exploring reasons for this, it is worth considering whether this is 

a reasonable comparison. That is, whether it is reasonable to expect Australian 

manufacturers to feature more prominently in global rankings compared with much larger 

companies in the financial services and minor sectors. 

Firstly, the manufacturing sector employs almost four times more people than mining, 

and twice as many as people as financial services (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012). 

The sector is deeply embedded in the communities where it operates. In regional areas, it 

is not uncommon to hear how several generations of families have been employed at a 

manufacturing plant, and entire communities are built up around these employers. Based 

on employment numbers alone, it could be argued that level of stakeholder interest and 



 

 

   Page   13 

expectation of the manufacturing sector would be far greater than that of financial services 

and mining sectors, despite having far greater levels of aggregate market capitalisation.  

Secondly, Australia has traditionally seen itself as a “country that makes things” (Oliver 

& Howe, 2009). We aspire to more than being a quarry to Asia, or a commodity supplier 

to Europe. We pride ourselves on producing high quality products, and the demise of 

motor vehicle assembly in Australia in 2017 was a blow to the national identity. 

Governments, both state and federal, have sought to heal this wound with programs and 

incentives designed to promote activity and the long-term sustainability of the sector. 

With such an important place in our national identify, it is surely not unreasonable to 

expect performance that is at least comparable to our international peers.  

In fact, Lucas (2004) observed that Australian companies are generally disinclined to 

adopt sustainable business practices. Even though consumers believe that companies 

should give back to the community in return for the right to operate for profit, Lucas 

found that Australian leaders have never fully embraced this principal of mutual 

obligation. More recently, Brennan, Binney, McCrohan, and Lancaster (2011) reaffirmed 

Lucas’ results. Using a textual analysis of corporate websites, the authors found little 

tangible evidence that sustainable business practices were being implemented in Australia 

at all. Although many corporate leaders indicated a general support for corporate 

sustainability, they argued that profound confusion around the principles and activities 

that constitute sustainability, as well as  a lack of detail around specific activities, made 

it impossible to identify or track progress. 

Other studies provide further clues about the values held by Australian leaders. Through 

an analysis of corporate social responsibility programs, Zappala and Cronin (2003) found 

that most Australian activities consisted of philanthropy and sponsorship, with relatively 

few organisations engaging in community partnerships. This reveals a preference towards 

short-term and discretionary individual activities, rather than a long-term, collective 

approach. These results are consistent with Batten and Birch (2005), who examined 

attitudes to corporate citizenship in 93 of Australia’s largest companies to understand 

their approach to sustainability. These researchers found that Australian leaders viewed  

corporate citizenship more as a series of short-term activities, rather than a large 

organisational strategy. 
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The attitudes of ordinary Australian are also changing over time – but not for the better. 

A 2012 study of social, political and economic values revealed an emerging ambivalence 

towards the environment (Devinney & Auger, 2012). Between 2007 and 2012, 

environmental sustainability fell from the third most important issue to the eight most 

important issue, overtaken by issues such as civil liberties, individual economic wellbeing 

and worker rights. This appears to coincide with a political shift from progressive to 

conservative government. 
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RobecoSAM Industry Leaders with manufacturing focus: 2012-2015 
 

Company Industry Country 2012 2013 2014 2015 
Abbott Laboratories Health Care United States 

  
Yes Yes 

Adidas AG Consumer Staples Germany Yes Yes Yes 
 

Akzo Nobel NV Industrial Netherlands 
 

Yes Yes Yes 
Amorepacific Corp Consumer Staples South Korea Yes Yes Yes 

 

ArcelorMittal Industrial France 
 

Yes 
  

AU Optronics Corp Information Technology Taiwan Yes Yes 
  

Ball Corp Industrial United States 
 

Yes 
 

Yes 
Baxter International  Health Care United States 

 
Yes 

  

Benesse Holings Consumer Discretionary Japan 
   

Yes 
BMW Consumer Discretionary Germany Yes 

  
Yes 

Bombardier Inc Industrial Canada 
  

Yes Yes 
British American Tobacco Consumer Discretionary United Kingdom Yes Yes Yes Yes 
China Steel Corp Industrial Taiwan 

 
Yes Yes 

 

CNH Industrial NV Industrial Italy 
  

Yes Yes 
Delta Electronics Inc Information Technology Taiwan 

 
Yes 

  

DSM NV Industrial Netherlands Yes 
   

Electrolux AB Consumer Discretionary Sweden Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Fiat Consumer Discretionary Italy Yes 

   

Fibria Celulose SA Industrial Brazil Yes 
 

Yes 
 

Henkel AG Consumer Discretionary Germany Yes Yes Yes 
 

Herman Miller Inc Consumer Discretionary United States Yes Yes 
  

Kao Consumer Products Consumer Discretionary Japan 
   

Yes 
Kering Consumer Discretionary France 

   
Yes 

LG Electronics Consumer Discretionary South Korea 
   

Yes 
Lite-On Technology  Information Technology Taiwan Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Molson Coors Brewing Consumer Staples United States 

 
Yes Yes Yes 

Nestle Consumer Staples Switzerland 
  

Yes Yes 
Novozymes AS Industrial Denmark Yes 

   

Panasonic Information Technology Japan 
  

Yes Yes 
PepsiCo Consumer Staples United States Yes 

   

Philips NV Consumer Discretionary Netherlands Yes Yes 
  

Pirelli Consumer Discretionary Italy Yes Yes Yes Yes 
POSCO Industrial South Korea 

   
Yes 

Reckitt Benckiser Consumer Discretionary United Kingdom 
   

Yes 
Roche Holdings Health Care Switzerland Yes Yes 

  

Samsung Information Technology South Korea Yes 
 

Yes Yes 
Schneider Industrial Japan 

  
Yes Yes 

Siam Cement Industrial Thailand Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Siemens AG Industrial Germany Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Sonoco Products Industrial United States Yes Yes 

  

Taiwan Semiconductor Information Technology Taiwan 
 

Yes Yes Yes 
Unilever Consumer Discretionary Netherlands/UK Yes Yes 

 
Yes 

Volkswagen Consumer Discretionary Germany 
  

Yes 
 

Table 1 RobecoSAM industry leaders with manufacturing activities 
Adapted from RobecoSAM (RobecoSAM, 2012, 2013b, 2014, 2015) 
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Climate Performance Leadership Index (CPLI) companies with manufacturing 
focus: 2012-2014 * 
 

Company Sector Country 2012 2013 2014 
Allergan Health Care United States Yes   
Anheuser Busch InBev Consumer Discretionary Belgium  Yes Yes 
Arçelik AS Consumer Discretionary Turkey   Yes 
Associated British Foods Consumer Staples United Kingdom   Yes 
AstraZeneca Health Care United Kingdom   Yes 
Bayer Health Care Germany Yes  Yes 
BMW Consumer Discretionary United States Yes Yes Yes 
Cisco Systems Information Technology United States  Yes  
Coca-Cola HBC AG Consumer Staples Switzerland   Yes 
Daimler Consumer Discretionary Germany  Yes Yes 
Danone Consumer Staples France   Yes 
Diageo Consumer Staples United Kingdom Yes Yes Yes 
Elekta Health Care Sweden   Yes 
Fiat Consumer Discretionary Italy   Yes 
General Motors Consumer Discretionary United States   Yes 
GlaxoSmithKline Health Care United Kingdom  Yes  
Heineken NV Consumer Staples Netherlands   Yes 
Hewlett Packard Information Technology United States  Yes  
Honda Consumer Discretionary Japan  Yes  
Intel Information Technology United States  Yes  
Johnson Controls Consumer Discretionary United States   Yes 
Kering Consumer Discretionary France   Yes 
Kirin Holdings Consumer Staples Japan   Yes 
Komatsu Industrials Japan  Yes  
Philips NV Consumer Discretionary Netherlands  Yes  
L'Oreal Consumer Staples France  Yes  
LG Electronics Consumer Discretionary South Korea   Yes 
Lockheed Martin Industrials United States  Yes  

Lundbeck AS Health Care Denmark   Yes 
Nestle Consumer Staples Switzerland Yes   
Nissan Consumer Discretionary Japan Yes Yes  
Nokia Group Information Technology Finland  Yes  
Novozymes AS Health Care Denmark   Yes 
Olympus Corporation Health Care Japan   Yes 
Oriflame Cosmetics Consumer Staples Sweden   Yes 
Panasonic Consumer Discretionary Japan Yes   
Pfizer Information Technology United States Yes   
Philip Morris International Consumer Discretionary United States Yes  Yes 
Reckitt Benckiser Consumer Discretionary United Kingdom Yes   
Renault Consumer Discretionary France   Yes 
Raytheon Industrials United States  Yes  
SAB Miller Consumer Staples United Kingdom   Yes 
Samsung Information Technology South Korea  Yes  
Schneider Electric Industrials France Yes Yes  
Sekisui Chemical Co Consumer Discretionary Japan   Yes 
Shiseido Co Consumer Staples Japan   Yes 
Suntory Beverage & Food Consumer Staples Japan   Yes 
Tofas Turk Otomobil Consumer Discretionary Turkey   Yes 
Unilever Consumer Staples Netherlands/UK Yes Yes Yes 
Volkswagen AG Consumer Discretionary Germany  Yes Yes 

Table 2 CPLI leaders with manufacturing activities 
Adapted from Carbon Disclosure Project (2012b, 2013, 2014) 
 
* A 2015 CPLI report could not be located 
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Similarly, in the corporate sphere, a 2011 study of the top 30 listed companies in Australia 

reported that all 30 indicated unconstrained growth was a key business objective. None 

was preparing for a period where economic growth would be constrained in any way. 

Furthermore, none indicated any willingness to trade off profit for environmental 

protection (Brennan et al., 2011). This bleak snapshot of the Australian corporate ethos 

highlights a fundamental disconnection between business activities and ecological 

sustainability. 

In fact, these Australian studies point towards a disturbing level of immaturity around 

sustainable business practices. The attitudes appear most closely aligned with 

individualistic views of the United States, rather than the collectivist views of Europe and 

Asia. The hostile approach to carbon pricing, for example, suggests business leaders have 

developed a false dichotomy - one that puts business directly against the environment. It 

is not clear whether this is a widespread perception, or it is isolated to specific geographic 

or industry sectors. 

This thesis aims to understand this problem in more detail and make a contribution 

towards improving the relationship between business and the environment. There may be 

specific factors or conditions that hamper progress towards corporate sustainability. 

These might be temporal or structural, isolated or endemic. Nonetheless, it is not possible 

to offer solutions without a much better understanding of the problem. The next section 

begins this analysis by examining important differences in Australia’s manufacturing 

sector. 

1.4 RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

As author of the Australian Government’s Climate Change Review, Professor Garnaut 

(2011) called on business to accept the premise that climate action is required and asked 

the business community to make sacrifices for a wider social and environmental good. 

He argued that although there would be economic winners and losers, it was in the 

country’s long-term interest to decarbonise the economy and make a contribution to the 

global effort to avoid damage to critical infrastructure, human health, ecosystems, 

biodiversity, and geopolitical stability. 
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Although it is clear that many Australian companies have accepted Garnaut’s warning, 

the benchmarking data presented above suggested that the Australian manufacturing is 

lagging behind international peers. It has been slow to adopt sustainable practices and 

appears unwilling to proactively address environmental concerns, even though 

sustainability is a high priority in other advanced manufacturing economies. Aside from 

the ongoing environmental damage, this attitude poses a considerable risk to the 

Australian economy. Inaction in the short term may be expedient, but, over the longer 

term, transformational change is vital, and inactivity is simply delaying the inevitable.  

Garnaut understood that this transition would be difficult and he advocated for an 

extended period of assistance to both emissions-intensive and trade-exposed industries 

(Garnaut, 2011). He felt the best chance of survival for the manufacturing sector was to 

begin the transition early – forgoing the cost advantage today in return for the opportunity 

to exist in the future. Indeed, a steady rise in electricity prices caused by switching from 

coal to renewables would be expensive, but it would do more to assist the manufacturing 

sector to transition than simply doing nothing.  

This lack of interest in corporate sustainability from the manufacturing sector has 

arguably contributed to an underinvestment in the technologies associated with 

sustainability. China, for example, is meeting much of its growing electricity demand 

through wind, nuclear and hydroelectric sources, and this is promoting the rapid 

development of associated industries (Buckley, 2015). By comparison, Australia’s 

renewable energy sector is relatively underdeveloped and there has been an extraordinary 

research emphasis on finding ways to prolong the use of fossil fuels (Wilkenfeld, 

Hamilton, & Saddler, 2007). The Australian government has, for example, invested 

heavily in ‘clean coal’ research, but the results have been far from impressive.  

In August 2012, the Prime Minister’s Manufacturing Taskforce presented its report, 

Smarter manufacturing for a smarter Australia. This report tabled both the challenges 

and opportunities facing the manufacturing sector today and identified that the 

manufacturing sector makes a disproportionate contribution to research and development 

through its strong vertical and horizontal links with associated industries. It is therefore a 

key enabler to economic development (Non-government members of the Prime Minister's 

taskforce on manufacturing, 2012). 
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To remain competitive, the CSIRO has also argued that Australian industry must start 

working immediately on building greener supply chains, focussing on waste reduction, 

resource efficiency and investing in new clean technologies. These are the essential 

elements for Australia to remain competitive in a low-carbon economy (Commonwealth 

Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, 2011). Without these changes, our 

industries will remain reliant on obsolete technologies and we will not have developed 

new ones to replace them. Furthermore, without investment in skills, our capacity to 

innovate is impaired. This is a national challenge that deserves attention. 

1.5 RESEARCH PROBLEMS 

The intention behind this research is to understand the causative factors driving an 

apparent reluctance of the Australian manufacturing sector to embrace corporate 

sustainability. Although there is considerable scholarly effort directed towards 

understanding the relationship between corporate sustainability and organisational 

performance, such as Margolis and Walsh (2003) and Montabon, Sroufe, and Narasimhan 

(2007), there has been much less done to understand how leaders successfully transform 

their organisations into sustainable companies.  

Drawing on the corporate sustainability literature, numerous authors, including Hoffman 

(1999); Benn (2002); Stubbs & Cocklin (2008); and Manz, Manz, Adams, & Shipper 

(2011); have indicated the importance of leadership in orchestrating corporate 

sustainability in their sustainability case studies. Other authors, such as  Doppelt (2003), 

Benn, Dunphy, and Griffiths (2006) and Lozano (2012) have developed theoretical 

models that explain how leadership is a critical factor in the operation of corporate 

sustainability. The term ‘sustainable leadership’ is thus defined to indicate the leadership 

behaviours and attitudes that might best fit these models.  

It is therefore likely in the case of the Australian manufacturing sector, that leadership 

will play a role in this phenomenon. Therefore, in response to the research question posed 

in this chapter, the research problem has been framed to understand how sustainable 

leadership might be relevant in answering this question. That is, does sustainable 

leadership explain the differences in corporate sustainability in the Australian 

manufacturing sector? 
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1.5.1 Research	Questions	

There are two specific research questions that emerge from this problem: 

The first question seeks to understand whether leadership plays a significant part in the 

orchestration of corporate sustainability in the Australian manufacturing sector. This 

relationship is indicated in the literature, as outlined in chapter 2, most notably by the 

work of  Doppelt (2003), Benn et al. (2006) and Lozano (2012) through their models of 

corporate sustainability, and this research aims to test this relationship empirically. 

 
RQ1  Are there any significant differences in the leadership approach that is 
observed in the Australian manufacturing sector compared with Australia’s most 
sustainable companies? 
 

 

The second question seeks to analyse the research results and form specific policy 

recommendations that can help promote corporate sustainability in Australia’s 

manufacturing sector.  

 
RQ2  What can be done to promote corporate sustainability in the Australian 
manufacturing sector? 
 

  

1.5.2 Significance	of	questions	

This research is significant because, according to the United Nations, we are entering a 

world where business can no longer remain oblivious or ignorant to the impact that its 

activities have on others. With corporate sustainability now part of modern business 

vernacular, it is the responsibility of scholars to assist business leaders in understanding 

how to make sense of this.  

One significant theoretical contribution this research makes is a deeper understanding of 

the term ‘sustainable leadership’ itself. Today, this concept only exists in theory, and 

although various scholars have sought to isolate and provide a definition, it remains an 

abstraction. By examining the concept of sustainable leadership within a specific context 

(the Australian manufacturing sector), it is hoped this term can finally emerge from 
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abstraction and take its place among the battery of leadership concepts used by business 

leaders around the world. If this cannot be achieved in its own right, understanding what 

sustainable leadership is not, will also guide future scholars towards an eventual 

understanding of the kinds of attitudes and behaviours that future leaders will require to 

embrace corporate sustainability. 

At a practical level, this research could have profound implications for the Australian 

economy. With many low-skill manufacturing jobs in Australia having been lost to low-

cost countries, there is an urgent need for Australia to develop high-skill manufacturing 

jobs to replace them. With around one million people still employed by the sector, 

innovative and well managed businesses are essential for this transformation to occur 

seamlessly (Department of Innovation Industry Science and Research, 2011). However, 

lack of progress on sustainability reporting and performance against international 

benchmarks indicate that there are many challenges yet to be faced. 

1.6 THESIS STRUCTURE 

This thesis is structured to provide a comprehensive response to the research questions 

defined above. Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature on corporate sustainability, 

leadership, and the intersection of the two. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology that was 

selected to answer these questions. It discusses and justifies the study design, which is 

somewhat unusual for traditional research on leadership. 

Chapters 4 and 5 contain details of the quantitative and qualitative studies. As the research 

uses a mixed methods approach, it is important to remember that the results of the 

quantitative study inform the design of the qualitative study. This became particularly 

important as the quantitative findings did not reveal the expected result, and without a 

qualitative study, the research may not have revealed any practical insights.  

Chapter 6 reflects on the key findings and seeks to integrate the quantitative and 

qualitative studies into a coherent set of conclusions. From this, the implications on 

business are explored in order to develop a set of recommendations to industry, as well 

as recommendation to scholars on the direction and emphasis of future research in this 

area. 
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2 Literature Review 

This chapter reviews the literature on corporate sustainability and explains why 

leadership plays a critical part in its orchestration. This begins by outlining how 

sustainability became a global issue, before discussing its practical application in the 

business world. Using a review of the contemporary corporate sustainability models, the 

link between transformational change and leadership is established. Through this, a 

conceptual framework is developed to guide the investigation of the research problem, 

which seeks to test whether leadership is a causative factor in explaining why the 

Australian manufacturing sector has been slow to embrace corporate sustainability. 

2.1 SUSTAINABILITY 

2.1.1 Historical	overview	

In 1962, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring alerted the public to the damage caused by 

indiscriminate use of synthetic pesticides. This book had a profound effect on the 

community and played a significant role in forcing the US government to begin 

addressing community environmental concerns (Hoffman, 1999). Carson unwittingly 

sparked the modern environmental movement by demanding politicians protect the 

environment and punish individuals and corporations that do it harm. 

Shortly after US President Nixon established the Environmental Protection Agency, 

another book again captured community attention. Limits to Growth highlighted the 

global danger posed by exponentially increasing demand for non-renewable resources. 

The book warned that major social and economic disruption would occur when 

accelerating demand is suddenly interrupted by scarcity of supply (Meadows, Randers, & 

Meadows, 2008). Governments began to take notice just as the oil shocks of the 1970s 

caused political and economic instability around the globe.  

Australia’s environmental movement began in the 1980s, when the Federal Government 

blocked the Tasmanian State government from damming the Gordon River. The dam 

would have destroyed the habitat for several endangered species and ruined culturally 

significant aboriginal caves (Connolly & Anderson, 1981). The issue became a matter of 

national significance in the 1983 federal election as new Prime Minister Bob Hawke 

promised that the dam would not be built. In the resulting High Court challenge, the 
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Federal Government successfully argued it had acted to fulfil its responsibilities under an 

international treaty to protect world culture and natural heritage. This established a 

principle where one level of government could override another to achieve a greater 

environmental good. These events mobilised community groups and began a national 

conversation about the trade-offs between economic development and environmental 

protection. 

With similar converstaions occuring around the world, communities elevated their 

concerns about environmental degradation into the political sphere. The United Nations 

recognised this and formed The World Commission on the Environment and 

Development (WCED). Commonly known as the Brundtland Commission, this body was 

charged with the responisbility for developing a global framework to manage economic 

growth.  

The three years between the Brundland Commission’s first meeting and publishing its 

first report in 1987 were particularly significant for the global environmental movement. 

The world experienced several major environmental disasters, including the India’s 

Bhopal accident in December 1984, discovery of the hole in the ozone layer over 

Antarctica in 1985, and the Chernobyl nuclear reactor explosion in April 1986 

(Brueckner, 2010). This unfortunate series of events further strengthened popular support 

against environmental recklessness, underlining the need to balance economic prosperity 

with human wellbeing.  

The Brundtland commission’s first major achievement was to provide a coherent 

definition for ‘Sustainable Development’, which was described as a state where the 

current generation’s needs can be satisfied without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their needs. (World Commission on Environment and Development, 

1987). This definition remains a central concept in the sustainability literature but has, 

over time, been criticised for its inability to help manage competing priorities.  

Brundtland’s second achievement was to mobilise international efforts to embed 

sustainability principles into government decision making (Brueckner, 2010). The 

commission’s report was adopted at the UN Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, 

where delegates called upon governments to limit greenhouse gas emissions, address the 
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scarcity of water and promote public transport (Seyfang & Jorden, 2002). Ten years later 

in Johannesburg, the World Summit for Sustainable Development expanded 

responsibility to include both business and government (United Nations Environment 

Programme, 2005). For the first time, business was named as both a part of the problem, 

and part of the solution. Environmental problems were now regarded as too difficult to 

be solved by government alone; business was asked to protect the environment from its 

own unsustainable practices.  

The concept of sustainability has now been extended and applied in many different ways 

– not just in terms of sustainable development. In the business community, astute leaders 

recognised that unsustainable corporate practices must be curtailed. Many have 

committed their organisations to undertake transformational change and rebuild them 

around the principles of sustainability. This has become known as corporate 

sustainability, where business leaders consider the needs of society and the environment 

in corporate decision-making (Esty & Winston, 2009).  

The business community has an active role to play in addressing many global 

environmental issues (KPMG International, 2012). There are encouraging signs that 

many are taking this responsibility seriously, although environmental problems affect 

businesses to varying degrees. Corporate sustainability has therefore come to mean 

different things to different companies. However, broadly speaking, it can be considered 

a form of self-regulation. Business leaders make decisions that may not represent the 

optimal outcome for shareholders, but may represent the best outcome for stakeholders 

and for the common good (Brueckner, 2010). 

Some scholars, such as Tideman, Arts, and Zandee (2013) and Daly and Cobb (1989), 

suggest that the fundamental problem lies with out-dated economic models which use 

simplistic assumptions about human behaviour. In their view, it is a mistake to consider 

that companies act independent of their environment and society. Consequently, they 

argue that corporate sustainability requires a deeper review of the economic 

fundamentals, which would allow leaders to make decisions that are good for business, 

society and the environment. 
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2.1.2 Attitudes	to	Sustainability	

The Brundtland Commission reshaped the paradigm of sustainable development by 

shifting the discussion from the physical context of sustainability into much wider socio-

economic context (Adams, 2003). Brundtland’s definition of sustainable development 

remains a cornerstone concept in the sustainability literature but is not without its critics. 

Its main weakness is that it gave no guidance on the way to manage the inevitable conflict 

between competing priorities, leading to a lasting debate about whether humankind 

should prioritise protecting the biosphere ahead of lifting poor nations from poverty 

(Daly, 2007). 

This debate represents an important division within the sustainability literature. Two 

schools of thought have emerged: the ‘weak’ view of sustainability, emanating from the 

discipline of economics, and the ‘strong’ view, emanating from the discipline of 

environmental science. Rather than see the terms merge over time, they appear to have 

developed as mutually exclusive concepts and have limited prospects of reconciliation in 

the future (Hediger, 1999).  

The ‘weak’ view of sustainability is an economic principle that emerged from 

neoclassical capital theory (Hediger, 1999). Nobel Laureate Robert Solow argued that 

natural capital could be legitimately transformed into human-produced capital for the 

benefit of humankind (Solow, 1974). Economists argue that various forms of capital 

(natural, social and economic) can be substituted to maximise human utility. Opschoor 

and van der Straaten (1993) refined this idea by acknowledging the need to protect natural 

capital from recklessness, but argued that total welfare potential, rather than maximum 

utility, was a better objective. Nonetheless, proponents of weak sustainability view nature 

in terms of its economic value, thereby leading to a deep philosophical conflict with 

environmental scientists (van den Bergh, 2010). 

The ‘strong’ view of sustainability contrasts this approach and has evolved from an 

ecological and scientific perspective. This puts primacy on maintaining a healthy 

ecosystem to sustain life, rather than maximising human utility or welfare from it 

(Costanza, 1991). Proponents reject the idea that capital is substitutable because natural 

capital is the ultimate constraint; fishing boats have no value when there are no fish left 
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to catch (Daly, 2007, p. 154). More extreme supporters hold that the environment itself 

has rights and deserves to be protected for its own sake (Nash, 1989).  

This ongoing debate makes it difficult for business to operationalise sustainability. The 

weak view can be interpreted as ‘business as usual’, meaning nothing needs to change 

until a catastrophe is imminent (Dryzek, 1997). Although economists argue the 

precautionary principle compels action without evidence in the face of a threat, there is 

no obligation on any business to do so. Similarly, the strong view of sustainability is 

problematic as Costanza (1991) argued it obliges a minimum set of ecological standards 

be applied to all. Traditional economists would counter that government, not companies, 

have the responsibility to set the minimum standards of behaviour (Friedman, 1970). Both 

the ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ views of sustainability are nebulous concepts of limited use to 

business leaders.  

The field of environmental ethics offers a more practical path to operationalising these 

approaches. Dunlap and Van Liere (1977) introduced the idea of an anthropocentric 

paradigm to represent a human-based approach to the environment. This corresponds to 

a weak view of sustainability and puts human needs ahead of the needs of the environment 

(Grey, 1993). Proponents of this approach believe science and technology can overcome 

any environmental problem and still maximise human utility (Diesendorf & Hamilton, 

1997). Although this may have been true in the past, there is no guarantee that this 

“rhetoric of reassurance”, as described by Dryzek (1997, p. 157), will continue into the 

future – especially as humans reach the finite carrying capacity of the planet. 

The ecocentric approach contrasts anthropocentricism and corresponds with a strong view 

of sustainability (Nash, 1989). Its proponents argue that attention to natural and social 

capital is essential, as damage to them may lead to much more significant economic 

problems in the future (Daly, 2002). It is therefore in the best interests of the individual 

companies to consider the actions from the perspective of the common good. To achieve 

sustainability, humans must evolve beyond individual self-interest to a fully-integrated 

planetary identity (Henderson, 2006). 

The difficulty is that the current commercial and political systems fundamentally ignore 

natural capital (Daly & Cobb, 1989). Business places no explicit value on environmental 



 

 

   Page   27 

systems. Therefore, the traditional concept of economic value is fundamentally flawed. 

Radical reform in our economic system is required to prevent irreversible environmental 

and social collapse. 

2.2 CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 

Corporate sustainability is the application of sustainability principles within a business 

context (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). According to Gladwin, Kennelly, and Krause (1995, 

p. 874) modern management theory is “constricted by a fractured epistemology which 

separates humanity from nature and truth from morality”. Corporate sustainability offers 

reintegration of these ideals through decision-making that extends beyond the short-term 

to satisfy the needs of multiple stakeholders. 

There is a considerable overlap in the business literature on corporate sustainability and 

corporate social responsibility (CSR). Although the two terms are often used 

interchangeably, CSR developed in parallel with corporate sustainability and has a 

number of important differences. Like Corporate Sustainability, CSR is manifest as a 

form of self-regulation, which ensures the organisation complies with the spirit of the 

law, community standards and international norms. According to CSR proponents, good 

corporate behaviours generate positive returns to the organisation (Kotler & Lee, 2005). 

CSR is effectively a form of corporate sustainability as it encourages behaviours with 

long-term benefits to the business and society. 

There are, however, subtle but important differences between two. For the most part, 

corporate sustainability and CSR exhibit similar characteristics; the key difference lies in 

the active recognition of the environment as a key stakeholder (Dahlsrud, 2008). 

Nonetheless, both concepts encourage organisations to go beyond the objective of pure 

profit maximisation and encourage organisations to consider the needs of direct and 

indirect stakeholders. This contrasts with a traditional view placing primacy on the needs 

of shareholders, thereby allowing corporate sustainability and CSR to achieve similar 

outcomes (Coelho, McClure, & Spry, 2003).  

2.2.1 Drivers	of	Corporate	Sustainability	

More than 8000 companies in 130 countries have now signed on to the UN Global 

Compact (United Nations Global Compact, 2015). This initiative encourages business to 
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adopt a form of corporate sustainability through ten general principles. These include 

human rights, labour standards, environmental protection and anti-corruption standards. 

Since its inception in 2004, the compact has sparked a global interest in corporate 

sustainability and helped to legitimise the need for socially responsible corporate 

behaviour. It builds on the conceptual work of the Brundtland Commission by translating 

its guiding principles into normative corporate behaviours. 

However, the practice of corporate sustainability predates the UN Compact. Among the 

first to observe its emergence was Hoffman (1999), who examined changing 

environmental attitudes of the US chemical industry. Hoffman found that industry’s 

transformational change occurred as a result of disruptive events, triggered by the 

community’s response to Rachel Carson’s popular book Silent Spring. Whereas once the 

industry was ambivalent or dismissive of community concerns, companies began actively 

consulting and negotiating with stakeholders. This had an industry-wide effect, forcing 

others in the market to rapidly adapt to changing community expectations and 

government regulation. 

Recent work by Lozano (2015) provides empirical support to the literature on the drivers 

to corporate sustainability. His review of the extant literature identified a set of internal 

and external sustainability drivers. These included internal drivers such as ‘leadership’, 

‘ethics’, ‘culture’ and ‘business case’, as well as external drivers such as ‘government’, 

‘competitors’ and ‘stakeholder expectations.’ He then suggested that if corporations are 

considered to be semi-open systems, rather than strictly closed systems, it was necessary 

to include a third category of driver to link external with internal drivers. These linking 

drivers include ‘license to operate’, ‘shareholder activism’ and ‘sustainability reporting’. 

This is represented diagrammatically in Figure 1.  

Lozano’s model of sustainability drivers is useful because it identifies important linkages 

between internal and external forces. Connecting drivers represent gateways between the 

organisation and the outside world. Through these drivers, the organisation attempts to 

influence its stakeholders. At the same time, stakeholders also attempt to influence the 

organisation. 
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Figure 1 Corporate sustainability drivers 
From Lozano (2015) 
 

The model is also powerful as it illustrates the various forces that can operate in 

cooperation or in competition with each other. Although one driver may be acting to 

promote corporate sustainability, another may be working against it. This makes it 

difficult to isolate the significance of any one driver as contextual variations invariably 

complicate the analysis.  

Using qualitative analysis from interviews with top-level corporate managers, Lozano 

(2015) identified ‘proactive leadership’ and ‘business case’ as the two most significant 

internal drivers, and ‘corporate reputation’ and ‘customer expectations’ as the most 

significant external drivers. As the analysis revealed nine internal drivers and fourteen 

external drivers, Lozano hypothesised that internal drivers might be more compelling 

forces for change than external ones. If true, this would imply that leadership, as the 

strongest internal driver, is the most important driver in the adoption of corporate 

sustainability. Exploring this idea further requires a deeper understanding of the literature 

and the models of corporate sustainability. 
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2.2.2 Justifying	Corporate	Sustainability	

Despite the somewhat complicated and confusing relationship between corporate 

sustainability and CSR, both terms are now widely used, and are often used 

interchangeably (Sarvaiya & Wu, 2014). This can be seen through the growing number 

of organisations producing general-purpose sustainability or CSR reports (Marimon, 

Alonso-Almeida, Rodríguez, & Cortez Alejandro, 2012). In one form or another, 

corporate sustainability has taken root in contemporary business culture. Yet despite its 

apparent popularity, its growth is not universally welcomed.  

In 1970, economist Milton Friedman described the emergence of socially responsible 

corporate behaviour as a dangerous threat to capitalism. His view was that such actions 

represent a form of taxation on the owners and should not be pursued by managers 

(Friedman, 1970). Although this view today is regarded as somewhat extreme, the 

underlying validity of corporate sustainability is still questioned. Some academics, such 

as Coelho et al. (2003) and Karnani (2011), argue that it is not is an effective use of 

resources to pursue socially-responsible behaviour in business.  

This debate actually began in 1930s with an exchange between two law professors writing 

in the Harvard Law Review. Adolf Berle argued that corporate powers are, at all times, 

to be used for the explicit benefit of shareholders. One year later, E. Merrick Dodd 

responded by arguing that public opinion suggests otherwise; business is an economic 

institution that provides a social service in exchange for the right to make a profit. Two 

decades later, Berle conceded to most of Dodd’s arguments and the debate subsided 

(Macintosh, 1999). 

The debate was restarted by Friedman’s attack on socially-responsible behaviours in the 

1970s. This time, scholars sought counter criticism by establishing a link between 

corporate sustainability and long-term financial results. Unfortunately, the empirical 

results did not provide strong evidence to support this view. Margolis and Walsh (2003) 

reported that of 109 studies on the financial benefits of corporate sustainability conducted 

between 1972 and 2002, 49 per cent indicated a positive relationship and 51 per cent 

indicated a negative or neutral relationship.  
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More recent studies report contrary results, such Orlitzky (2005), who quantitively 

evaluated empirical research to demonstrate moderate correlations of social performance 

with financial performance (p = 0.36 or 0.42, depending on the aggregation method). He 

attributed this correlation to either organisational learning effects (p = 0.33), or reputation 

effects (p = 0.49). Similarly, Montabon et al. (2007) undertook canonical correlation to 

compare data extracted from textual analysis of corporate reports with  published 

financial metrics, again finding a relationship. They went further to argue that their 

findings support the concept of ‘smart regulation’ advanced by Porter and van der Linde 

(1995), which is discussed in more detail in section 6.4.  

Nonetheless, despite some evidence to the contrary, the existence of a link is far from 

clear. More work is needed in this area before corporate sustainability can be shown to 

be associated with superior financial returns. This, unfortunately, creates a problem for 

proponents of corporate sustainability as it challenges the discretionary use of corporate 

resources for non-profit generating activities. Investors are also impatient and may prefer 

leaders to concentrate on short-term performance. This makes it more difficult for 

corporate leaders to engage in corporate sustainability without a clear link with business 

strategy.  

Recent work by Porter and Kramer (2006) argues that socially-responsible corporate 

behaviour is most effective when it is embedded within the business strategy. Others, 

such as Galbreath (2009) have taken this idea further, arguing that socially responsible 

behaviour should also be considered in terms of the firm’s mission, choice of markets, 

relationship with customers, use of corporate resources and as a source of competitive 

advantage. This new perspective offers a potential counter argument to Friedman by 

positioning corporate sustainability as an enabler for business performance, rather than a 

desirable by-product.  

The next section examines these ideas in more detail. The idea proffered by Porter that 

sustainability may be achieved through competitive strategy is interesting and provides 

an alternate justification for the emergence of corporate sustainability. Alternatively, it 

can also be argued that Porter’s ideas are another example of the fractured business 

epistemology described by Gladwin et al. (1995).  
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2.3 SUSTAINABILITY AS STRATEGY 

As previously discussed, there is limited evidence in the literature to support the view that 

corporate sustainability leads to superior long-term financial returns. Despite this, it 

continues to grow in popularity around the world. In the absence of a clear financial 

justification, a possible explanation is to consider corporate sustainability in terms of 

corporate strategy. That is, to what extent are corporations are using corporate 

sustainability as a vehicle to achieve their corporate objectives?  

Michael Porter, in his 1980 book Competitive Strategy, shaped the contemporary 

understanding of strategy in business. Porter argued that companies create long-term 

value for shareholders by developing and capitalising on their organisational strengths.  

Companies must avoid becoming undifferentiated and “stuck in the middle” where 

competition is most fierce (Porter, 1980). Companies use strategy to create competitive 

differences, thereby separating themselves from the pack. 

According to Porter (1980), all business strategy is based on one of three generic 

approaches: (1) cost leadership, (2) differentiation and (3) focus. Choosing one of these 

and executing it effectively can lead to above-average financial returns in the long run. 

These three generic approaches are analysed below in terms of their application to 

corporate sustainability. 

2.3.1 Cost	Leadership	

Cost leadership is a generic strategy that relies on offering consumers high levels of value 

relative to price. This can be achieved through economies of scale, allowing fixed costs 

to be spread over large volumes. Alternatively, it may be achieved by designing low-cost 

business models, where non-valued added activities are minimised or eliminated. The 

cost leadership strategy is usually most effective, in the long term, in large companies that 

can exercise purchasing power (Porter, 1980).  

Corporate sustainability can complement a cost leadership strategy through a relentless 

determination to streamline the business operations. Lindsey (2011) argues that this can 

be achieved through reducing wastefulness, improving quality, and implementing better 

systems. Organisations that focus on one or more of these can lower their costs and 

improve their competitive position. There are at least three specific strategies that can be 



 

 

   Page   33 

used to implement these principles: Cleaner Production, Eco-Efficiency, and Industrial 

Ecology (Brueckner, 2010). These strategies are explored briefly below. 

a) Cleaner Production is an integrated, preventative approach that aims to minimise 

waste and maximise output. According to the United Nations Environment 

Programme (2006), which helped develop the concept, it allows developing 

economies to deliver economic, social, health, safety, and environmental benefits 

through the productive use of natural resources. This can be achieved through five 

‘prevention practices’: product modification, input substitution, technology 

modification, good housekeeping, and on-site recycling (Fresner, 1998). Cleaner 

Production encourages industry to focus on reduction at source and, only if 

unavoidable, recycling to manage waste. 

 

Despite Australia being slower than other advanced economies to adopt cleaner 

production strategies, van Berkel (2000) reported that significant environmental and 

financial benefits have been realised since its implementation in the 1990s. 

Although Cleaner Production had promised to be a revolutionary approach to 

pollution management it has failed to live up to expectations (Hirschhorn, 1997). In 

Australia, it has succeeded where there was collective support from academics, the 

private sector, government and industry groups (van Berkel, 2007a). It continues to 

make incremental improvements in pollution prevention and operational efficiencies 

in industries, despite an obvious slowing in the number of Cleaner Production 

projects being undertaken in recent years. 

 

b) Eco-Efficiency is a similar approach but has a greater emphasis on pollution 

prevention and achieving ‘more with less’. There are seven critical eco-efficiency 

aspects: reducing material intensity; reducing energy intensity; reducing toxic 

dispersion; maximising use of renewable resources; enhancing recyclability; 

increasing service intensity; and extending product durability (Brueckner, 2010). 

Although Eco-Efficiency has many similarities with Cleaner Production, 

particularly in terms of minimising resource usage, Eco-Efficiency is considered to 

be more strategic and is often undertaken at industry-group level, rather than in 

individual companies. There have been numerous Eco-Efficiency reviews 
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undertaken in Australia, including food production (Prasad et al., 2010), minerals 

processing (van Berkel, 2007b) and grain farming (McGregor, Van Berkel, 

Narayanaswamy, & Altham, 2003). The more strategic emphasis of Eco-Efficiency, 

compared with Cleaner Production, allows practitioners to consider the whole 

supply chain, thereby offering a much greater potential for overall cost and 

environmental impact reduction. Smith (2013) notes that the Australian approach, 

where government partners with industry to promote Eco-Efficiency programs, has 

proven particularly effective and serves as a good example of how industry-led 

innovation can accelerate environmental improvements. 

 

c) Industrial Ecology, a third approach, is a holistic attempt to define new patterns of 

production. It strives to mimic nature by building large industrial parks where the 

waste from one process a necessary input into another. Complementary industries 

are co-located on these parks and this creates a symbiotic production relationship 

(Chertow, 2000). In terms of sustainability, such a concept is more appealing than 

strategies based on pollution prevention, as waste becomes part of a closed-loop 

system. However, despite its lofty goals, Industrial Ecology may never reach its full 

potential, as it appears impractical to rearrange the world’s production centres in 

such a way. 

 

Each of these approaches can support a cost leadership strategy. Process streamlining, 

and the elimination of waste allow the maximum output to be achieved for minimum 

input. Where industry margins are low, inefficient producers may find it difficult to 

compete with low-cost producers, thereby forcing competitors from the market. Low 

industry margins may also represent a barrier to entry, which dissuades new competitors 

from entering the market if better returns are available elsewhere. 

There are, however, a number of fundamental problems with using sustainability to drive 

a cost leadership strategy. Firstly, Porter (1996) distinguishes operational effectiveness 

from strategy, arguing that although operational effectiveness is important, it is not a 

difference which can be preserved. Companies may invest in technologies to reduce 

waste, or design closed-loop production systems, but unless the differences are unique, 
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competitors may emulate or improve them. This makes cost leadership a difficult strategy 

to preserve over the long-term. 

Secondly, it is not clear that a cost leadership strategy is conceptually compatible with 

corporate sustainability. Based on current levels of consumption, future generations are 

likely to face a situation where their needs cannot be met (Daly, 2007). Simply 

minimising our waste and reducing our resource intensiveness will not alter the 

underlying consumer behaviour that is responsible for depleting the earth’s natural 

resources. In fact, increased efficiency might actually lead to increased consumption. 

William Jevons observed in 1865 that despite technological advances that improved 

energy efficiency, consumption of energy increased (Alcott, 2005). This has become 

known as Jevons’ paradox and describes where technological improvements in resource 

usage lead to an unexpected increase in resource consumption. Therefore, a cost 

leadership strategy, where production efficiencies lead to lower-cost goods for 

consumers, may contribute to unsustainable consumer behaviour.   

2.3.2 Differentiation	

A differentiation strategy allows a company to set itself apart from its competitors in ways 

that are difficult to copy. Differentiation can be achieved through the construction or 

acquisition of tangible assets, such as buildings, and machinery. It can also be achieved 

through intangible assets, such as brands, reputation and corporate knowledge (Hubbard 

& Beamish, 2011). Differentiation allows companies to charge a premium for their 

products and services in the market.  

One of the most effective ways that companies can differentiate themselves is through 

creation of brand identities. Brands can be attached to individual products or services, or 

at an overall corporate level. Corporate brands provide economies of scale as other brands 

may borrow credibility, thereby making the product brand more acceptable to consumers 

(Fetscherin & Usunier, 2012). Balmer and Greyser (2006) traced the evolution of the 

corporate brand and argued that it has now become more important than a company’s 

underlying product brands. This is because although product brands have meaning to 

customers, corporate brands have meaning to stakeholders by representing set of 

expectations about to a company’s behaviours. Corporate reputation is now intricately 

connected with the perception of the corporate brand. 



 

 

   Page   36 

A recent paper has provided empirical support to Balmer’s proposition by analysing 

companies prosecuted under the US Foreign Corrupt Practices Act.  Hong and Liskovich 

(2014) examined the fines issued and found that more lenient penalties were awarded to 

companies that have the most comprehensive corporate social responsibility programs. 

This, according to the authors, indicates the value of the corporate reputation. They 

suggest that socially-responsible corporate behaviour creates a ‘halo effect’ across the 

organisation, reducing the punishment when compared with organisations that did not 

engage in socially responsible corporate behaviours.  

Corporate sustainability can therefore be used in a differentiation strategy by enhancing 

the value of the overall corporate brand. Porter and Kramer (2006) argued that this is most 

effective where companies undertake actions which are to the mutual benefit of both the 

business and society. Rather than undertake generic actions, such as philanthropy, 

corporations should develop strategies that leverage capabilities to produce good social 

and environmental impacts. This creates positive outcomes for society and enhances the 

value of the corporate brand. 

Although differentiation may be effective for individual companies to create long-term 

value of shareholders, it may not be effective in raising the standards of business in 

general. Porter (1996) indicates that a company can only outperform its rivals if it can 

establish a difference that it can maintain. Therefore, if every company adopted corporate 

sustainability, it would no longer be an effective a strategy of differentiation. Effectively, 

there is a perverse incentive for companies to protect their strategic difference and not 

allow corporate sustainability to become a mainstream or market characteristic. 

2.3.3 Focus	Strategy	

The focus strategy is one where a company targets a specific market niche. It is most 

often used by smaller companies to concentrate on geographies or specific consumer 

groups (Porter, 1980). The focus strategy may be applied in one of two ways: as a cost-

focus, where a company seeks a cost advantage in its target market, or as a differentiation-

focus, where a company seeks to exploit differences within its target market (Wright, 

1987). Both require the company to have an intimate understanding of the consumer 

needs within the chosen niche. 
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In terms of corporate sustainability, the focus strategy is often implemented within 

specific marketing strategies, such as green marketing, social marketing or societal 

marketing. Green marketing, and its related terms, such as ecological marketing, 

environmental marketing, seek to introduce products and services based on desirable 

environmental credentials. Scholars have shown that green marketing can develop new 

consumer segments (Ginsberg & Bloom, 2004), increase customer loyalty (Shrum, 

McCarty, & Lowrey, 1995), and reduce sensitivity to price (D'Souza, Taghian, & Khosla, 

2007). Companies that are successful with this strategy rely on their reputation and the 

trust of its customers and stakeholders.  

Societal marketing is the use of socially responsible corporate behaviours to achieve 

corporate objectives (Donovan & Henley, 2010). It should not be confused with social 

marketing, which is application of marketing principles to achieve socially desirable 

consumer behaviours (Kotler & Lee, 2005). Societal marketing is often implemented as 

issues-based campaigns; a company will express concern for an issue relevant to its 

products or services, publicise its involvement and then develop commercial strategies to 

benefit from the association. Some scholars have become increasingly sceptical of 

societal marketing, as there are ultimately trade-offs between the financial health of the 

company and ethical outcomes (Doane, 2005). These trade-offs undermine the ethical 

validity of corporate social responsibility. 

Corporate philanthropy has many similarities with societal marketing, except that it is 

altruistic in nature. The company allocates resources to a particular issue but does not 

expect a direct commercial benefit in return (Donovan & Henley, 2010). However, 

outside the United States, where corporate philanthropy is a strong cultural norm, 

companies regard philanthropy as a corporation earning its license to operate in the 

community (Batten & Birch, 2005). Thus, corporate philanthropy is not truly altruistic, 

as the company expects a long-term dividend from its investment.  

Scholars have suggested that green and societal marketing strategies have also failed to 

meet expectations (Polonsky, 2011). Rather than improve the overall market, the focus 

strategy has simply created and exploited profitable niches. There is no genuine desire to 

improve the quality of human wellbeing; it merely coincides with a desire to generate 

profit. Furthermore, there is an inherent conflict with corporate sustainability as the 
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promotion of consumerism and increased consumption is in fundamental conflict with 

the principles of sustainability (Peattie & Crane, 2005). Whether these concerns are valid 

is a question to be decided based on each person’s ethical framework. 

2.3.4 Comments	on	strategy		

Sustainability is fundamentally concerned with the long-term preservation of humankind 

through inter-generational equity and environmental custodianship (Daly, 2002). This 

section has analysed corporate sustainability through the lens of competitive strategy and 

has found that there are many ways that corporate sustainability can be incorporated 

within business strategy. Although these strategies make sense for an individual 

company, their widespread application creates a paradox. This is known as the ‘tragedy 

of the commons’, and describes a situation where individuals, operating out of self-

interest, ultimately act counter to their long-term interests, and the long-term interests of 

the collective (Hardin, 1968). Corporate sustainability, when used as a competitive 

strategy, appears to follow the same pattern. It must therefore be concluded that corporate 

strategy is not a sound explanation for the rise in popularity of corporate sustainability. 

This conclusion is supported by the growing view among scholars that corporate 

sustainability cannot be achieved within existing business paradigms (Daly, 2002). If 

humans are to live within the carrying capacity of the planet, leaving it no worse for 

subsequent generations, corporate sustainability cannot be regarded as another way to 

make money. It must be established as a baseline of behaviour, deep within the values of 

the organisation. Margolis and Walsh (2003) sense this awareness is gaining ground. 

They argue that as misery persists in the world despite global economic prosperity, 

growing inequity has led people to question the role of business in society. Up until only 

recently, corporations existed to profit from global problems – not to solve them, but there 

is now an emerging realisation, even by leading economists, that the free market does not 

allow humanity to march inexorably towards worldwide prosperity (Stiglitz, 2015).  

Therefore, instead of explaining corporate sustainability through the traditional business 

lens, it must be understood as a step towards repairing a fractured business epistemology 

(Gladwin et al., 1995). Corporate sustainability represents a convergence of humanity and 

nature, which may lead to new corporate values that fundamentally change the way that 

corporations create value for their shareholders and society. This view runs contrary to 
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many business scholars and is likely to be contentious. To demonstrate this point, it is 

necessary to look at the outcomes from corporate sustainability. Through this, the 

argument is made that corporate sustainability has emerged normatively and this will 

require new types of business behaviours to meet the ongoing expectations from society 

(Gladwin et al., 1995).    

 

2.4 SUSTAINABILITY OUTCOMES 

The literature describes how companies behave differently once they have embraced 

corporate sustainability. This is because sustainability is inherently a transformational 

process which involves installing new corporate values (Dunphy, Griffiths, & Benn, 

2007). It shifts the emphasis from short-term profit maximisation to long-term sustainable 

performance that considers the needs of multiple stakeholders. Along the way, companies 

develop new concepts of value and must introduce reporting mechanisms to communicate 

performance with stakeholders. This reinforces the relationship with stakeholders and 

challenges the existing internal processes.  

2.4.1 Decision	horizons	

Most corporations today operate with a clear separation between ownership and control. 

Shareholders (principals) rely on the skills of managers (agents) to run the business on 

their behalf. This allows shareholders to delegate decisions to skilled and competent 

professionals, leaving shareholders with limited involvement in day-to-day decision-

making (Berle & Means, 2009). Principals entrust leaders with the responsibility of 

executing the agreed strategy and acting in the best interests of shareholders. 

The complication is that managers, as agents, do not bear the full costs of the decisions 

they make; nor do they reap the full rewards. Managers may make decisions that are 

against the best interests of principals. To manage this risk, the relationship of principal 

and agent requires a system of governance, which typically includes independent 

oversight through a board and a combination of short-term and long-term remuneration 

plans (Maher & Andersson, 1999). Even with such governance in place, contracts 

between principals and agents are inherently flawed as it is impossible to codify every 
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scenario for which a manager may be required to make a decision (Aghion & Bolton, 

1992). 

Using a comprehensive review of empirical studies, Gugler (2001) found that owner-

controlled firms significantly outperform manager-controlled firms on financial 

performance. Difference in ownership structures can explain differences in return on 

investment, relative to the cost of capital. An explanation for this phenomenon is offered 

by Kurucz, Wheeler, and Colbert (2013), whose analysis indicates that there are fewer 

stakeholders where ownership is concentrated. This allows leaders to focus on a smaller 

number of issues, such as maximising operational efficiency, rather than a wider set of 

issues, such as investor perception. 

By extension, this means the agent must spend time and resources on activities that do 

not necessarily build or maintain financial capital. Assuming the agent continues to work 

in the best interests of the principal, it could then be argued that the agent is spending 

time building and maintaining other forms of capital which are less important in an 

owner-controlled firm.  

2.4.2 Building	and	destroying	capital	

Although the concept of financial capital is fundamental to business, the emergence of 

corporate sustainability has been supported by the emergence of other forms of capital 

that expand the concept of value which, like financial capital, are either created or 

destroyed by the actions of the corporation. These new forms include natural capital, 

social capital and reputational capital (Jackson, 2004; Searcy & Elkhawas, 2012) and are 

explored in more detail below. 

Natural and social capital 

One of the first concrete steps towards operationalising corporate sustainability was made 

by Elkington (1998) through his concept of the Triple Bottom Line. Elkington proposed 

an accounting framework based on three pillars: people, planet, and profit. He extended 

the traditional financial bottom line to include metrics for the environmental bottom line 

and social bottom line of the company. These measures implied two new forms of capital 

– natural capital and social capital, which supplement the well-established concept of 
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financial capital. These new forms of capital were intended to broaden the perspective of 

business and its relationship with the world. 

Schumacher (2011) proposed the concept of natural capital in 1973. It includes the value 

of natural resources, including fossil fuels, food, and clean water, along with the value of 

ecosystem services, such as the climate, natural cycles and animal reproduction. Both 

have inherent value to business, even though this value is rarely considered. According 

to Daly (2002), business forgets the importance of natural capital until it starts to affect 

financial capital. 

The proposition that business must protect capital which sits beyond its sphere of control 

is a difficult concept for some business leaders. Natural and social capital are not 

measured using the traditional accounting framework. Although new approaches, such as 

the Triple Bottom Line approach, attempt to remedy this, scholars have criticised these 

as they are highly subjective, lack theoretical rigor and are not easily audited (Robins, 

2006). Without an integrated approach, it is difficult to operationalise the concepts using 

existing tools and processes. 

Reputational capital 

Another approach to explain how managers might view capital differently relies on the 

concept of reputational capital. This remains a somewhat nebulous concept, best 

understood in accounting as ‘goodwill’. The term describes the intangible value that 

accrues to an organisation because of consistently meeting stakeholder expectations. 

Building and preserving reputational capital requires ongoing attention and is manifest in 

different forms, such as price premiums or by stakeholder loyalty in difficult times 

(Joachim & Robert, 2010). Reputational capital can also reduce the share price volatility 

(Kurucz et al., 2013). Although it may be difficult to value reputational capital, its value 

becomes obvious when business faces challenging times.  

According to Petrick, Quinn, and Ainina (1999), reputational capital depreciates quickly 

and requires ongoing investment in education, internal communications, and supporting 

organisational roles. Some authors now suggest that, over a sustained period, a focus on 

building reputational capital can generate financial capital (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 
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2011), or mitigate the its loss (Hong & Liskovich, 2014). Reputational capital should not 

be taken for granted, nor should it be assumed to exist forever. 

Swedish-based retailer IKEA has established itself as a global leader in furniture and 

household products. Its annual global sales exceed US$37 billion and the brand itself is 

valued at US$11.8 billion (Forbes, 2015). Apart from its vast financial capital, IKEA has 

built considerable reputational capital, particularly through its approach to corporate 

sustainability. Its success as a low-cost retailer stems from an organisational obsession 

with eliminating waste in any form. Altomare and Nattrass (1999) credit much of IKEA’s 

success to the integration of sustainability as a core corporate value, allowing it to present 

a consistent approach to the environment throughout the entire operation and its 

stakeholders. 

Reputational capital is easily destroyed through recklessness. British Petroleum (BP) is a 

well-documented example of this. When the company rebranded itself as ‘Beyond 

Petroleum’ in 2000, it spent around US$200 million to advertise its attention to the 

environment and concern for climate change. By 2009, BP had won numerous awards 

and demonstrated a significant improvement in its environmental performance metrics 

(Percy, 2013). Sceptics, however, were unconvinced that the company’s core values had 

changed (Murphy, 2002). Their concerns proved to be well founded as the company 

responded poorly to its environmental disasters. Subsequent investigation exposed 

behaviours which contradicted stated corporate values, leaving some scholars to conclude 

that BP had engaged in a form of greenwashing throughout its entire ‘Beyond Petroleum’ 

campaign (Mascarelli, 2010; O'Sullivan & Leibs, 2010).  

This example highlights a serious problem in the global effort towards corporate 

sustainability. According to Mirvis, Googins, and Kinnicutt (2010) more than 75 per cent 

of executives worldwide believe sustainability is important but less than 40 per cent are 

actively working towards it. 25 per cent of executives reject sustainability and more than 

35 per cent are ambivalent, unconvinced or unwilling to dedicate corporate resources.  

With so many companies promoting their corporate sustainability activities, but so few 

executives actively working on sustainability, there is a strong incentive for companies to 

embellish or selectively report their sustainability activities.  
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Greenwashing, according to Friend (2009), is misleading stakeholders, intentionally or 

unintentionally, regarding environmental practices or benefits. It occurs where ‘brown 

companies’, those without established environmental credentials, attempt to 

communicate ‘green’ messages (Delmas & Cuerel Burbano, 2011). In some situations, 

accusations of greenwashing can be proven, whereas other accusations can be purely 

vexatious. However, in many cases, accusations may be a matter of opinion – partially 

speculative, and partially factual.  

The problem is that regulatory gaps, market incentives and organisational drivers often 

require companies to communicate positive messages (Stephenson, Doukas, & Shaw, 

2012). This encourages leaders to engage in greenwashing, even where there is an 

underlying truth in the statements being made (Delmas & Cuerel Burbano, 2011). 

Environmental messages may be embellished or omit relevant information, thereby 

presenting a disported picture to stakeholders.  

2.4.3 Measuring	and	reporting	sustainability	performance	

As a company moves from a pure shareholder perspective to a stakeholder perspective, it 

becomes increasingly important for the company to provide information to satisfy 

stakeholders’ needs. However, stakeholders are sceptical of self-published information. 

Parguel, Benoît-Moreau, and Larceneux (2011) demonstrated this by analysing 

participant responses to sustainability stimuli using a fictitious furniture retailer. Their 

research found that stakeholders rely more heavily on uncontrolled, externally generated 

corporate sustainability information than information generated from internally-

controlled sources. Other research indicates that uncontrolled negative information has a 

disproportionately damaging effect on corporate reputation (Mohr & Webb, 2005). 

However, this can be moderated through voluntarily reporting (Reimsbach & Hahn, 

2015). There is strong evidence to suggest that corporations should communicate with 

stakeholders early, before it is misinterpreted or manipulated by third parties.  

This highlights a conflict between needs of stakeholders and needs of the corporation. On 

one hand, stakeholders seek information that is accurate, complete and free from bias. On 

the other hand, corporations need to communicate sustainability information which best 

describes achievements based on the organisational context (Daub, 2007). This conflict 

has given rise to a number of tools designed to validate or endorse the sustainability 
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information published by companies. These include sustainability auditing: sustainability 

codes and standards, sustainability reporting standards, and ESG ratings. 

Sustainability Auditing 

Sustainability auditing is a systematic approach where trained auditors independently 

verify actions against established standards, and report findings to the company’s senior 

leadership team (Nitkin & Brooks, 1998). Sustainability auditing appears to have been a 

natural extension of health and safety audits, which became popular in the 1980s (Coyne, 

2006). As a result, sustainability audits often have a compliance focus to ensure that the 

company does not breach minimum legal or community standards. 

According to Kimball (2002), sustainability audits may also assist company leaders assess 

adherence with company values. This provides an additional level of protection to the 

company from potential reputational damage caused by reckless behaviours. More 

sophisticated audits consider new technologies, process redesign, and investigate 

upstream or downstream opportunities. These audits may result in opportunities which 

have been unintentionally overlooked by managers (DeCanio, 1994). 

Sustainability Codes and Standards 

Companies implement sustainability standards to achieve better environmental 

performance through “standardized practices, documentation, communication, and 

organizational learning” (Ronnenberg, Graham, & Mahmoodi, 2011, p. 632). There has 

been a proliferation of these standards over the last 20 years, driven, at least in part, by 

legislation, such as Sarbanes-Oxley in the United States, which requires the independent 

verification for statements made by companies (Coyne, 2006). Countless governmental, 

non-governmental, advocacy groups, businesses, trade associations, and industry groups 

have developed their own sustainability codes. The lack of consistency and overlapping 

terminology has created a complicated landscape for stakeholders and companies alike 

(Coyne, 2002).  

The International Standards Organisation (ISO) has released two generic standards 

related to corporate sustainability. The ISO14000 series is a set of environmental 

management standards that aim to provide useful and reliable tools to organisations so 
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that they may gather, interpret, and communicate environmentally relevant information 

with stakeholders (Mouatt, 1997). The more recent ISO26000 series relate to corporate 

social responsibility. It relies on seven principles: accountability, transparency, ethical 

behaviour, respect for stakeholders, respect for the law, respect for international norms, 

and respect for human rights. These principles are applied to seven subjects, being 

governance; human rights; environment; fair operating practices; consumer issues and 

community involvement (Bernhart & Maher, 2011). 

Although the emergence of sustainability standards has made it somewhat easier for 

companies to implement best practices, some scholars have suggested that an excessive 

focus on the standards themselves can produce a blinkered, compliance-centric 

organisational culture. By codifying and reducing decisions to template answers, 

companies risk measuring the wrong behaviours and eroding responsibility for actions 

(de Colle, Henriques, & Sarasvathy, 2014). For this reason, it remains critical that 

corporate sustainability is embedded in the corporate values and not simply regarded as 

another compliance obligation. 

Sustainability reporting standards 

Reporting standards are disclosure rules which are developed by independent standard-

setting organisations. They are applied by organisations to produce general-purpose 

reports to meet the needs of a broad range of stakeholders (Balzarova & Castka, 2012). 

They are similar to financial reporting standards, such as the International Financial 

Reporting Standards (IFRS) and the US Generally Accepted Accounting Principles 

(GAAP), but are not as mature, nor widely understood. Koerber (2009) observed that 

there were now more than 300 corporate sustainability reporting standards, making it 

confusing for both corporations and stakeholders (Balzarova & Castka, 2012). 

Of these, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has emerged as the dominant tool to report 

corporate sustainability activities within some regions and industry sectors (Brown, De 

Jong, & Lessidrenska, 2009). The GRI is useful as it offers a degree of consistency to 

stakeholders through comparability, while being sufficiently flexible to represent the 

corporation’s organisational context (Prado Lorenzo, Gallego Alvarez, & Garcia 

Sanchez, 2009). Corporations that adopt the GRI do so on the assumption that voluntary 
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disclosure predicts a positive association with environmental performance (Marimon et 

al., 2012). Over time, this helps build and maintain reputational capital as companies can 

present a picture which reveals an under-embedding of sustainability into the 

organisational values.  

Marimon et al. (2012) applied mathematics used in biology to determine the theoretical 

adoption of the GRI. Their work estimated that the GRI would reach global saturation in 

2015, albeit with significant differences across geographical regions and industry types. 

Assuming this indicator is reliable, it suggests there is now baseline recognition amongst 

business leaders for the need to change unsustainable business practices. 

Critics argue that the GRI has a preference for qualitative over quantitative information 

and does not quantify the impact of actions on natural and social capital (Brown et al., 

2009). Furthermore, the voluntary nature of the GRI means that the results are 

fundamentally skewed towards those corporations which are already likely to 

demonstrate environmentally responsible behaviours (Dingwerth & Eichinger, 2010). 

The GRI does nothing to improve the actions of non-reporting corporations.  

There is a significant cost involved with producing sustainability reports, just as there is 

with producing and filing financial returns. As a result, there is considerable discussion 

in the literature about the costs and benefits of producing such reports. According to 

Hutton, Goodman, Alexander, and Genest (2001), producing general-purpose 

sustainability reports is usually justified on the basis of protecting reputational capital. 

Other authors argue that reporting positive sustainability information can lead to a 

virtuous circle of performance and investment (Orlitzky, 2005). That is, a demonstrated 

commitment to sustainability will generate positive financial returns and these returns 

will lead to an increased investment in sustainability activities.  

Although the literature appears to suggest that voluntary disclosure is often the best 

approach, Daub (2007) found that the reality is somewhat more complicated. For 

example, companies held back reporting good news, as they did not want to appear too 

‘social’, believing that this might send unwanted signals to the financial markets. Other 

companies withheld information because of fear of releasing information to competitors. 

Brown et al. (2009), found that although stakeholders have developed a greater 
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appreciation for the organisation’s approach to sustainability, the general-purpose nature 

of the reports make analysis and comparison difficult. Some scholars are also concerned 

that highly sanitised information may effectively become greenwashing – even if that is 

not the intention (Delmas & Cuerel Burbano, 2011). It remains difficult for stakeholders 

to understand the underlying corporate motivations. 

Environmental, Social and Corporate Governance ratings 

Once a company publishes sustainability information, it is usually available in the public 

domain. Although this information provides stakeholders with greater visibility into the 

actions of corporations, it also draws attention to issues and creates stakeholder 

expectations. Stakeholders may question the published information, seek clarification or 

request additional information which the company may be unable or unwilling to provide 

(Searcy & Elkhawas, 2012). Stakeholders may interpret this refusal negatively, even 

though the reason behind the refusal may not be obfuscation. 

Environmental, Social and Corporate Governance rating (ESG) have consequently 

emerged to satisfy this need for independently validated information. Unlike sustainably 

reporting standards, which are primarily internally focussed, ESG ratings work by 

comparing organisations using standard benchmarks. Companies are often invited to 

participate in such indexes and must agree to provide the required information on which 

the ESG rating will be based. As a result, ESG ratings are considered reliable sources of 

sustainability information (Searcy & Elkhawas, 2012). 

As with the other sustainability measurement tools, there are also numerous ESG ratings. 

Many of these are for specific geographic markets or industry segments, but there are a 

small number which are considered reliable and have a global scope. These include 

RobecoSAM/Dow Jones Sustainabilty Index; Carbon Disclosure Project; Global 100 

Corporations; FTSE4Good and MSCI Global Sustainability Indexes. Each has different 

eligibility criteria, scope and audience. It is therefore important that users of the ESG 

ratings understand these criteria and the benchmarks that are used. 

Participation in an ESG rating is risky as the participants cannot control the conclusions 

which may be drawn by the agency producing the index. ESG ratings agencies may 

criticise or underemphasise achievements, thereby exposing the company to reputational 
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damage. However according to Robinson, Kleffner, and Bertels (2011), participation in 

such ratings is often regarded favourably by stakeholders as it signals interest in corporate 

sustainability. Companies mitigate the risk of unfavourable results by investing 

significant internal resources to collecting, analysing, and reporting sustainability 

information (Petrick et al., 1999). This ensures that companies understand their 

performance well and can be prepared to provide answers when required. 

2.4.4 Ongoing	challenges	

The earlier example of BP illustrates that despite years of socially-responsible corporate 

behaviour, negative events can have a disproportionately adverse impact on the 

company’s reputational and financial capital (Mohr & Webb, 2005). Stakeholders have 

short memories and their expectations of companies increase over time. Companies must 

be aware of the ongoing expectations and continue to invest and improve the effectiveness 

of their corporate sustainability programs. 

It is difficult to engage in greenwashing over the long-term. The recent scandal at 

Volkswagen, where ‘rogue’ elements are said to have manipulated emissions software, 

was innocently discovered by independent analysis (Gelles, 2015). The only genuine way 

to prevent such fraud is to build a corporate culture where such behaviour would be 

intolerable. This was clearly not the case at Volkswagen, although the full extent of the 

problem is not yet known. 

The following section explores how organisations achieve this by embedding 

sustainability into the corporate values.  
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2.5 SUSTAINABILITY MODELS 

Several authors have conceptualised models of corporate sustainability to explain how 

business reinterprets its relationship with society and the environment. These models are 

useful to scolars as they help to explain how sustainabiltiy can be orchestrated within 

organisations. The earlier models, such as those by Post and Altman (1994), Kaku (1997) 

and Hoffman (1999), are largely descriptive and focus almost exclusively on the impact 

of external sustainability drivers. The more recent models, particularly those of Benn et 

al. (2006) and Lozano (2008), build on the earlier work but have a much greater emphasis 

on internal sustainability drivers. 

As the impact of the environmental movement began to spread into the corporate sphere, 

scholars noticed changes in corporate behaviour. Among the first was Post and Altman 

(1994), who observed when the manufacturing sector began to accommodate community 

environmental concerns in the design and production activities. Through analysis of case 

studies, they found that found that organisations experienced a transformational process 

which made it much more responsive to its external environment. Their ‘corporate 

greening model’ mapped the progress of this transformation through phases of 

adjustment, adaption and innovation. 

Around the same time, Kaku (1997), introduced the Japanese term kyosei into western 

business thinking to describe an emerging interest in organisational harmony and concern 

for the common good. Kyosei operates in five stages: survival, cooperation with labour, 

cooperation with externals, global activism, and government partnership. It also describes 

a progressive opening up of the organisational culture to the needs of external parties.  

The most interesting of these models was the work of Hoffman (1999), who examined 

the transformational change in the US chemical industry between 1960 and 1993. This 

was an incredibly challenging period for the industry as it was forced into dialogue with 

governments, scientific organisations and community groups over numerous 

environmental issues. Hoffman’s longitudinal study examined legal cases and trade 

publications to demonstrate the type and impact that various events have had on the 

chemical industry. Through these disruptive events, the chemical industry began to 

recognise that it could achieve better outcomes through proactive engagement with the 

community and regulators rather than through dismissing community concerns and 
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ignoring industry critics. Rather than view sustainability as a mere consequence of 

external forces, scholars began asking whether a proactive approach to sustainability 

might deliver better outcomes for all stakeholders.  

The rise of the stakeholder in the 1990s, forced many companies to consider, perhaps for 

the first time, their concept of corporate sustainability (Freeman & Evan, 1990). Legal 

restrictions around the use of labour, air and water posed new challenges to corproate 

leaders. Doppelt (2003) found the despite their best efforts, many companies could not 

escape their existing paradigms, due to patriarchal thinking; organisational silos; lack of 

sustainability vision; confusion between cause and effect; insufficient sustainability 

information; inadequate learning mechanisms; and failure to institutionalise 

sustainability. Doppelt felt leadership was the key to escaping these paradigms and was 

therefore central in transforming the company into one that embraces corporate 

sustainability. 

Sustainability Phase Model 

One of the most significant models of corporate sustainability was proposed by Benn et 

al. (2006). The Sustainability Phase Model indicated that organisations transform through 

stages of corporate sustainability by embedding sustainability values into the 

organisational culture. This includes both the ‘hard-wired’ elements of structure and 

policy, and the ‘soft’ variables of people and culture. It is the role of leaders to address 

the ‘way things are done’ and create a climate where sustainable thinking is part of the 

organisation’s values.  

The model proposes that organisations progress through three waves of change. There are 

a number of phases in each wave. As illustrated in Figure 2, these phases are “rejection; 

non-responsiveness; compliance; efficiency; strategic proactivity and the sustaining 

corporation”. The model is not unidirectional as research indicates that during difficult 

economic times, some business leaders retreat from their desired position on corporate 

sustainability while others continue to make advances (Sekerka & Stimel, 2011). 

Organisations may progress or regress, depending on the appetite of the leaders to 

undertake the necessary organisational change. 
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First wave sustainability organisations are characterised by opposition and ignorance. 

They dismiss community concerns and reject interference from government, much like 

the US chemical industry in the 1960s (Hoffman, 1999). Stakeholders find it difficult to 

engage with such organisations, as they are not regarded as having a legitimate interest 

in organisational decision making (Gosling, 2003). 

 

 

Figure 2 Sustainability phase model 
From Dunphy et al. (2007) 

 

Second wave organisations focus on compliance and efficiency. They react to community 

concerns and meet legal requirements. However, they do not perceive any specific 

advantage in exceeding these minimum standards. These organisations are aware of their 

corporate reputations and seek to create long-term relationships with stakeholders. They 

introduce policies and practices to reinforce sustainable behaviours and minimise the 

risks of reputational damage (Dunphy et al., 2007). 

Third wave organisations seek long-term competitive advantage and industry-wide 

transformation. They aim to create business models that are inherently sustainable and 

become recognised by employees as good corporate citizens. Many of these organisations 

are pioneers and aim to develop restorative business practices that contribute positively 

to natural and social capital (Kemp, Stark, & Tantrum, 2004). 

Opposition Ignorance Risk Cost Competitive 
Advantage Transformation

Rejection
CSR seen as 

illegitimate for a 
corporation

Non Responsiveness
CSR claims seen as 

non-relevant for 
business

Compliance
Focus on reducing risk 

or failing to meet 
minimum standards

Efficiency
Focus on avoiding 

costs and increasing 
productivity

Strategic pro-activity
Seeks innovation to 
improve stakeholder 

loyalty

The Sustaining 
Corporation

Focus on the role of the 
corporation in society

First Wave Second Wave Third Wave
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The critical moment of transformation occurs in phase two, when the organisation accepts 

its obligations to stakeholders. Until then the company cannot conceptualise a ‘common 

good’ as it is excessively focussed on maximising the financial capital of shareholders 

(O’Brien, 2009). However, once the transformation occurs, the organisation’s exclusive 

concern for profit maximisation is replaced by corporate desire to satisfy stakeholders 

including: shareholders, customers, suppliers, employees etc. (Freeman, 2010).  

Prior to the transformation, the organisation is said to operate using a shareholder 

perspective. This is associated with neoclassical economists such as Milton Friedman, 

who argued that the primary obligation of managers is to maximise wealth for owners. 

Friedman rejected the notion that companies engage in socially-reponsible behaviour, 

labelling it as ‘pure and unadulterated socialism’ (Friedman, 1970; Sekerka & Stimel, 

2011). This view has been criticised by scholars such as Mulligan (1986) who point out 

that the moral and social dimension of Friedman’s argument is missing completely. It is 

expedient for economists to simply disregard morality, but this is not how humans operate 

in practice. Since the the global financial crisis, some economists are challenging our 

basic ideas about capitalism and the role of business in society (Freeman & Auster, 2011).  

Following the transformation, the organisation operates with a stakeholder perspective. 

This acknowledges that the organisation has obligations to many parties, not just the 

owners. This requires leaders to balance competing priorities in ways which potentially 

give undue attention to special-interest groups (Gosling, 2003). Critics of the stakeholder 

perspective, and by extension corporate sustainability, believe that by providing special 

access to stakeholders it complicates the job of management and thereby erodes the value-

seeking behaviour which has enabled capitalism to generate wealth and improve living 

standards around the world (Jensen, 2001). 

Although stakeholder theory is now widely accepted, the legitimacy of some stakeholders 

is still a vexed question (Freeman, 2010). Some do not regard the environment itself as a 

stakeholder with inherent rights. Instead, many see it as a public good that is available for 

use by all (Hardin, 1968). Furthermore, without natural capital being included in the 

measure of business performance, business leaders can simply disregard the environment. 

This invariably leads to environmental costs being treated as an economic externality 

(Heller & Starrett, 1976).  
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Phase three organisations are fundamentally different to those in phase one. According to 

Benn et al. (2006) change is manifest through new ways of thinking and a severing of ties 

with the past. Such organisations often develop new capabilities, which are less 

environmentally intense and may also lead to a competitive advantage. There is also an 

organisational focus on maintaining an active role in society, rather than a passive role 

that involves simply generating wealth for shareholders.  

Scholars have undertaken numerous case studies on phase three organisations. This has 

helped articulate the benefits associated with corporate sustainability. Examples include 

Ikea (Upham, 2000), Herman Miller (Manz, Manz, Adams, & Shipper, 2011) and Fuji 

Xerox (Benn, Dunphy, & Wilson, 2002). Although each organisation has its differences 

and strategic capabilities, phase three organisations invariably have strong cultures, which 

are underpinned by shared values and beliefs. The leaders model the corporate culture 

and set high standards of corporate behaviour. 

Lozano’s Sustainability Models 

Another influential scholar in the literature has argued that corporate sustainability 

requires a comprehensive approach by leaders to address congruence and consistency of 

informational, emotional, and behavioural aspects of sustainability (Lozano, 2008). This 

model reproduced below in Figure 3, suggests that individuals internalise sustainability 

values through a process of organisational learning. Sustainability information affects 

emotional attitudes, and this leads to behavioural change. Congruence, the alignment of 

behaviours, feelings and actions, must be accompanied by alignment between the 

individuals, groups, and the organisation. That is, the transformational change of 

corporate sustainability does not occur until sustainability information is translated into 

behaviours at all levels of the organisation. 
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Figure 3 MuSIC framework 
From Lozano (2008) 

 

The model illustrates the complexity and interconnectedness of relationships, linking 

organisations with individuals through groups, and behaviours through emotions and 

information. It builds on earlier work on learning organisations by Senge (1997) and is 

consistent with other research that associates corporate sustainability with organisational 

learning, such as Burström Von Malmborg (2002) and García-Morales, Jiménez-

Barrionuevo, and Gutiérrez-Gutiérrez (2012).  

Building on his earlier work, Lozano goes on to suggest that corporate sustainability is a 

deliberate outcome of strategy, implemented through leadership and reinforced by 

organisational culture (Lozano, 2012). An expanded model, shown in Figure 4, depicts 

the status quo being influenced by external corporate sustainability drivers. There is, 

however, organisational resistance to change. The barriers to change are overcome by 

leaders who implement specific strategies to address the underlying problems. This model 

considers corporate sustainability from multiple perspectives: from external to internal, 

and from the organisation down to the individual. It highlights the importance of 

sustainability drivers acting on the organisation. Most importantly, the model shows that 

orchestrating corporate sustainability is a transformational process, and not one that can 

simply occur organically.  
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Figure 4 Corporate sustainability institutionalisation 
From Lozano (2012) 

 

More recently, Lozano further expanded his thinking to include research on corporate 

sustainability drivers. This new work, shown earlier in Figure 1, complements the existing 

models by describing how internal and external drivers influence the status quo (Lozano, 

2015). Most importantly, Lozano’s latest work highlights the importance of leadership, 

which acts as a catalyst for change, through which corporate sustainability paradigms 

enter and are accepted by the organisation.  

2.5.1 Addressing	barriers	to	change	

The literature on barriers to corporate sustainability is growing, but there are still 

relatively few studies available to analyse in detail. To date, much of the literature has 

examined sustainability barriers from an industry perspective, such as work done in the 

tourism sector (Tepelus, 2005), coffee producers (Adams & Ghaly, 2007), wine growers 

(Szolnoki, 2013), and in the mining industry (Fonseca, McAllister, & Fitzpatrick, 2014). 

Such studies generally conclude that industry barriers are best overcome through greater 

cooperation between industry players, and an expanded role for government to regulate 

and punish industry players who refuse to act cooperatively. 
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At the organisational level, Hoffman and Bazerman (2005) argued that bringing about 

organisational change which benefits both business and the environment requires a 

confrontation of the internal barriers by business leaders. It is not safe to assume that 

removal of the industry barriers and tighter regulatory control will automatically lead to 

adoption of corporate sustainability. In fact, reliance on the regulatory approach may 

prove counterproductive as many corporate leaders fear growing interference from 

government (Kleiner, 1991; Post & Altman, 1994). Regulation may dissuade leaders from 

proactively engaging with government, especially where it is prescriptive and does not 

allow organisations to innovate (Porter & van der Linde, 1995).  

DeCanio (1994) found that the awareness of sustainability opportunities was a major 

problem. He reported that participants in a voluntary analysis of energy usage were 

largely unaware of significant cost savings that could be readily achieved. Some 80 per 

cent of the identified energy reduction opportunities had paybacks of two years or less. 

Ordinarily such projects should be implemented without delay, but most organisations 

are unaware of, or unwilling to search for sustainability information. To some extent, this 

may stem from the misconception that environmental protection only adds cost and 

burden to industry. 

Therefore, using the model of Lozano (2008), the first stage in understanding 

sustainability barriers is to examine the informational, emotional and behavioural 

attitudes of individuals, groups,  and the organisation.  

Informational attitudes 

The idea that informational gaps play an important part in corporate sustainability appears 

to be well supported in the literature. Klineberg, McKeever, and Rothenbach (1998) 

report a positive correlation between educational level and environmental concern. 

Similarly, an individual’s level of concern about the environment has also been associated 

with their level of environmental knowledge (Lyons & Breakwell, 1994). Therefore, 

increasing the level of organisational awareness of environmental issues is likely to be 

associated with the level of concern for corporate sustainability, especially at senior 

levels, where advanced education is often a job requirement. 
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At the lower levels of the organisations, where education is often less important as a role 

requirement, authors have suggested that organisational learning could promote 

awareness of corporate sustainability. In his evaluation of environmental management 

systems (EMS), Burström Von Malmborg (2002), found that implementing an EMS was 

an effective way of reinforcing environmental awareness. The EMS enhanced 

communication and improved the understanding of employees about environmental 

issues. This allowed employees to examine the underlying values that drive their 

behaviour and allowed them to make informed decisions. 

Emotional factors 

Human emotions are closely linked with feelings, values, and beliefs (Solomon, 2004). 

People may be reluctant to act on information they know to be true when it is inconsistent 

with their beliefs or values. For example, Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig, and Jones (2000) 

found that those with politically-conservative views are less likely to be concerned about 

environmental issues. A similar study has shown that business students were less 

concerned about the environment than other students (Synodinos, 1990). Simply 

providing information, without addressing the emotional connection to that information, 

is likely to be insufficient to overcome barriers to corporate sustainability. 

Personal values can be moderated by corporate culture. Employees with a strong 

emotional connection with their workplace are more likely to feel satisfied by their work 

(Goffee & Jones, 2003). Over time, this tends to reward employees who share the 

corporate values and discourage those who do not (Mirvis et al., 2010). This creates a 

mechanism where personal values start to merge with corporate values. This suggests that 

where the corporate sustainability is a strong organisational norm, employees are likely 

to share such beliefs in their personal lives.   

Behavioural factors 

According to Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour, humans take account of available 

information and plan their actions accordingly (Ajzen, 1985). As a group, we behave in 

predictable ways, guided by behavioural beliefs, normative beliefs, and control beliefs. 

Behavioural beliefs describe the expected consequences of the intended action. 

Normative beliefs are the perceptions of others. Control beliefs relate to the perceived 
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chances of success. The stronger the beliefs, the higher the chance the intended action 

will occur.  

Ajzen’s theory has been applied in the field of sustainability to understand why positive 

environmental beliefs do not necessarily translate into environmentally responsible 

actions. Even though strong personal beliefs may be complemented with positive 

normative reinforcement, individuals may perceive the impact of their contribution to 

environmental problems to be very low. That is, the problem is too big and one person 

cannot make a difference (Koger & Winter, 2010). In a corporate environment, 

individuals might be discouraged to act sustainably if the corporate values (normative 

beliefs) are inconsistent with sustainable behaviour. Similarly, individuals might be 

unwilling to act sustainably where they perceive the chances of success are low (control 

beliefs). Thus, overcoming the barriers to corporate sustainability is complex and requires 

attention to many factors across the organisation. 

2.5.2 Organisational	implications	

The model of Lozano (2008) indicates that barriers to change in corporate sustainability 

are informational, emotional and behavioural. The literature on human behaviour shows 

that beliefs play an important part in determining actions. Even when presented with 

evidence that contradicts our beliefs, we may be loath to change them because of 

consistency with other beliefs, or even suffer consequences as a result of changing those 

beliefs. We may also be unwilling to act because of insufficient support from others. This 

thinking has important implications for those leading the orchestration of corporate 

sustainability. It is naïve to assume that fact and evidence alone are sufficient to modify 

follower behaviours in organisations. A holistic approach to change is required if leaders 

hope to introduce transformational change. 

This relationship between environmental attitudes, behaviour, and actions has been 

examined by Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, and Kalof (1999), who conceptualised the 

environmental movement as being comprised of both activists and supporters (non-

activists). Activists are essential because their beliefs become a core part of their identity 

and will invest heavily in a cause. However, activists cannot be successful without 

supporters, who are willing to take some action and bear some of the costs. Stern’s Value 

Belief Norm theory (VBN) proposes that activists can recruit support from individuals 
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who accept a set of values, believe those values are threatened and believe their actions 

can restore those values. Satisfying these conditions will impel a supporter with a personal 

obligation to act.  

Empirical support for Stern’s VBN was obtained in a study of 420 respondents from the 

general population in the United States. Factor analysis was performed on seventeen self-

reported behaviours and behavioural intentions. Stern’s model appears to offer the best 

available theoretical account of non-activist environmentalism and reveals that personal 

norms had the strongest association with a predisposition to support movement goals. It 

confirms the need for activists to personalise the movement to supporters, rather than 

simply present the movement’s objectives in abstract terms and expect support to flow on 

the basis of evidence alone. The activist’s leadership ability becomes a critical factor in 

recruiting and inspiring followers. 

2.5.3 Leading	change	

Stern’s VBN theory is relevant for the understanding of corporate sustainability in the 

Australian manufacturing sector as it suggests that a small number of internal activists 

can be enough to begin the colonisation of sustainable values into an organisation. 

Understanding the ability of a single leader to introduce and embed a revolutionary idea 

is critical to addressing this research question. 

Indeed, the models proposed Dunphy et al. (2007) and Lozano (2012) rely on the idea 

that sustainable corporations undergo transformational change that fundamentally 

changes the organisation’s values. There is indeed a relationship between activist and 

supporter, which is similar to the relationship between the transformational leader and the 

follower, whereby both the activist and transformational leader recruit followers and 

appeal to their higher order values (Bass, 1985). This allows the activist and the 

transformational leader to achieve results that the follower may not have believed to be 

possible. This parallel reinforces the importance of leadership in corporate sustainability, 

as explored in more detail in the next section.  
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2.6 LEADERSHIP 

2.6.1 Leadership	theory	

Perhaps as the scholarly interest in leadership coincided with industrialisation, a great 

deal of early leadership theory concentrated on what is now considered a transactional 

leadership style. Transactional leaders offer followers reward in exchange for effort and 

outcomes. They work with their followers to recognise task responsibilities, set 

performance goals, and instil confidence in the follower around meeting those goals 

(Bass, 1990). Transactional leaders can be effective in driving short-term performance, 

especially where it is important to reinforce the existing culture, strategy and structure in 

order to maintain consistency (Vera & Crossan, 2004). 

On the other hand, transformational leadership encourages higher levels of performance 

in followers by transcending the traditional reward-for-effort paradigm (Bass & Bass, 

2009). Transformational leaders inspire their followers; leading by example and making 

them feel valued. Using individual goals, the leader can provide the follower with 

intellectual stimulation and increased job satisfaction. Transformational leaders can build 

cultures that encourage proactivity, empowerment, and innovation (Smith, Montagno, & 

Kuzmenko, 2004). Empirical evidence shows this improves the performance of teams and 

organisations (Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003; García-Morales et al., 2012), 

enhances creativity (Shung Jae & Jing, 2003), fosters innovation (García-Morales et al., 

2012), and workplace safety (Bahn, 2013). 

The models of corporate sustainability proposed by Doppelt (2003), Benn et al. (2006) 

and Lozano (2012) indicate that corporate sustainability is achieved through 

transformational change. Unlike transactional change, which can be processed within the 

existing organisational frameworks and be absorbed without organisational upheaval, 

transformational change is dramatic and challenging (Burke & Litwin, 1992). Corporate 

sustainability cannot be achieved through transactional change, as there is insufficient 

impetus within the organisation to abandon existing paradigms. 

It follows that the transformational leader is best equipped to enable corporate 

sustainability because of the leader’s ability to introduce transformational change. This is 

regarded as a desirable form of change as it is “large-scale, discontinuous, and achieved 



 

 

   Page   61 

by collaborative means” (Dunphy & Stace, 1988, p. 326). It may be contrasted with other 

forms of change that are either forced, non-collaborative, or both. These other forms are 

not necessarily undesirable but are likely to come with negative impacts on individuals 

affected by the change. Transformational leaders achieve change by activating and 

encouraging influential followers in the organisation (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). They 

encourage followers to collaborate across boundaries and develop adaptive skills (Senge, 

2008). This allows sustainable values and behaviours to enter and become accepted 

within the organisation. 

The literature reveals that other leadership styles can also be associated with corporate 

sustainability. For example, autocratic leadership, where the leader has total control over 

decision-making, can be effective in setting high standards of corporate behaviour, but 

often leads to negative impacts on organisational stability (Van Vugt, Jepson, Hart, & De 

Cremer, 2004). Similarly, charismatic leadership, where followers are drawn to a 

powerful leader figure, can also produce sustainable outcomes by the leader mandating 

clear behavioural boundaries (Messick & Brewer, 1983). Both leadership styles curtail 

unsustainable behaviour by rewarding compliance with the leader’s wishes. 

Nonetheless, the transformational leadership style is most commonly associated in the 

literature with corporate sustainability (Carter & Greer, 2013). In recent times, scholars 

have started re-examining transformational leadership and its apparent association with 

socially-irresponsible behaviour. Scholars, such as Groves and LaRocca (2011), report 

that that leaders involved with major corporate scandals, such as Enron, Parmalat, Bear 

Stearns and WorldCom, were considered to display a transformational style.  

This examination of transformational leadership led to a distinction being made between 

authentic and non-authentic forms of transformational leadership, with only the authentic 

form being regarded as ethical, moral and responsible (Carter & Greer, 2013). The 

authentic form relies heavily on the leader’s personal values and requires leaders to 

exhibit moral character and express concerns for themselves and others (Bass & 

Steidlmeier, 1999). This was not an explicit requirement of the traditional 

transformational leadership style.  
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Remarkably, empirical studies of socially-responsible corporate behaviour have largely 

ignored leadership philosophies (Waldman & Siegel, 2008). Following the emergence of 

authentic transformational leadership, scholars recognised this as a significant gap in 

knowledge. Different leadership philosophies are now believed to produce different 

forms of socially-responsible corporate behaviour (Angus-Leppan, Metcalf, & Benn, 

2010). Therefore, the analysis of leadership for this research question is incomplete 

without exploring the relevant leadership philosophies. 

2.6.2 Values-based	leadership	

Values-based leadership represents a set of leadership philosophies which emphasises the 

relationship between the leader’s actions and his or her personal values (Peregrym & 

Wollf, 2013). This may include low-level values, such as diligence and perseverance, 

mid-level values, such as teamwork and innovation, or high-level values, such as integrity 

and courage (Lee, 2006).  

Copeland (2014) examined the evolution of values-based leadership through the 

literature, as summarised below in Table 3. She found that although there was 

considerable academic effort now directed towards values-based leadership, many of 

these disciplines are immature, lacking a strong theoretical framework, and supporting 

empirical research. Thus, the linkage between values-based leadership and other fields, 

such as corporate sustainability, is not well developed. 

Discipline Example 
Servant leadership Greenleaf (1977) 
Stewardship Block (1993) 
Connective leadership Lipman-Blumen (1996) 
Self-sacrificial leadership Choi and Mai-Dalton (1999) 
Authentic Transformational Bass and Steidlmeier (1999) 
Complex leadership Marion and Uhl-Bien (2001) 
Contextual leadership Osborn, Hunt, and Jauch (2002) 
Shared Leadership Pearce and Conger (2003) 
Ethical leadership Brown, Treviño, and Harrison (2005) 
Authentic leadership Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, and Peterson (2008) 
Relational leadership (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011) 

Table 3 Values-based leadership philosophies 
From Copeland (2014) 
 

Servant leadership is perhaps the most developed of the values-based leadership 

philosophies. Greenleaf (1977) saw the servant leader as one who is driven by a desire to 
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serve others, and not by a desire to acquire material possessions or power for its own sake. 

The servant leader builds trust by selflessly serving others first, which in turn fosters a 

corporate culture that promotes concern for others. Empirical evidence reveals that 

servant leadership is a significant predictor of subordinate organisational commitment, 

community citizenship behaviour, and in-role performance (Liden, Wayne, Zhao, & 

Henderson, 2008).  

Around the time that neoliberal liberal economics became part of the political landscape,  

Block (1993), argued that the role of the leader should be reframed. Rather than position 

the leader as somebody who serves others, Block argued for stewardship, which positions 

the leader as the person with the responsibility for protecting the assets of the 

organisation. The leader fosters a shared sense of responsibility and empowers all 

employees with a sense of service, directed towards the organisation’s greater good. This 

effectively narrows the leader’s focus onto the organisation and its survival. 

Perhaps as a result of the corporate scandals that plagued the 1990s, new leadership 

theories emerged that again widened the leader’s focus (Carter & Greer, 2013). This led 

to a re-evaluation of the transformational leadership style and the creation of numerous 

new forms of ethical leadership, such as Authentic Leadership, which requires the leader 

to work within an ethical framework (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999), and self-sacrificial 

leadership (Choi & Mai-Dalton, 1999), which is based on ethical transcendence – serving 

the greater good, regardless of the sacrifice. 

Matteson and Irving (2006) found that servant leadership and self-sacrificial leadership 

share many characteristics, but the self-sacrificial leadership ontology is still incomplete. 

Self-sacrificial leadership has been further improved by Brown et al. (2005), who argued 

that ethical leadership lies in the demonstration of appropriate conduct through 

interpersonal relationships and and the promotion of such conduct in followers.  

Complex leadership (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001) and contextual leadership (Osborn et al., 

2002) took this idea of stewardship further by examining the relationship between the 

individual and the organisational context. These philosophies hold that leaders must 

understand how the organisation works and adapt to it, rather than seek to control it. This 

appears to be a promising area of study, as scholars working with expatriate managers in 
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multinational corporations have started to understand the importance of context in 

shaping leadership philosophies (Farid, 2011).  

A more recent variation is the emergence of team-centric leadership philosophies, which 

stress the importance of working together. Connective leadership was one of the first 

examples of this and emphasises the importance of working with and through people, 

rather than exercising power over them (Lipman-Blumen, 1996). This philosophy has 

become much more important as technology now enables greater levels of workplace 

collaboration. Leaders must therefore focus on connecting followers in order to make the 

most of the new ways of working together.  

Relational leadership is a similar concept as it suggests that effective leadership stems 

from the ability to create positive relationships within organisations (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 

2011). It involves creating and working towards a socialised vision that is relevant and 

compelling for all team members. As a relatively new area of study, relational leadership 

offers new insights to the way that leaders and followers interact. It may even lead to new 

conceptions of leadership that do not rely on a single leader figure (Uhl-Bien, 2006). 

Although this scholarly work continues to enrich our understanding of leadership, 

especially in different contexts, many of these ideas are still in their infancy. Although 

these new approaches have relevance to research where context is important, they are 

difficult to use conceptually because of their reliance on circumstances that may not be 

relevant for the research question. Furthermore, many lack strong empirical foundations 

and more time is needed until one or more emerges as a favoured approach.  

There is, on the other hand, a considerable body of work supporting the validity of servant 

leadership. This includes empirical research to show that sustainable leadership reflects 

the character strength of the leader (Sendjaya & Cooper, 2011). It has also been used in 

similar research, such as the study by McCann and Holt (2010) on sustainable leadership 

in the US manufacturing sector, and by Carroll (2013) on a comparative study of 

leadership perceptions. It is for these reasons that the servant leadership approach, based 

on the work of Greenleaf (1977), has been chosen to represent value-based leadership in 

this thesis.  
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One of the most useful contributions to the understanding of Servant Leadership was 

Patterson (2003), who developed a theoretical model that identified and defined the key 

constructs. This model is reproduced later in Figure 10, but a summary of the seven 

constructs (love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment and service) are 

summarised below. 

The model starts with agapaó love, which Patterson (2003) characterises as a kind of 

moral love that a leader shows for his or her followers. It is more than benevolence; it is 

a deep recognition of the need to make decisions that put the interests of the followers 

and the organisation first. She argues that such love is a prerequisite for both humility and 

altruism. That is, the leader benefits from leadership power does not overvalue himself or 

herself because of it. Humility, in this context, is therefore more than restraint from self-

aggrandisement, it is expressed as an acceptance of personal vulnerability despite the 

protection that leadership power offers. Similarly, altruism is more than simply doing 

good things; the Servant Leader does good things and respects nothing in return. This can 

only be achieved when the leader expresses this form of unconditional love. 

Related to humility and altruism are the concepts of vision and trust. Patterson (2003) 

regards these concepts as forward-looking ideas taken from the perspective of the 

employee. In an organisational sense, vision is often considered in terms of strategy, but 

the Servant Leader takes this further by imaging what this might mean for the individuals 

as well. This is also expressed in the form of trust, where the leader anticipates the 

follower’s future behaviour. Importantly though, the Servant Leader’s trust is not without 

reciprocation; the followers trust that the leader will not act in ways contrary to the 

follower’s interests. 

The final two constructs are empowerment and service. Patterson (2003) regards 

empowerment as one of the most important characteristics of Servant Leadership. It is 

effectively ceding power to others but remaining accountable for their actions. This a 

challenging proposition, but one that Patterson argues is essential before a leader 

demonstrates the kind of selfless behaviours that she describes as service. Service is at 

the pinnacle of Servant Leadership. It is a selfless commitment to others; service is 

expressed by modelling selfless behaviours that permeate throughout the organisation. 

This inspires and motivates others, creating a virtuous cycle of attitudes and behaviours 
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(Patterson, 2003). When considered together, these seven constructs shape our 

understanding of Greenleaf’s original conceptualisation of Servant Leadership in the 

modern workplace. 

2.6.3 Non-Value-based	leadership		

The previous section explored a number of leadership philosophies associated with 

values-based leadership. Contrasting these philosophies are those that are not reliant on 

values. The three most significant of these are trait-based approaches, skills-based 

leadership, and the contingency approach. 

Trait based leadership 

The trait-based approach to leadership was the dominant view of leadership up until the 

1950s. Based on the “Great Man” theory of Carlyle (1904), a trait-based approach 

suggests that innate characteristics of individuals predispose them to leadership. Stogdill 

(1948) reviewed the literature on trait-based theory and found that scholars had proposed 

as many as 27 groups of traits associated with leadership, including: appearance; 

intelligence; popularity; prestige; and physique. Stogdill concluded this lack consensus 

on the main traits represented a fundamental flaw in trait theory.  

Trait theory subsequently fell out of favour but did not disappear completely. Scholars 

have recently presented more sophisticated variations on the original idea, such as Kouzes 

and Posner (2007), who reworked classical trait theory into a functional model of 

leadership based on ideal leadership traits. Similarly, Derue, Nahrgang, Wellman, and 

Humphrey (2011) found some relationship with traits, such as gender, intelligence and 

personality with leadership effectiveness and leadership behaviour. 

Skills based leadership 

A skills-based approach to leadership was proposed by Katz (1955) and later refined by 

Mumford, Zaccaro, Connelly, and Marks (2000). This treats leadership as a skill that can 

be learned and refined with practice and training. Leadership competencies include the 

practical skills such as problem-solving and deductive reasoning, and the human skills 

required to motivate and manage teams. High performing leaders display advanced skills 

through the application of their judgement and experience to make decisions.  



 

 

   Page   67 

The skills-based approach is a pragmatic path to understanding leadership in business. It 

offers the opportunity of leadership to those who are willing to adapt their behaviours 

based on best practices. The difficulty with such an approach is the lack of predictability 

of the leaders’ responses based on contextual variables. This means skills-based 

leadership may provide only rudimentary direction to leaders in unfamiliar situations 

(Northouse, 2007). 

Contingency approach 

A contingency approach to leadership represents a further refinement of trait-based and 

skills-based approaches by emphasising the importance of situational factors (Seyranian, 

2010). This suggests that effective leadership relies on matching the leader’s innate style, 

the followers and specific situations. This allows the leader to maximise productivity 

from each follower using an individualised approach, much like the characteristic of 

individualised consideration seen in transformational leadership (Bass & Bass, 2009; 

Hersey & Blanchard, 1969).  

The main criticism of this approach is that it is overly simplistic, especially when dealing 

with complex organisational issues such as conflict and motivation (Conger & Kanungo, 

1998). It also fails to take in account the practical necessity for mismatched leaders and 

followers to work with each other (Northouse, 2007). This impairs the usefulness of the 

approach when examining such real-world situations. 

2.6.4 Followership	and	Employee	Perceptions	

There is undoubtedly more scholarly effort in the leadership literature devoted to 

understanding the attitudes and behaviours of leaders, than in understanding how 

followers perceive the leader’s attitudes and behaviours. Although this emphasis is 

understandable, it would be naïve to suggest that follower perceptions are always aligned 

with actual or observed behaviours. Hollander (1992), argued that the leadership 

literature’s treatment of followers as passive observers completely ignored the fact that 

many (if not most) ideas emerge from within the organisation for the leaders to support 

or reject.  
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In fact, in large, complex organisations, where power distances are great, it could be 

argued that the employee perceptions of leaders are the only point of reference for the 

employee. In companies with sites in remote locations, or in those with thousands of 

employees, individual employees have little opportunity to meet, let alone interact, with 

their leader on a regular basis. At a practical level, employee behaviours are primarily 

driven by their perceptions.  

2.7 SUSTAINABLE LEADERSHIP  

At the core of this research problem is the concept of sustainable leadership and whether 

it can explain the apparent reluctance of the Australian manufacturing sector to embrace 

corporate sustainability. This section combines the discussion on corporate sustainability 

and leadership theory to propose a conceptual framework that includes sustainable 

leadership. This framework identifies the specific concepts relevant to sustainable 

leadership, which may then be used to develop the research methods required to answer 

the underlying research questions.  

2.7.1 Sustainable	Leadership	typology	

Typologies are useful to scholars as they help synthesise different concepts in a single 

framework. Reddin (1977) synthesised a number of leadership typologies and found that 

distilling existing knowledge in this way provided clarity and allowed scholars to better 

analyse the various leadership behaviours. This approach has been used by other scholars 

for leadership actions (Rooke & Torbert, 2005), leadership style (Pearce et al., 2003), and 

leadership personal values (Bruno & Lay, 2008).  

There has not been sufficient work published to date that would locate sustainable 

leadership within a typology of leadership approaches observed in business. Such a 

typology would be useful for understanding the way that leadership influences corporate 

sustainability. This would allow scholars to propose and test specific leadership attributes 

and behaviours that are associated with successful examples of corporate sustainability.  

Sustainable leadership is the term applied to a leadership philosophy necessary for 

creating sustainable organisations. In recent years, scholars have advanced a number of 

definitions. For example, Poff (2010) saw sustainable leadership as simply a form of 

ethical leadership, whereas McCann and Holt (2010) saw it as more closely aligned with 
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servant leadership. Avery and Bergsteiner (2010) conceptualised sustainable leadership 

as a pyramid of best practices and behaviours. More recently, (Tideman et al., 2013) saw 

sustainable leadership as an expanded form of transformational leadership with additional 

emphasis on leadership values.  

There appears to be two common elements among the definitions proposed by these 

scholars. The first concerns the leadership approach, while the second describes the 

leader’s personal values and beliefs. Both concepts are explored in greater detail.   

Leadership 

There appears to be consensus among scholars that sustainable leadership is consistent 

with the authentic form of transformational leadership. Sustainable leaders are capable of 

introducing transformational change into their organisations. This enables them to 

challenge existing paradigms and propose new ways of work. Sustainable leaders achieve 

this by recruiting followers and appealing to their higher-order values; leaders and 

followers work together to build a highly ethical corporate culture.  

Peregrym and Wollf (2013) argue that authentic transformational leadership is impossible 

unless leaders practice values-based leadership. Leaders must know their core values and 

engage in an ongoing process of critiquing and reshaping them. This allows the leader to 

make sense of the world and remain true to him or herself. This sense-making process 

allows the leader to build courage. Courage, according to Lee (2006), is the backbone of 

effective leadership. Sustainable leaders are courageous leaders as they understand their 

beliefs and are willing to act upon them. 

These findings are supported in the literature through various case studies. Manz et al. 

(2011) examined sustainable leadership in furniture manufacturer Herman Miller Inc and 

revealed the leaders at Herman Miller had consistently demonstrated virtues such as 

courage, optimism, and integrity. As a result, the company had developed a culture of 

innovation and mutual respect, which enabled the company to thrive and maintain high 

levels of virtuous behaviour. Stubbs and Cocklin (2008) used Interface, a global carpet 

manufacturer, and Bendigo Bank in Australia as case studies to conceptualise a 

sustainability business model. The authors found that in both cases, the CEOs played a 

critical role in convincing stakeholders to embrace corporate sustainability, as well as 
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institutionalising sustainability values into the corporate culture. This transformational 

change was considered critical by the authors as it ensured that the CEO’s involvement 

in ‘converting’  the organisation diminished over time. 

Environmental Beliefs 

In addition to values-based leadership, Slankis (2006) argued that sustainable leaders 

must have social and environmental consciousness. Not only must they understand their 

organisations from the inside, they must be capable of viewing the organisation from an 

external perspective. This allows them to connect with stakeholders and reflect on the 

organisation’s actions from multiple perspectives. 

Environmental philosophers have discussed at length the importance of viewing 

organisations from multiple perspectives. This is important as society’s attitudes are 

changing. Many philosophers believe there is a gradual displacement of the view that 

humans occupy a privileged position in the universe. Knowledge, acquired through 

science, has revealed the interconnectedness of the planet and its various species. As a 

result, the human-centric view of the world, known as anthropocentricism, is gradually 

being replaced by alternative paradigms (Grey, 1993).  

According to Kortenkamp and Moore (2001), the most popular of these alternative 

paradigms is ecocentricism. This holds that all life has intrinsic value – even where it 

offers no value to humans. Those who recognise this intrinsic value also recognise the 

moral imperative to protect it (Nash, 1989). A more extreme view of ecocentricism is 

deep ecology, which describes a perceived, and possibly irreconcilable, conflict between 

the natural environment, human development and population growth (Grey, 1993).  

Scholars have proposed various ways to measure ecocentricism. The New Environmental 

Paradigm by Dunlap and Van Liere (1978) measured three facets of an ecocentric 

worldview. This was later refined to include a wider range of ecocentric values (Dunlap 

et al., 2000). Similarly, Ebenbach, Moore, and Parsil (1998) proposed the Environment 

Attitude Scale to measure internal and external environmental attitudes. This has been 

shown to be a good predictor of pro-environmental behaviour (Kortenkamp & Moore, 

2001).  
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Environmentally responsible behaviour begins when individuals express their personal 

concern for the environment (Gifford & Nilsson, 2014). It follows that sustainable leaders 

are likely to express high degrees of ecocentricism - a deep sense of ecological 

responsibility that goes beyond mere awareness or tolerance for the needs of the 

environment. Sustainable leadership requires the leader’s pro-environmental values to 

influence his or her leadership philosophy, shaping the way the leader makes decisions 

and allocates resources (Slankis, 2006). 

2.7.2 Conceptual	framework		

To understand the role that leadership might play in inhibiting or promoting corporate 

sustainability in the manufacturing sector, it is necessary to first imagine an idealised 

‘sustainable leader’. Using the ideas taken above, the ideal sustainable leader could be 

conceptualised as one who employs a values-based leadership philosophy, but also 

operates with a high degree of ecocentricism. Both the leadership philosophy and pro-

environmental values would be needed to satisfy the condition for sustainable leadership. 

Where one, or both, of the conditions for sustainable leadership is not satisfied, the 

leader’s effectiveness to operate as a ‘sustainable leader’ would be compromised.  

Using this conceptual framework, it is then possible to infer four scenarios, each of which 

could be regarded as a distinct leadership type. These combinations are represented 

diagrammatically in Figure 5 and explored in further detail below: 

 

 Figure 5 Sustainability leadership conceptual framework 
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Corporate Realist 

The first combination under this framework is the ‘corporate realist’ – the antithesis of 

the sustainable leader. This type of leader operates with an anthropocentric paradigm, 

indicating a low-level of concern for the environment. This leadership approach is also 

not values-based and would rely primarily on transactional styles, and trait-based, skills-

based, or contingency leadership approaches.  

The corporate realist is acutely pragmatic. They focus on what needs to be done to achieve 

the goals, without being burdened by the consistency imposed by adhering to an overall 

philosophical construct. The approach is consistent with a normative decision model 

proposed by Vroom and Yetton (1973), a situational theory of leadership which promotes 

the need for leaders to vary their approaches depending on circumstance. Its success, 

particularly in driving short-term performance, has been confirmed in a number of 

studies, such as those of Paul and Ebadi (1989) and Field and House (1990).  

This type of leader may find it difficult, or unnecessary to introduce transformational 

change, especially where organisational culture is strong and predisposed to rejecting it. 

These leaders would be capable of delivering short-term financial performance in stable 

and structured environments. Environmental issues are only likely to attract the attention 

of this leader where such issues threaten the financial performance.  

Conflicted Leader 

A second combination under this framework is the ‘conflicted leader’. This represents a 

leader who is conflicted by personal values, leadership skills and organisational context. 

Although the leader may hold strong personal views about the environment, he or she 

may be unable or unwilling to apply them in ways that generate effective change. The 

conflicted leader is not necessarily an ineffective leader. The conflicted leader shares the 

pragmatism of the corporate realist, and is therefore likely to adjust his or her style to 

achieve the desired outcome.  

Sociologists have examined how individuals can disconnect their personal values from 

their behaviours. Some argue that behaviour is not defined by inner forces, but rather by 

a reflective, socially understood meaning of both the internal and external incentives that 
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are currently presented (Meltzer, Petras, & Reynolds, 1975). This view has become 

known as symbolic interactionism and may explain the mechanism people use to manage 

conflicts between their environmental values and organisational context (Charon, 2007). 

It is likely that the conflicted leader uses this mechanism to reconcile the mismatch 

between values and behaviour. 

Humanistic Leader 

A third combination is the ‘humanistic leader’. This type of leader operates with a values-

based transformational leadership approach and would be likely to succeed at embedding 

new values into organisations. Although he or she operates with a strong ethical 

framework and concern for human welfare, the low levels of ecocentricism indicates a 

low level of concern for the environment. The leader’s attention would be focussed 

primarily on welfare of his or her followers.  

Humanistic leadership has emerged as scholars have become concerned with growing 

inequity in society. Even though globalisation has created enormous wealth, its fruits have 

not been shared equitably and many humans still live their life in misery (Margolis & 

Walsh, 2003). Humanism seeks to overcome this by reinterpreting the simplistic 

assumption made by economists that humans are materialistic utility maximisers who 

engage with others in a transactional manner to fulfil self-interest. Humanists recognise 

that people are motivated to self-actualise and seek to maximise the welfare of themselves 

and others in ways that are moral and ethical (Pirson & Lawrence, 2010).  

Paternalistic leadership is similar to humanistic leadership but operates with a strong 

fatherly benevolence combined with discipline and authority (Pellegrini & Scandura, 

2008). As paternalistic leadership is highly influenced by cultural norms, there is a high 

degree of concern for individuals and their families. The paternalistic leader builds 

support in followers by building mutual trust, loyalty, and respect (Martínez, 2003). In a 

broad sense, paternalistic leadership is effectively a sub-form of humanistic leadership. 

The humanistic leader balances the shareholder’s need for short-term results with the 

longer-term needs of the organisation’s stakeholders. He or she may be well suited to 

complex and dynamic organisations where there are few environmental concerns. The 

emphasis on human welfare might indicate a desire for socially-responsible corporate 
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behaviours, but as the concern for the environment is low, this is not a leadership approach 

that sits comfortably with corporate sustainability. 

Sustainable Leader 

The final combination is the ‘sustainable leader’. This leader takes a values-based 

transformational leadership approach and holds strong environmental views. This 

combination enables the leader to recognise the need for organisational change and have 

the appropriate skills to lead it.  

Sustainable leadership is rare because our conception of successful leaders has been 

shaped by globalisation. This has allowed corporations to reward leaders who maximise 

profits through the profligate use of natural resources (Poff, 2010). Avery and Bergsteiner 

(2010) use the analogy of a locust to illustrate how modern leadership practices generate 

a constant stream of profit for shareholders but leave a trail of destruction in its path. 

Sustainable leadership is compared with the honeybee, which cooperates with its natural 

environment to produce a sustainable surplus.  

The sustainable leader may therefore struggle in corporate environments where there is a 

strong focus on short-term results. However, over the longer term, this type of leader is 

likely to generate an organisational culture that fosters innovation and social 

responsibility. Where the leader’s performance is measured across a broad set of 

objectives, this leader’s performance may be well regarded by the organisation’s 

stakeholders. It is not anticipated that sustainable leadership is common, but where it 

exists it is likely to be apparent through various aspects of the corporate culture. 

2.8 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The research objective has been shaped to understand the reasons why the Australian 

manufacturing sector has been slow to embrace corporate sustainability. As the literature 

points towards leadership as a critical enabler of corporate sustainability, the research 

focussed on the role of sustainable leadership in the orchestration of corporate 

sustainability.  

Before undertaking this, Marshall and Rossman (2006) suggest researchers begin by 

considering Brantlinger’s seven critical assumptions for qualitative inquiry. The first asks 
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the researcher to consider the nature of the research, whether it is technical, controversial, 

dispassionate or edgy.  The second, concerns the researcher’s gaze, and whether it reaches 

out to the world or seeks introspection. The third is the relative position of the participants 

to the researcher, as an observer or a member. The fourth concerns the intended purpose 

of the research and how the researcher intends it to be used. The fifth, related to the fourth, 

considers the intended audience and how the research will be used or perceived. The sixth 

considers the political view of the researcher, as this can consciously or unconsciously 

steer the researcher in one direction or another. Finally, the seventh considers agency of 

the participants and whether they are passive or active participants. 

Although some of these have been addressed in Section 1.5, it is worthwhile to explain 

that this research has been undertaken with a genuine desire to contribute towards 

improving the sustainability of the Australian manufacturing sector. Having spent a large 

part of my career in manufacturing, I fear that complacency has taken hold and many 

leaders within the sector are yet to appreciate the enormity of the challenge that lies ahead. 

I do not come as a dispassionate observer, but as a concerned participant, hoping to 

become an agent of change.  

From this, two key research questions emerge:  

Research Question 1: Are there any significant differences in the leadership 

approach that is observed in the Australian manufacturing sector? 

The conceptual framework above provides the theoretical basis for answering the 

research questions defined in chapter 1. Through the lens of sustainable leadership, we 

can define the attitudes and behaviours that would be expected of those working in 

companies that have embraced corporate sustainability. 

From this, we should expect significant differences between the leaders in the Australian 

manufacturing sector and leaders in Australia’s most sustainable companies. Although all 

four types of leaders indicated in Figure 5 are likely to be present, a significantly lower 

proportion of ‘sustainable leaders’ is expected in the Australian manufacturing sector. 

From this, we could infer that a lack of sustainable leadership is indeed a significant factor 

in the sector’s relative immaturity in embracing corporate sustainability.  



 

 

   Page   76 

Values-based transformational leadership is one the two critical components of 

sustainable leadership because it enables leaders recognise their core values and use them 

to shape their leadership behaviours (Peregrym & Wollf, 2013). When accompanied by a 

transformational leadership style, such leaders activate and encourage influential 

followers in the organisation (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). This allows sustainable values 

and behaviours to enter and become accepted within the organisation. 

If true, it suggests that leaders in the Australian manufacturing sector would report lower 

levels of values-based transformational leadership than the cohort of leaders working in 

Australian companies that have embraced corporate sustainability. Even where leaders in 

the Australian manufacturing sector hold strong environmental values, they would not be 

successful in embedding such values into their organisations because they lack the skills 

required to introduce transformational change. 

 
H1 Leaders in the manufacturing group will report lower levels of values-based 
transformational leadership than leaders in the control group.  
 

Several authors, such as van Berkel (2000) and Lucas (2004) have observed differences 

in the environmental attitudes in Australia, compared with business leaders in other 

advanced economies. It appears that business leaders in Australia might hold views that 

are considered more anthropocentric than ecocentric. This may indicate decision-making 

behaviour that does not necessarily support corporate sustainability. 

Ecocentricism is a philosophy that describes a set of values focussing of the needs of 

nature, rather than the needs of humans. It is closely associated with ‘strong 

sustainability’, which puts primacy on protecting the environment (Hediger, 1999). This 

is contrasted with ‘weak sustainability’, which has emerged from the school of 

neoclassical economics. High degrees of ecocentricism are expected in sustainable 

leaders because it enables them to consider the organisation from an environmental 

impact perspective, which may be unavailable to those who focus on maximising human 

welfare (Slankis, 2006). 

This leads to a second hypothesis. Leaders in the Australian manufacturing sector would 

be expected to report lower levels of ecocentricism than those who work in Australian 
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companies which have embraced corporate sustainability. It should be expected that these 

leaders would display, on average, a greater proportion of neutral or negative attitudes 

towards environmental issues than Australia’s best performing sustainability companies. 

Even where the leaders display values-based transformational leadership, they are 

unlikely to implement sustainable behaviours if their primary focus is on maximising 

human welfare. 

 
H2  Leaders in the manufacturing group will report lower levels of ecocentric 
paradigm than leaders in the control group. 
 

The conceptual framework in Figure 5 describes the ‘sustainable leader’ as one who uses 

a values-based transformational leadership approach and holds strong environmental 

views. This combination enables the leader to recognise the need for organisational 

change and have the appropriate skills to introduce it. It follows that leaders in the 

manufacturing sector would display lower levels of values-based transformational 

leadership and ecocentricism than leaders in leaders who work in Australia’s most 

sustainable corporations. 

 
H3  Leaders in the manufacturing group will report a significantly lower 
proportion of ‘sustainable leaders’ than in the control group. 
 

If these hypotheses hold, they answer the first research question (RQ1). This indicates 

that sustainable leadership is a significant differentiator between organisations which 

embrace corporate sustainability and those which do not.  

Research Question 2: What can be done to promote corporate sustainability in the 

Australian manufacturing sector? 

The concept of sustainable leadership has become an increasingly popular topic with 

researchers. Presumably, this interest can be explained by an implicit assumption that 

sustainable companies require sustainable leaders. Therefore, promoting corporate 

sustainability requires a focus on promoting sustainable leadership behaviours. The 

problem is that the concepts of sustainability are highly subjective. Although a specific 

company might be considered to be managed sustainably, its performance is considered 

relative to its peer group at a certain point in time.   
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The same problem exists for sustainable leadership. Although scholars, such as McCann 

and Holt (2010) and Šimanskienė and Župerkienė (2014), have examined organisations 

to identify specific sustainable leadership behaviours, a precise definition has remained 

elusive. However, it seems generally accepted amongst scholars that a values-based 

transformational leadership approach is required (Slankis, 2006).  

The lack of objective criteria for assessing and measuring sustainable leadership makes it 

difficult to understand how leadership behaviours drive corporate sustainability. The 

sustainability leadership typology proposed by Brandt (2016) was an attempt at 

identifying, and potentially measuring, the levels of sustainable leadership. This typology 

positioned the sustainable leader as one who holds strong environmental views and 

practices a values-based leadership style.  

In one sense, it is difficult to argue against such an approach as it appears illogical that a 

sustainable leader could publicly promote a pro-environment position but personally hold 

a contrary view. However, the typology makes a fundamental assumption that the two 

attributes operate independently.  

According to Bass (1985), followers of a transformational leader feel trust, admiration, 

loyalty, and respect for their leader. These positive feelings towards the leader may work 

to enhance the follower’s overall perception of the leader.  When asked to report on 

perceptions of environmental behaviour, it is possible that followers of a transformational 

leader might unknowingly exaggerate a perception of a leader’s environmental beliefs.     

At the most basic level, one should expect a strong relationship between Internal 

Environmental Attitudes and External Environmental attitudes. That is, the views and 

attitudes a leader expresses externally should, for the most part, reflect the views and 

attitudes that the leader holds. 

However, as explained above, a values-based transformational leadership changes the 

way that leaders interact with their followers.  This means the leader adjusts his or her 

style according to the needs of the followers.  

In addition to values-based leadership, Slankis (2006) argued that sustainable leaders 

must have social and environmental consciousness. Not only must they understand their 
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organisations from the inside, they must be capable of viewing the organisation from an 

external perspective. This allows them to connect with stakeholders and reflect on the 

organisation’s actions from multiple perspectives. 

With this in mind, there is considerable difficulty in defining specific hypotheses that 

support RQ2 at this stage. The answer to this question depends, to a large degree, on the 

outcome of the quantitative study.  If, for example, the hypotheses that support RQ1 can 

be supported, the promotion of corporate sustainability might involve a greater emphasis 

by business leaders on recruitment and development of leaders that demonstrate specific 

behaviours and attitudes. Conversely, if the hypotheses cannot be supported, a broader 

examination of the drivers of corporate sustainability is more likely to inform the 

discussion. 

2.9 COMMENTS ON LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review has traced the emergence of corporate sustainability from its 

humble beginnings in community-based environmental and social movements. Today, 

corporate sustainability is a global phenomenon that is having a profound effect on 

corporate leaders around the world. Many corporate leaders are directing corporate 

resources and employing discretionary practices to minimise their business’ impact on 

the planet and society. 

Although we can understand corporate sustainability as an attempt to repair fractured 

thinking in management behaviours, which has, up until now, separated humanity from 

nature, the actual drivers of corporate sustainability are not well understood. Such a shift 

is transformational in nature. Sustainable corporations appear to develop new concepts of 

capital and value, which go beyond the traditional view of wealth maximisation for 

shareholders.  

Scholars have proposed various models to explain how this transformation occurs. The 

earliest of these focussed almost exclusively on external drivers to change, but more 

recent work has switched emphasis onto internal drivers. Leadership, in particular, 

emerges as a consistent theme in the literature and is likely to play a pivotal role in the 

orchestration of corporate sustainability. 
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Through an examination of the literature on corporate sustainability and leadership, a 

conceptual framework for sustainable leadership has been proposed. From this, we 

hypothesise that differences in corporate sustainability might be due to differences in 

sustainable leadership. If true, this would then explain why Australia’s manufacturing 

sector has been slow to embrace corporate sustainability. 

The next section defines the research methods that have been developed and explains why 

they are appropriate for answering these research questions. 
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3 Methodology 

The methodology is inextricably linked with the research paradigm. Guba and Lincoln 

(1988, p. 114) asserted that “paradigms do imply methodologies, and methodologies are 

simply meaningless congeries of mindless choice and procedures unless they are rooted 

in the paradigms.” This means that the research paradigm represents the set of 

assumptions, beliefs and approaches that help shape the way that the research topic is 

explored. Although there are numerous research paradigms, one may be considered more 

appropriate than another in addressing a research question. It is critical that the researcher 

understands and applies an appropriate paradigm in order for the research to generate 

research outcomes of an acceptable quality. 

Research paradigms are distinguishable through three related characteristics: ontology, 

epistemology, and methodology. Ontology refers to the nature of reality. That is, what 

can be said to be real. Epistemology seeks to explain how knowledge about reality is 

obtained. This may be through independently agreed concepts, such as scientific 

principles, or through experience and context. Finally, the methodology represents the 

way that knowledge is gained. This includes the data collection tools and the way that 

data is analysed (Sarantakos, 2005). These three concepts together form the theoretical 

construction of a research paradigm.  

The discussion and evaluation of different paradigms is an important first step in the 

research process. Though this, the researcher is guided towards one paradigm that is most 

appropriate (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). This chapter addresses this systematic evaluation 

and, therefore, explains how the research methods will be used to answer the research 

question.  

3.1 RESEARCH PARADIGMS 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) identified four ‘ideal’ types of research paradigm. Broadly 

speaking, academic research should fit within one of these types, although they are not 

frameworks that must be applied rigidly. With justification, the reseracher may adapt 

elements of a paradigm to best answer a research question, but the researcher is obliged 

to understand and explain the reason behind their decision. These four ideal types are 

represented diagmatically in  
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Figure 6, along with their associated attributes of ontology, epistemology and 

methodology. Each is evaluated in terms of its relevance to the research questions.  

The paradigms of positivism and postpositivism rely on forms of a realist ontology, 

whereas critical theory and constructivism rely on forms of relativism. The difference 

between these two stems from opposing understandings about absolute truth. Realism, 

particularly primitive realism, posits that truth can be known, measured, and observed, 

whereas relativism positions truth as relying on context and interpretation. Although they 

represent contrary positions, neither is correct or incorrect. Rather, they are considered 

more or less appropriate in reaching a conclusion about the world. 

Following on from this is epistemology, the study of knowledge, and the way it is 

acquired. According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), the realist paradigms operate with the 

assumption that there exists an objective reality. That is, reality can be known, although 

sometimes it can only be apprehended imperfectly. Dualism is associated with positivism 

as it separates the researcher from the research. Epistemologically this enables the 

researcher to determine how things are, or how they work in practice. By contrast, the 

realist paradigms rely on an epistemology that implies the existence of multiple realties. 

There is no way to separate the researcher as he or she is at the centre of the inquiry. 

Subjectivists are more concerned with exploring a question from a position of perspective 

than through drawing parallels with objective concepts.   

Finally, the methodology determines the way that knowledge is obtained. As the realist 

paradigms use ontologies that describe an objective truth, there is a much greater 

emphasis on quantitative tools, such as survey instruments and experiments. Research 

that uses relativist paradigms often relies on qualitative tools that use dialectical and 

hermeneutical sources.  
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Figure 6 Research paradigms 
From Guba and Lincoln (1994) 

 

The research questions outlined in chapter 2 are based on the concept of sustainable 

leadership. Using the conceptual framework developed from the extant literature, it is 

hypothesised that there are significant differences in the degree of sustainable leadership 

behaviours observed in the Australian manufacturing sector, compared with the 

sustainable leadership observed in a control group.  

This approach, inferring behavioural attributes in a population, implies the ontology of 

realism. It expects leaders in the Australian manufacturing sector will behave in ways that 

are consistent with leaders in other contexts. Even without empirical evidence to 

demonstrate this is true, the knowledge around leadership behaviours is considered to be 

applicable across contexts. That is, the attributes of leadership are more or less consistent 

and distinguishable through objective criteria. Assuming leadership as an objective 

constant allows the researcher to make observations about leadership context, especially 

where leaders are shown to behave differently. 

Leadership is a concept that still attracts considerable scholarly attention. Unlike 

scientific concepts that can be measured, leadership takes many forms and depends 

entirely on the definition ascribed to it. Therefore, a strictly positivist ontology is not 

possible because leadership, as a concept, exists outside of the natural realm. However, 

postpositivism offers a way forward. This is a philosophical enhancement to positivism, 

as it accepts the premise of positivism but recognises that it is impossible to verify some 

concepts.  
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The conceptual framework described in chapter 2 categorises leadership based on 

different attitudes. Although concepts such as leadership and anthropocentricism are 

abstractions, scholars have developed instruments to measure them. This suggests that 

the world can be described, albeit imperfectly, through measurement and analysis. 

Employing postpositivist ontology in answering this research question is a sound 

approach as it allows the researcher to draw insight and predict behaviours in a rational 

world, to the extent that such measurement is possible. 

Having considered the ontological question, the researcher must now ask about the 

relationship between the researcher and that, which is to be known. Epistemologically, 

postpositivists differ from positivists as, although they accept that although the world is 

measurable and predictable, they do so knowing that precise measurement is impossible. 

It is therefore only possible to approximate reality. The most common form of realism in 

social science is critical realism. This recognises the imperfect nature of reality and seeks 

to overcome this through the widest possible critical examination, including triangulation 

and verification. Indeed, for this research question, critical realism is appropriate because 

of the fundamentally intractable concept of leadership. The highly subjective assessment 

of the leader/follower relationship means that the research should be approached from 

many angles, thereby minimising the risks of error and bias through imperfect 

measurement techniques.  

In terms of methodology, Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggest that postpositivists use 

experimental methods which focus on the falsification of hypotheses. Unlike scientific 

methods, which require positive verification of hypotheses, postpositivists may search for 

evidence that disproves their hypotheses. This reduces the burden on the researcher to 

prove that the world works in the manner described. The postpositivist is free to offer 

ideas, challenging others to disprove them.  

The survey instrument is one of the most popular tools for researchers to gather data about 

leadership attitudes and behaviour. Nickels and Ford (2017) argue that as leadership is 

defined differently by theorists and shaped by contexts, and identified more than 100 

different instruments, each of which can generate qualitative data sets that may then be 

analysed through statistical methods. Assuming the instrument selection is sound, the 

researcher may use this to prove or disprove hypotheses. Of course, other approaches are 
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possible, especially where researchers are testing leadership theories in different contexts. 

These include laboratory experiments and field studies. Both enable researchers to 

hypothesise about leadership outcomes in real-life or controlled conditions (Antonakis et 

al., 2004).  

Epistemologically, the researcher using critical realism should also attempt to validate or 

triangulate the results because of the imperfect way in which knowledge is apprehended. 

There has been a trend in recent years to achieve triangulation through mixed-methods 

research (Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989). In their review of leadership research 

methods, Antonakis et al. (2004), report that researchers have typically stuck to 

quantitative approaches, even though qualitative approaches offer clear advantages in 

theory development.  

In their seminal work on mixed methods research, Greene et al. (1989) described the 

emergence of various techniques that combine qualitative or quantitative strategies into a 

single project. Researchers appear to have found that such techniques are more 

appropriate than strict quantitative or qualitative approaches alone. Five distinct research 

purposes have been identified: triangulation, complementarity, development, initiation, 

and expansion. Researchers should understand which of these are relevant to answering 

the research questions. Morse (2003) reminds scholars that a mixed methods approach 

must still reflect the theoretical drive of the project. Therefore, depending on whether the 

research is inductive or deductive, four combinations of mixed methods design are 

possible. Each of these is each capable of addressing a specific type of research question. 

There remains some scepticism about the need for paradigmatic purity. Both Guba and 

Lincoln (1988) and Denzin and Lincoln (2005) appear to argue that research methods are 

incompatible with each other, much like oil does not mix with water. Others, such as 

Gorman and Clayton (2004), have been less prescriptive and focus instead on research 

pragmatism. They position quantitative research as an objective assessment of social 

facts, whereas qualitative research assesses the constructions of social reality. Where a 

research problem is best answered using both, there seems to be no automatic preclusion. 

In fact, mixed methods approaches are found to be highly effective in numerous scenarios, 

particularly where authors have sought to gain new insights and a more comprehensive 

understanding of phenomena (Krivokapic Skoko & O'Neill, 2010).  
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Brantlinger’s seven critical assumptions were introduced at the start of this chapter. 

Through this framework, one can cut through this debate and position this research firmly 

on the side of pragmatism. That is, although this research seeks to introduce change, and 

therefore relies on an objective reality, it must be acknowledged that leadership, as a 

construct, is imperfectly defined and changes with context. It is therefore necessary to 

accept that the world in which this research exists is only partially apprehensible. A 

postpositivist paradigm is the logical conclusion. It then follows that a methods approach 

could be advantageous as it triangulates the result, improves credibility, provides 

complementarity and assists with developing concrete proposals that lead to the desired 

behavioural changes within the Australian manufacturing sector. 

3.2 STUDY DESIGN 

Three research questions were identified in chapter 1. These were then developed into 

hypotheses in chapter 2 using a conceptual framework developed from the literature on 

leadership and environmental attitudes. The previous section has determined the most 

appropriate research paradigm is postpositivism, implemented using a mixed methods 

approach. This section explains the methods that will be used to answer each question. 

The first question (RQ1) looks for differences in the leadership approach between the 

Australian manufacturing sector and a control group. This may be answered by testing 

the three hypotheses (H1, H2 and H3) proposed in the conceptual framework in chapter 

2. If these cannot be falsified, it would suggest that sustainable leadership does indeed 

play a part in the adoption of corporate sustainability. 

The second research question (RQ2) then explores the reason for differences between the 

two groups. Using data captured for RQ1, hypotheses H1 and H2 can be dissected further 

analysed based on analytical factors. Any statistically significant variations between the 

two groups might indicate areas for further investigation. Areas of concordance can be 

ignored. These differences can then be explored in detail with survey participants, who 

can elaborate and provide contextual information. Once the analysis is complete, it is 

hoped that consistent themes will emerge and thereby provide valuable insights to 

industry leaders. 
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Ordinarily, this might suggest a large-scale quantitative analysis that is followed by a 

small-scale qualitative analysis. However, this approach was not considered optimal for 

this research as there is no certainty that a difference in leadership would be found. 

Therefore, the quantitative and qualitative aspects of this research should be considered 

of equal importance in answering this research question.  

Practically speaking, the quantitative aspect provides the deductive theoretical drive, but 

the explanations and insights are delivered through the qualitative analysis that follows 

it. This delivers, in the language of Greene et al. (1989), both complementarity and 

expansion to the research. That is, the qualitative aspect would elaborate, enhance, or 

illustrate the results of the quantitative component; thereby delivering insights that would 

not otherwise be possible. According to Morse (2003), this would extend the scope, 

breadth and range of inquiry. 

Taking into account the practical difficultly of reaching senior leaders of large companies, 

and the importance of follower perceptions described in section 2.6.4, it was decided that 

the research would concentrate on understanding sustainable leadership perceptions. 

Based on this, a multi-layered, mixed method approach was developed. This involves the 

collection and analysis of quantitative data, via the use of a survey instrument, and the 

collection and analysis of qualitative data, via the use of interviews and sustainability 

reporting. These stages run consecutively, each providing input to the next, as illustrated 

below: 

 

Figure 7 Research design stages 
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Using the Priority-Sequence model from Krivokapic Skoko and O'Neill (2010), this 

research could be categoried as a ‘Qualitative Follow-up’ study, where the qualitative 

study helps to interpret a quantitative study. 

3.3 QUANTITATIVE EVALUATION 

The conceptual framework outlined in chapter 2 indicates that sustainable leaders can be 

identified as those leaders who values-based leadership and display relatively lower levels 

of anthropocentricism. Both characteristics may be individually measured quantitatively 

using existing survey instruments. Therefore, a combined survey instrument can be 

constructed which measures both characteristics simultaneously. 

3.3.1 Leadership	dimension	

Using an approach similar to that of  McCann and Holt (2010), who designed a composite 

survey instrument to correlation of subordinate perceptions of servant leadership with 

their perceptions of sustainable behaviour within the context of manufacturing companies 

in the United States. The authors combined the Servant Leadership Questionnaire (SLQ) 

by Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) with their own sustainability questionnaire, finding that 

both servant leadership and sustainability was positively associated with business 

success. However, they could not demonstrate improved performance when the concepts 

were used together. They suggested that other researchers explore this relationship in 

different ways. 

Rather than simply repeat the approach of McCann and Holt (2010), which sought to 

answer a different research question, a fresh evaluation of instruments was undertaken. 

An examination of the literature on values-based leadership did not reveal an established 

survey instrument per se. There were, however, numerous established instruments 

measuring Servant Leadership, such as the OLA (Laub, 1999), SLQ (Barbuto & Wheeler, 

2006), and the SLAI (Dennis & Bocarnea, 2007). This is not surprising given servant 

leadership is the oldest and most examined of the values-based leadership approaches.  

After evaluating each of these instruments, the Servant Leader Assessment Instrument 

(SLAI) was selected for two reasons. The first reason was its use in a number of similarly 

published studies. This provides a further avenue for data triangulation. Secondly, the 
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SLAI included measurements for seven of the criteria for values-based leadership. This 

permits further analysis on the data for use in the qualitative data collection.  

The SLAI consists of 42 questions, scored on a seven-point Likert scale. The questions 

are listed in Appendix C on page 231 and are labelled L1-L42. Measurement of servant 

leadership through the SLAI is therefore taken as a proxy to represent measurement of a 

values-based leadership approach. Permission to use the SLAI has been obtained from its 

author Rob Dennis. 

3.3.2 Sustainability	dimension	

Although McCann and Holt (2010) used a bespoke instrument for measuring 

sustainability, this research relied on an existing instrument to measure levels of 

anthropocentricism. This built on existing knowledge and allows comparability with 

similar studies.  In their evaluation of such instruments, Kortenkamp and Moore (2001) 

found that the Environmental Attitude Scale (EAS) from Ebenbach et al. (1998) provides 

sound predictions of pro-environmental behaviour and good internal reliability. The 

instrument also distinguishes between internal and external attitudes, thereby providing 

further opportunity to examine moral reasoning. For these reasons, the EAS was selected 

to measure the level of anthropocentricism in leaders. 

The EAS has been modified for the sake of consistency with the SLAI to use a seven-

point Likert scale, even though it was originally designed using a nine-point scale. The 

proposed questions have also been rephrased slightly to use language that is consistent 

with the SLAI. The number of questions has also been reduced to keep the survey as short 

as possible. The questions are listed in Appendix D on page 232 and are labelled E1-E17. 

3.3.3 Deployment	strategy	

A pilot study was considered but discounted as the instrument combines two existing 

instruments. Instead, the survey instrument was administered to a small number of  

colleagues, who provided feedback about the design and structure. These test results were 

deleted prior to the formal deployment. In hindsight, however, a pilot study would have 

been beneficial as it may have identified issues with the data tracking issues described in 

section 4.1. 
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3.3.4 Quantitative	data	analysis	

The survey instrument, consisting of both leadership and environmental elements, was 

distributed electronically using Survey Monkey. The Charles Sturt University Spatial Data 

Analysis Network (SPAN) group helped in designing and administering the survey 

instrument. This online tool was convenient for the participant and avoided the need to 

mail and collate hardcopy responses. It also allowed the researcher to collect data in real 

time, thereby avoiding data entry and preventing data errors through embedded validation 

rules. The web survey was tested for user experience and data quality prior to its release. 

Once the data had been collected, the results were exported and analysed with statistical 

software packages. As this mixed method approach relies on a large-scale quantitative 

analysis, parametric statistics were used test whether there were significant differences 

between the two groups. This involved two-sample tests, as described by Singh (2007), 

where the difference between the two groups based on the sample means and standard 

deviations. The t-value is then used to determine the likelihood that differences are 

explained by chance. 

A similar approach was taken by Bocarnea and Dimitrova (2010) in their analysis of 

servant leadership in Bulgaria. After administering the SLAI, the authors used t-tests to 

determine if there were differences in the servant leadership constructs (dependent 

variable) based on gender (independent variable). The authors used this analytical method 

to determine there were no significant difference in the servant leadership constructs 

between males and females.  

3.3.5 Hypothesis	testing	

Using the method described above, the three hypotheses developed in chapter 2 were to 

be evaluated using t-tests. The first step was to establish a control group (c) to represent 

Australian companies that are recognised sustainability leaders. This is then compared 

with a treatment group (m), which represented companies in the Australian manufacturing 

sector.  

H1 asserted that leaders in the manufacturing group will report lower levels of values-

based transformational leadership than leaders in the control group. As the SLAI was the 

instrument chosen to measure values-based transformational leadership, the hypothesis 
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can be supported where there is a significantly lower mean in the manufacturing group’s 

SLAI than in the control group. This can be expressed as: 

H":	µ&'()(+) < 	µ&'()(.)		

 

H2 asserted that leaders in the manufacturing group will report lower levels of 

ecocentricism than leaders in the control group. Ecocentricism is measured in this 

research through the EAS instrument. Therefore, this hypothesis can be supported where 

there is a significantly lower mean in the manufacturing group’s EAS than in the control 

group. This can be expressed as: 

H/:	µ0(&(+) < 	µ0(&(.)		

 

Finally, H3 can be supported where both H1 and H2 are supported. This is critical as the 

conceptual framework illustrated in Figure 5 identifies four types of leaders. To meet the 

definition of a ‘Sustainable Leader’, both values-based transformational leadership and 

ecocentricism must be present. Therefore, H3 can be supported where both the SLAI and 

the EAS are significantly lower in the manufacturing group than in the control group. 

This can be expressed as: 

H1: 2	µ&'()(+) < 	µ&'()(.)3 	∧ 2	µ0(&(+) < 	µ0(&(.)	3	

 

3.3.6 Analytical	testing	

The second stage of the analysis consisted of ten unpaired two-sample tests to determine 

if there are significant differences between the two groups based on a common 

independent variable. The difference between each observation for the seven factors in 

the SLAI (serving, loving, trusting, altruistic, empowering, humble, and visionary) and 

for the three factors in the EAS (internal, neutral, and external) was compared. These 

analytical tests, labelled A1-A10, are illustrated below in Figure 8. 

The results from this analysis indicated which of the factors are most different between 

the two groups. On its own, the results are descriptive in nature and therefore do not 
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provide the researcher with sufficient understanding of differences in sustainable 

leadership between the two groups. However, the results provide important clues for the 

qualitative data collection process.  

 

  

Figure 8 Analytical testing 
 

3.4 QUALITATIVE EVALUATION 

One of the advantages of mixed methods research is that provocative or contradictory 

quantitative results can be examined in greater detail (Krivokapic Skoko & O'Neill, 

2010). Such results were not unexpected in this research because of the lack of scholarly 

consensus around ‘sustainable leadership’. Therefore, to maximise the enrichment of the 

understanding of the quantitative results, two different sets of quantitative data were 

chosen for analysis. 

The first set of data was the in-depth interview, which was a semi-structured interview, 

conducted over the phone with around 20 participants. These participants were to be 

drawn from the pool of participants in the survey who had indicated their willingness to 

be contacted for a follow-up interview. Selection was to be based on the participant’s 

responses to the questions of interest, as revealed by the ten paired two-sample tests 

discussed above.  
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The second set of data was the self-published sustainability reports from the companies 

in the two groups. Although the link between this data and sustainable leadership is not 

initially obvious, it is important to remember that external perceptions of corporate 

sustainability are highly influenced by what companies say about themselves. Therefore, 

the extent to which leaders dedicate resources and attention towards corporate 

sustainability would be revealed through these publications. Including this data set in the 

analysis was designed to provide a more holistic view of sustainability perceptions.   

3.4.1 Qualitative	data	analysis	

Each interview participant would be asked to explain their answers and provide a 

contextual basis, if relevant. Each interview was expected to be more than 20 minutes and 

was to be conducted over the phone at a mutually convenient time.  

The interviews would be transcribed, and coded, and thematic analysis would be used to 

interpret the results. This is a widely-used qualitative method which is scalable and 

flexible for smaller studies (Boyatzis, 1998). It can be conducted at a sematic level, where 

the analysis does not go beyond that which has been said. Alternatively, it may be 

conducted at an interpretative level, where the researcher seeks to understand implications 

and meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Using the insights gained from the thematic analysis, an initial set of codes would be 

generated. This would form the basis of a thematic analysis of the sustainability reports 

published by the organisations included in the study. Through a series of refinements, the 

list of codes would be distilled into two sets of key themes; one set to represent the 

prioritised list of themes relevant to the manufacturing sector; and the other would 

represent the prioritised themes for the control group. Both lists would then be compared 

and analysed in terms of the sustainability literature.  

This combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches was expected to generate 

research output that is both meaningful and insightful. The qualitative data analysis stage 

is important, as it provides the level of interpretation required to provide useful feedback 

to industry participants. From this, the research is expected to generate insights and 

provide policy recommendations that accelerate corporate sustainability in the Australian 
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manufacturing sector. Furthermore, it may also assist stakeholders in other sectors and 

geographies to accelerate their efforts as well.  

3.4.2 Limitations		

Corporate sustainability is a relatively new concept and there remain many gaps in the 

literature. Our understanding about the barriers to corporate sustainability relies heavily 

on theoretical models that have not been tested thoroughly through empirical work. Other 

factors, such as organisational culture and change management, are also believed to be 

influential and these may cloud the results (Benn et al., 2006; Lozano, 2012). It is 

therefore difficult to know the extent to which leadership affects corporate sustainability.  

This lack of empirical support linking sustainable leadership with corporate sustainability 

is unavoidable. However, it can be mitigated in two ways. Firstly, the conceptual elements 

comprising sustainable leadership are tested individually using existing survey 

instruments. This allows the researcher to rely on the work of established authors and 

analyse the results within their context, rather than construct a bespoke instrument where 

such comparison is not possible. Secondly, the mixed methods approach allows the 

researcher to test hypotheses using a postpositivist epistemology, but also interpret those 

results in ways that may expose new insights, potentially providing new information to 

augment the existing models. 

A comprehensive analysis, involving all of the known drivers to corporate sustainability, 

would be ideal to address this research problem. However, this would have been an 

extremely ambitious undertaking. Without sufficient resources, it is likely that this 

research would not generate research output of acceptable quality. Therefore, the 

narrowed scope recognises a limitation in terms of what can be practically achieved by 

one researcher.  

3.5 RESEARCH EVALUATION  

Although the selection of a research paradigm guides the choice of research methods, 

there is no guarantee that the chosen methods will adequately support good research 

output. All methods are subject to error or dispute when applied by the researcher. It is 

therefore essential that the researcher understands the strengths and weaknesses of the 
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selected methods so as to acknowledge and, where possible, minimise or avoid unwanted 

impacts on the research results (Macnee & McCabe, 2008).  

Kvale (1995, p. 19) argued that within social sciences, realiability, validity, and 

generalisation have attained the status of a “scientific holy trinity." Perhaps this is true as 

it indicates that the research meets the same standard as naturalistic work. Although this 

may be appropriate for quantitative work, researchers may be searching for the 

unattainable if they apply quantative standards to qualitative methods. Some scholars, 

such as Lincoln and Guba (1985) have argued these concepts should be reinterpreted 

within a qualitative context to understand how researchers achieve an equivalent standard 

of research integrity. They suggested trustworthiness is demonstrated in qualitative with 

four criteria: credibility, transferability, confirmability and dependability. These are 

broadly consistent with the more traditional terms of reliability, validity and 

generalisability, but are reinterpreted within the practical constraints and objectives of 

qualitative research.  

A problem arises for mixed methods research as there are aspects of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods that require evaluation. With more than 40 types of mixed methods 

designs identified in the literature, the specific techniques for establishing trustworthiness 

will depend largely on the design (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). Therefore, for the 

purposes of establishing trustworthiness, both elements are considered independently. 

3.5.1 Quantitative	evaluation	

The quantitative phase of this research consists of a survey administered to employees of 

companies listed in Appendix A and Appendix B. The following criteria of 

trustworthiness described by Kvale (1995) are evaluated for this research activity: 

a) Reliability is the extent to which subsequent researchers may replicate, within the 

boundaries of error, the research results by following the same steps (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005). It is an important consideration in any research; reliability requires 

somewhat more attention when conducting qualitative research. It requires the 

researcher to be conscious of, and compensate for, issues in design. There must be 

good documentation and explanation of the research procedures and all related 

material during the research process so as to ensure sufficient evidentiary support, 
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should it be required (Yin, 2003).  

 

In this research, the researcher works under the supervision of experienced 

researchers in both leadership and mixed methods approach. The research proposal 

is presented at a seminar and feedback from peers is obtained before the research is 

approved.  Once the research begins, the research supervisor oversees the collection, 

results and interpretation of the interviews and attest that the findings are supported 

by the data. These are the primary means by which the research can be considered 

reliable. 

 

b) Validity is closely related to the concept of reliability. It refers to the ability of the 

research to measure what the researcher intended to measure. In some respects, 

postpositivism is unable to achieve this because it recognises that reality is not 

perfectly apprehensible. Kvale (1995) believes should be approached as construct 

validity rather than predictive validity, which is considered essential for naturalistic 

research. The quantitative elements of this research attempt to measure sustainable 

leadership, as defined in the Sustainable Leadership Typology in Figure 5.  

However, as discussed earlier, there were no established instruments to measure this 

concept. Therefore, a composite instrument has been constructed using two existing 

instruments. The first is the SLAI from Dennis and Bocarnea (2007). This was 

chosen as a proxy for values-based leadership. The second is the EAS by Ebenbach 

et al. (1998) as a proxy for anthropocentricism.  

 

Although there may be other instruments available, the researcher has chosen these 

two primarily for comparability with other published studies. It is, however, 

acknowledged that this in an area of potential weakness. This field of study is 

moving quickly, and future studies may indicate that other instruments are more 

capable of measuring sustainable leadership.   

 

c) Generalisability is a recognised standard for quantitative work. It is the extent to 

which research findings can be applied across the widest range of possible contexts  

(Given, 2008). Some authors have found generalisability problematic because of the 

contextual importance of some research questions. To overcome this problem, some 
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authors ask researchers to avoid broad generalisations in favour of local and specific 

analysis (Silverman, 2009). 

 

The recommendation of Silverman (2009) is appropriate for the quantiative aspect 

of this research. The research problem is specific to the Australian manufacturing 

sector and the conclusions are likely to be relevant to it. It must therefore be 

acknowledged that the generalisability of the research findings is not universal. 

Nonetheless, there is no reason why the same design could not be used by other 

researchers in a different industry or geographic segment. 

3.5.2 Qualitative	evaluation	

The secondary qualitative element of this research consists of in-depth interviews with a 

subset of survey participants. The elements of trustworthiness established by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) are discussed below and evaluated in this study. 

a) Credibility, as described by Speziale, Streubert, and Carpenter (2011), can be 

demonstrated where participants recognise that the reported findings reflect their 

own reality. The researcher may never achieve this in its entirety, but may make a 

number of provisions to promote confidence (Shenton, 2004). Establishing 

credibility begins with the adoption of well-established research methods that 

incorporate appropriate measures for the concepts being studied (Yin, 2003). The 

researcher should also review the literature to find successful projects and 

understand the reasons for the success.  

 

This review was undertaken to justify the research paradigm. As a result, a mixed 

methods approach was selected to complement the primary qualitative effort. 

However, as previously indicated, leadership research often relies on a single 

quantitative method. In examining leadership research, Antonakis et al. (2004) 

recognise this as an area of potential weakness. They have suggested that 

researchers examine mixed methods approaches to enhance credibility.   

Selection bias of participants can also be a problem in qualitative research. To 

overcome this, researchers are encouraged to use random sampling of individuals as 

informants (Shenton, 2004). However, in this research, the qualitative aspect is used 
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as strategy to enrich the quantitative analysis. Participants are not selected randomly 

as this would jeopardise the quality the quality of the qualitative element. 

 

Ensuring the quality of information from informants is of paramount importance 

(Shenton, 2004). This can be achieved by promoting honesty in informants and by 

using member checks to validate data collected, and the theories formed using that 

data. The interviews in this research will only be conducted with willing 

participants. These will also take place at a mutually convenient time. The 

informants will participate on the basis that the discussion will remain confidential 

at all times (Guba & Lincoln, 1998). 

 

The researcher should also be conscious of distortions brought about by a lack of 

familiarity with the participant’s organisation. This may be mitigated through a 

strategy of prolonged engagement (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Before conducting 

interviews for this research, the researcher should become familiari with the 

participant’s organisation through both formal and informal networks. This allows 

the researcher to understand the context of the participant’s answers and make 

maximum productive use of interview time. 

 

b) Transferability was the term that Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed in place of 

generalisability. This subtle distinction indicates that research findings may also 

apply when similar things are done in a similar context. Importantly, this not a 

consideration for the researcher, but a consideration of the research consumer 

(Given, 2008). Nonetheless, the researcher must provide sufficient information 

about the context to allow the consumer to make this determination. 

 

c) Chapter 1 of this thesis provides a comprehensive background of the research 

problem and describes the Australian manufacturing sector in considerable detail. 

The research problems are clearly developed as a consequence of this. These, in 

turn, are developed into hypotheses using the relevant literature. Using this 

structured approach, consumers of this research should be well informed of the 

research context and will be left capable of determining the transferability of this 
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research to their particular circumstances. 

 

d) Confirmability is the extent to which the researcher can demonstrate that the 

findings emerge from the data and not the researcher’s predispositions (Shenton, 

2004). Patton (2002) recognised that intrusion of researcher biases is inevitable. 

Overcoming this is impossible in qualitative research and must therefore be 

mitigated through acknowledgement.  

 

This begins with the researcher describing the underlying motivations behind the 

research (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The research should propose and justify an in-

depth methodological description to facilitate independent scrutiny of the research 

results. This justification should also include the researcher’s own honest evaluation 

of the study’s shortcomings and their potential effects (Shenton, 2004). Although 

this does not guarantee confirmability per se, it provides sufficient detail to a 

consumer of the research to form an opinion as to whether or not the research could 

be confirmed. This critical evaluation was undertaken at the beginning of this 

chapter. 

 

It may also be possible to demonstrate a degree of confirmability as result of 

triangulation with quantitative results. Triangulation is a strategy of variety intended 

to capture different dimensions of the same phenomenon (Guba, 1981). Although it 

is often implemented by the use of different research methods, it may also be 

implemented by interviewing multiple informants with the same information (Van 

Maanen, 1979). Due to the requirement in this research for informants to share 

personal beliefs, implementing triangulation through different interview techniques, 

such as focus groups, may not yield useful information. Nonetheless, the degree to 

which the informant’s answers correspond with the quantitative analysis should 

provide a level of confirmability that is not usually available to purely qualitative 

research. 

 

e) Dependability is the ability of an independent researcher to repeat the research and 

report the findings. This is somewhat difficult in qualitative work because of the 

changing nature of the underlying phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
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Nonetheless, Shenton (2004) argues that dependability can be demonstrated where 

the researcher documents the study process in detail, thereby allowing a future 

researcher to repeat the process, but not necessarily the outcome.  

 

To the extent that that it is relevant to the reader, the participating organisations and 

survey questions are documented as appendices. In addition to these published 

documents, the researcher will retain survey responses, interview transcripts, and 

associated meta-data. This information will be kept securely for five years and 

destroyed, in accordance with the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of 

Research.  

 

3.6 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Researchers have a moral obligation to respect the rights of participants and those who 

rely on those research results (Speziale et al., 2011). The ethical measures used in this 

research are based on the principles outlined in The National Statement on Ethical 

Conduct in Research involving Humans. These include: consent, voluntary participation, 

anonymity, confidentiality, and privacy (The National Health and Medical Research 

Council, The Australian Research Council, & The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ 

Committee, 2007).  

Business research is often classified as ‘low risk’ in terms of the Australian research 

guidelines. Although this means that there are few areas of critical concern, it does not 

mean that researchers should not critically examine their research design for weaknesses. 

Compensating controls should be implemented where significant risks have been 

identified, even if the project is considered to be low risk. Wallace and Sheldon (2015) 

have investigated low risk business research projects in Australia and found several areas 

of concern. They recommended that researchers take particular care around the 

relationship with participants and the contextual dimensions of the project.  

This research proposal has obtained approval from Charles Sturt University’s Business 

Human Resource Research Ethics Committee under protocol 200/2015/03. The key 

ethical considerations and controls approved for this research project are outlined and 

discussed briefly below.  
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3.6.1 Review	of	research	process	

The relationship that develops between a researcher and participants is based on trust. In 

exchange for honest and open participation, the researcher respects the participant’s rights 

at all points during and subsequent to his or her involvement. This begins at the design 

stage, where the moral dimension of activities is considered in parallel with the strategies 

to ensure trustworthiness. At the most basic level, the researcher must consider the 

proposed methods and determine the level sensitivity of information that participants are 

being asked to provide. They must also consider the issues of selection or non-selection 

of certain groups, such as vulnerable persons, minorities, and children.  

The data collection activities in this research target employees within large Australian 

companies. This group comprises adult men and adult women drawn from various 

backgrounds within the community. As this population consists of white-collar 

professionals, they are likely to be capable of understanding the information provided by 

the researcher and therefore capable of providing consent. 

Employees within a target company are invited to participate in the survey via a contact 

within the company. Before starting, the participants are provided with an information 

sheet and must give their electronic consent for the survey to begin. The information sheet 

provides the potential participant with sufficient information to make an informed 

decision to participate or not. If consent is given, the participant answers a series of 

questions about a specific leader within his or her organisation. They are not required to 

provide the leader’s name or any identifying details. Participants are also not required to 

disclose any information about themselves, except for the optional demographic 

information. The participant may choose to remain anonymous or provide contact details 

if willing to participate in a follow-up interview. 

The second stage of the research is an in-depth interview. Those selected for the interview 

are again provided with an information sheet. The informants are asked to provide verbal 

consent to participate, and to agree to have the interview electronically recorded. They 

are again reminded that information is kept confidential and they are free to withdraw at 

any time.  
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Ensuring that no identifiable data is published in any research output protects the 

anonymity of participants. Furthermore, as employee responses have the potential to 

reflect badly on a company, no identifiable data is published about any organisation 

whose employees agree to participate in the research. This is achieved through assignment 

of non-identifiable codes to participants and organisations. These codes are used 

throughout the data collection and analysis stages. Any data published about an 

organisation is made with reference to those codes. 

In the case of concerns or disputes, the information sheet provides the contact details for 

the researcher and the supervisor. If the participant wishes to withdraw from the research, 

his or her data will be removed. Concerns of disputes will be addressed in the first instance 

by the researcher and/or the research supervisor. The participant may also contact the 

chair of the ethics committee, if he or she does not feel the response is adequate or is not 

comfortable with contacting the researcher or the supervisor.  

3.6.2 Specific	ethical	risks	

Although business research projects encounter similar ethical issues, the specific design 

of each project may introduce particular issues. Following the recommendation of 

Wallace and Sheldon (2015), a review of specific ethical issues for this research has been 

undertaken. Two issues were identified, and compensating controls were implemented. 

Issue 1: Interview participant anonymity 

Although anonymity can be assured for the survey participants, it cannot be assured for 

the interview participants. The interview is an important element of the research design 

as it provides information about the leader’s behaviours that is not available from 

quantitative data. It is necessary to identify the survey participant’s results in order to 

determine eligibility for a follow-up interview. As anonymity cannot be assured, it is 

important that the participant has confidence that the information will be kept 

confidential. He or she should not fear that any information would be reported back to the 

leader or the company.  

To compensate for this risk, the participants are requested in the telephone interview to 

refer to the leader using an alias and not provide specific information that might identify 
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the person. This minimises the risk of the employee’s responses being attributed to the 

leader.  

Issue 2: Protection of confidential data 

As some participants agree to provide their names and contact details, there is a risk that 

confidential data could be mishandled. Associating the survey results and interview 

transcript is an important element of the research design as it allows the correlation of 

quantitative and qualitative data.  

To minimise this risk, the names and contact details of these participants, are recorded on 

a password-protected file kept on the researcher’s personal computer. All data analysis is 

prepared using the non-identifiable code assigned to the participant. Any reference to a 

participant in the research output is also made using that assigned code. No information 

identifying either the participant, or the organisation, will be published in the research 

output  

As all information in this research project will be generated electronically, files will be 

burned to DVD on completion of the thesis. This DVD will be stored in a secure location 

for five years. It will then be destroyed to ensure the confidentiality of the participants. 

3.7 COMMENTS ON METHODOLOGY 

Although studies on leadership often rely exclusvely on quantitative methods, a different 

approach is taken here in order to better address the research objective. This might be, in 

the language of Rossman and Wilson (1985), considered as a purposeful initiation where 

there might be paradox, contradiction, or perhaps even controversy. This is important, as 

described by As outlined in chapter 1, and again at the start of this chapter, it is critical 

that the primary audience, the Australian manufacturing sector, consider this to be 

trustworthy.  

Trustworthiness is ensured in a mixed methods approach by applying the relevant 

standards to both the quantitaitve and qualitative elements. Quantiative studies strive for 

validity, credibility and generalisability, while qualitative studies strive for transferability, 

confirmability and dependability. These terms, although similar, have different meanings 

and it is important that this research achieves these standards. 
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Furthermore, regardless of approach, high quality research requires the application of 

ethical principles. By establishing and respecting these principles, the researcher 

reinforces the relationship of trust. Not only does this satisfy the moral obligation, it 

reinforces the high standards of behaviour that are expected of future researchers and 

participants. Without such principles, all research will fail to reach its objective.  
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4 Quantitative Study 

4.1 DATA COLLECTION 

Target population 

Employees in Australia’s most sustainable companies (control group) and the employees 

of Australia’s manufacturing companies (treatment group) were the initial target 

population for this study. This was then refined to take account differences between the 

groups into account and minimise the risk of skewing the data. 

The first refinement was to restrict the treatment group (manufacturing companies) to 

large companies, to ensure comparability with the control group, which consisted of 

Australia’s largest companies, such as banks and telecommunications companies. The 

second refinement recognised that the populations in both groups ranged from unskilled 

workers through to highly skilled white-collar executives. Recognising that due to the 

nature of the work environment, blue-collar employees may be less likely to have access 

to, or understanding of, information about corporate environmental programs, and this 

may unnecessarily skew the results (Klineberg et al., 1998). The target population was 

narrowed to include the white-collar employees in both groups. Even with these 

refinements, it is likely that the theoretical target population would represent tens of 

thousands of employees.  

Sampling and collection 

The data collection began by gathering a list of organisations to represent the control 

group of Australia’s leading sustainable companies. This group, listed in Appendix A, 

consisted of Australian-based non-manufacturing organisations which been rated ‘A’ or 

‘B’ in the 2012 Carbon Disclosure Project for Australia and New Zealand (Carbon 

Disclosure Project, 2012a). These companies are recognised for their high standard of 

commitment to corporate sustainability across a number of years. They include some of 

Australia’s most valuable and prominent companies. 

Next was the treatment group, which is listed in Appendix B. This consisted of 

manufacturing companies listed by the Australian Government Clean Energy Regulator 

in the Liable Entities Public Information Database (LEPID) (Australian Government, 
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2013). This database was chosen as it lists companies with operations in Australia that 

are responsible for significant carbon emissions. It includes manufacturing companies as 

well as mining, energy and resource companies, but only the companies primarily 

involved with manufacturing were considered relevant for this research. 

A target number of 500 responses was set for the survey instrument. This figure was based 

on comparable research using the SLAI, such as Dennis (2004) with 406 survey responses 

and Carroll (2013) with 464 survey responses. However, other studies have used fewer 

participants, such as Lucas (2007) with 245 responses; Dimitrova (2008) with 319; 

Erickson (2013) with 173; Whitman (2014) with 210 responses; and Bagacean (2016) 

also with 210 responses.  

To achieve the desired response target, 75 organisations were selected for the survey. The 

control group consisted of 25 companies and the manufacturing group consisted of 50 

companies. A larger number of manufacturing companies was required to account for the 

size difference between the manufacturing companies and companies in the control 

group, several of which are amongst the largest employers in Australia.  

Business directories and internet searches provided a source for contact names in each of 

the selected organisations. The most senior person whose role description included 

corporate sustainability or corporate social responsibility was contacted by email. They 

were given a brief explanation about the research, provided with the information sheet 

and invited to participate. Where no specific individual could be identified, the same 

request was made through the office of corporate affairs. Where there was no response 

from the first contact, a second contact name was sought, and the process was repeated. 

No further contact was made if there was no response from a second contact attempt. 

Where the representative agreed to participate, he or she was asked to distribute the survey 

to ten employees of various roles and levels of seniority across the organisation. Each 

potential participant was provided with the information sheet and a link to the survey.  

Several of those contacted asked for more information before agreeing to participate. In 

the initial stages of the data collection, a number of organisations asked for confirmation 

that their organisation would not be identifiable from the published results. Although the 

information sheet assured anonymity to the participants, it did not explicitly provide the 
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same assurance to organisations. The information sheet was subsequently amended to 

provide this same assurance to organisations. 

Although some organisations were willing to assist, many others refused outright. There 

appeared to be a general unwillingness, particularly amongst larger organisations, to be 

seen to tacitly endorse the research. Some organisations indicated that they regularly 

receive similar requests and did not, as a matter of policy, support such requests. After 

eight weeks, only 92 responses had been obtained and it became clear that the number of 

survey participants was tracking well below target, particularly in the control group. After 

seeking advice from supervisors, a secondary recruitment strategy was developed to 

target employees working in these organisations. 

After considering alternative ways to recruit participants, the agreed strategy was to use 

social media advertising. This decision was based on an increasing number of successful 

examples of social media recruitment that have appeared in the literature. For example, 

Tan, Forgasz, Leder, and McLeod (2012) analysed three studies that successfully used 

Facebook advertising for survey recruitment. The authors concluded that social media 

can be an effective tool for survey recruitment as it offers great flexibility in terms of 

targeted recruitment.  

The most significant drawback associated with this approach is the risk of self-selection 

bias. This occurs when participants decide for themselves whether or not they should 

participate in a research activity, leading to a result that might be different from the overall 

population. There is also a risk that the population may be skewed because not all people 

are connected to the internet and are willing to disclose key demographic data. In their 

review of social media recruitment strategies,  Tan et al. (2012) recommend authors 

acknowledge this risk but counter such criticism in two ways. First, they argue that 

Facebook reaches more than 75 per cent of the Australian population and therefore its 

representation of entire populations cannot be significantly skewed one way or the other.  

Second, they argue that social media may lower the barriers to participation compared 

with traditional techniques and thereby allow researchers to collect data that might not 

otherwise have been possible. At this point, closing the data collection with less than 20 

per cent of the target seemed unpalatable, and it was decided to acknowledge the risk and 

continue with social media strategy.   



 

 

   Page   108 

To widen the potential audience, the recruitment strategy used both Facebook and 

LinkedIn. Facebook is widely used and is therefore likely to reach a large proportion of 

the target population. LinkedIn, however, has a much smaller user base but is built around 

professional business networks. Both allow advertisers to post different types of 

advertisements, ranging from simple images through to elaborate videos that appear in 

the user’s daily feed. There is no single best approach; advertisers are encouraged to 

experiment with different types of advertising and learn which format is the most effective 

for reaching the target population. 

For this project, the initial advertising campaigns consisted of a simple advertisement that 

displayed a picture, some text and the university logo, which was approved by the 

university’s brand manager. Each advertising campaign was tracked using a unique 

reference code, which allowed the survey completion results to be matched with the 

company. This was to help manage the budget spend and avoid oversampling of a specific 

company.  

Advertisements were presented only to users browsing on a desktop computer. Users 

browsing on a mobile device were not shown advertisements as they were considered 

unlikely to complete a long survey. Advertisements began running continuously for a 

period of seven days, after which the results were analysed for effectiveness.  

The initial click-rates were promising. However, once the survey results were 

downloaded and compared with the advertising spend, it became clear that although many 

participants had responded to the advertisement, few had attempted the survey. Many 

reached the first page of the survey, viewed the information sheet and decided not to 

continue. Based on this, the advertisements were tweaked to provide more information to 

users without having to click through to the survey link.  

Numerous variations were trialled over the next six weeks, each with slight refinements 

to the images and message content. Once the design appeared to work, the daily budgets 

were increased, and the advertisements ran continuously. In large companies, such as 

banks and retailers, the daily advertising spend target was easily achieved as there were 

thousands of registered users. The spend target was rarely achieved in smaller companies 
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where the number of users was fewer than one hundred. The campaigns did not yield any 

responses from 41 of the 75 companies targeted.  

By the end of May 2016, 77 valid responses had been obtained from the secondary 

recruitment strategy. This was disappointing and not consistent with the results reported 

by other researchers. Tan et al. (2012) reported one survey achieved 280 clicks for a cost 

of $120, or around $0.42/click. However, in the first few weeks of this campaign, spend 

rates of $2.17/click for Facebook and $2.01/click for LinkedIn were achieved.  

This difference in cost per click was cause for concern. Bradshaw (2011) reported a 

significant change in Facebook’s pricing strategy as it prepared for listing on the 

NASDAQ. He quoted two studies to illustrate this point. One reported that advertising 

prices had increased by more than 74 per cent in the year. Another reported a quarterly 

increase 22 percent over the prior corresponding period. Bradshaw argued demand for 

advertising on social media platforms had grown rapidly and this increased competition 

for social media space drove up the prices paid by advertisers. As the studies referenced 

by Tan et al. (2012) were conducted between 2010 and 2011, the spend rates are likely to 

be incomparable with spend rates in 2016.  

Another explanation for the increased price is the introduction of video advertising. In 

addition to static images, both Facebook and LinkedIn now offer video advertisements as 

a way to distribute messages in a more engaging and creative format. As technology 

improved, social media sites recognised that their users were watching an increasing 

amount of video content, especially on their mobile devices (Kuchler, 2015). Adding 

video advertising to social media sites allowed advertisers to provide more engaging 

content to target audiences, and as this is more likely to generate a response from users, 

the sites price video advertising at a premium to the regular static images.  

Having again reach saturation with the static images, a new approach was required. Rather 

than persist with static advertising, it was hoped that a video advertisement would appeal 

to those who had not noticed the static images. A 45-second animated video was produced 

at a cost of $250. This video was colourful and engaging, as shown in Figure 9. The 

narrator invited people who were interested in sustainability to participate in this research 
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by completing the survey. It emphasised that the survey could be completed in less than 

ten minutes and assured them of anonymity and confidentiality. 

Although the video was more expensive to run, it provided much more information about 

the survey. It was hoped that users would only click the link to the complete the survey if 

genuinely interested in participating. The video replaced the static advertisements in all 

campaigns from June.  

  

Figure 9 Screenshots from video advertisement 
 

This strategy was somewhat more successful, but the campaign was still limited to 

desktop devices only. Furthermore, unlike static images, Facebook also controls the 

number of video advertisements that are shown to its users per day. Therefore, the period 

of time allowed for video advertising was extended until it failed to generate any new 

responses.  

The video campaign responses peaked in September and all advertising was discontinued 

in November, having generated a further 34 valid responses. This brought the total to 111 

valid responses for the secondary data collection at a cost of $667.41 for advertising. The 

spend on LinkedIn was $180.76, at an average cost of $8.88/thousand impressions. 

Facebook spend was $486.65, at an average cost of $2.29/thousand impressions. This 

equates to a cost of $6.01 per valid survey response, excluding the one-off cost of $250 

to produce the animated video advertisement.  

Once the advertising finished, the campaign data was downloaded and analysed. When 

reviewing the results, it became obvious that the advertising tracking had not been thought 

through adequately. The tracking codes did not capture the campaign source (Facebook 

or LinkedIn) nor the campaign strategy (static image or video) and without this data it 
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was impossible to determine the most effective combinations. Therefore, rather than rely 

on survey completion numbers, future researchers should pay particular attention to 

activities by campaign source and campaign strategy. This may have helped direct 

advertising spend away from the activities that did not generate results. Unfortunately, 

this realisation occurred too late and it is now not possible to determine which campaign 

generated the most completed survey responses. 

Social media advertising has undoubtedly become much more sophisticated in the last 

decade. Mobile device usage has soared and this makes survey design even more critical 

According to its 2016 Financial Results, more than 93 per cent of Facebook’s daily active 

users access the site on a mobile device (Facebook Inc., 2016). Therefore, researchers 

who wish to distribute their survey using social media advertising should carefully 

consider whether the survey design is well supported on a mobile device. In hindsight, it 

may have been better to design a shorter, mobile-friendly survey that used a split-

questionnaire across a larger target population. 

Nonetheless, although the secondary recruitment strategy was much less effective than 

hoped, the process did ultimately succeed in supplementing the primary strategy. At a 

total of 260 responses, it was felt that the survey should be closed as the time and cost 

required to achieve the target number of responses could not be justified. Although the 

number of responses was well below the aspirational target of 500, it was within the range 

of comparable studies. Furthermore, the use of a mixed-methods approach means that the 

large-scale quantitative analysis can be supplemented with a small-scale qualitative 

analysis to help improve reliability. Given this design, the number of survey responses 

should be considered adequate for answering the research question.   

The responses were extracted from Survey Monkey and the file was imported into SPSS 

for statistical analysis. The final results revealed that of the 260 responses, 203 completed 

the survey to produce a valid result, generating a completion rate of 78 per cent. Many of 

the incomplete responses were due to participants abandoning the survey after only one 

or two minutes, but this was reduced by refining the advertisements over time.  
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The results of the data collection by group and by strategy are presented below in Table 

4. Although the overall number of responses from both groups and strategies are similar, 

there are some differences worth exploring.    

Strategy 
Manufacturing Control Total 

Attempted Completed % Attempted Completed % Attempted Completed % 

Primary 77 65 84% 36 27 75% 113 92 81% 
Secondary 44 39 89% 103 72 70% 147 111 76% 

Total 121 104 86% 139 99 71% 260 203 78% 
Table 4 Survey completion by group and strategy 
 

It is worth noting that the secondary strategy had a lower completion rate than the primary 

strategy (76 per cent versus 81 per cent). This may be due to the lack of organisational 

endorsement for the activity, as previously indicated. Furthermore, at 50 questions, the 

survey is quite long, and some people may have felt unwilling to invest their personal 

leisure time completing a long survey. Unfortunately, it was not possible to shorten the 

survey any further without risking comparability. All of the SLAI leadership questions 

were retained to ensure consistency with other research, but some questions were 

removed from the EAS section. 

Notwithstanding the difference in completion rates due to strategy, respondents in the 

manufacturing companies had a higher overall completion rate than the respondents from 

the control group (86 per cent versus 71 per cent). This is somewhat intriguing as the data 

otherwise indicate that the survey populations were relatively similar. One possible 

explanation is that the manufacturing respondents were slightly more interested in the 

topic than users in the control group. This point will be discussed further in the qualitative 

analysis. 

4.2 QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS 

The survey respondents were a random cross-section of people working in the selected 

organisations. Table 5 summarises the demographic characteristics of the respondents, 

indicating that the two groups had roughly similar characteristics. 

Item Response 

Manufacturing Control Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Valid responses 104  99  203  
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Unique companies 21   13   34   
Primary Recruitment 75 72.1% 29 29.2% 104 51.2% 

Secondary Recruitment 29 27.9% 70 70.8% 99 48.7% 
Gender Male 75 72.1% 49 49.5% 124 61.1% 

 Female 29 27.9% 48 48.5% 77 37.9% 

  No Response     2   2   

Age 20-24 0 0.0% 1 1.0% 1 0.5% 
 25-29 7 6.7% 9 9.1% 16 7.9% 
 30-34 1 1.0% 21 21.2% 22 10.8% 
 35-39 15 14.4% 15 15.2% 30 14.8% 
 40-44 25 24.0% 23 23.2% 48 23.6% 
 45-49 29 27.9% 15 15.2% 44 21.7% 
 50-54 17 16.3% 8 8.1% 25 12.3% 
 55-59 6 5.8% 6 6.1% 12 5.9% 
 60-64 4 3.8% 1 1.0% 5 2.5% 

 Table 5 Survey demographics 
 

There were 104 valid responses received from 21 unique companies in the manufacturing 

group, and 99 valid responses from 13 unique companies in the control group. There was 

a higher number of responses by company in the control group (7.6 responses per 

company) compared with the manufacturing group (5.0 responses per company) but this 

is due to the considerable size differences between the companies in the two groups. The 

control group contains companies such as Westpac, Telstra, NAB, and Wesfarmers, 

which are amongst the country’s largest employers. Many of the manufacturing 

companies, by comparison, are local subsidiaries of much larger multinational parent 

companies.  

The data indicate a slightly lower proportion of female respondents in the manufacturing 

group than in the control group. This is consistent with government data that shows 

females represent 27.3 per cent of the manufacturing workforce, but 46.2 per cent of the 

overall workforce (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016a). Similarly, the age of the 

manufacturing sector respondents was slightly higher than the control group. The 

manufacturing group had a median age of 45-49 years, compared with a median age of 

40-44 years for the control group. This again is consistent with government employment 

statistics showing that 49.2 per cent of hours worked are by those under 40 years of age 

in the general workforce, but only 46.6 per cent by those under 40 in the manufacturing 

sector (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016a). 
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These slight differences in demographics appear to mirror the population attributes. That 

is, age and gender distributions match those reported in government statistics. Therefore, 

the composition of the groups should not interfere with reliability of the survey results. 

4.2.1 Hypothesis	Testing	

Hypotheses were developed from the literature to answer the three research questions. 

The first hypothesis, H1, proposed that leaders in the manufacturing group would report 

lower levels of values-based transformational leadership than leaders in the control group.  

H2 proposed leaders in the manufacturing group would report lower levels of 

ecocentricism than leaders in the control group. Finally, H3 proposed that employees in 

the manufacturing group would report a significantly lower proportion of ‘sustainable 

leadership’ than in the control group.  

The null hypothesis is used for this type of statistical analysis. Therefore, the three 

hypotheses were reframed in the negative and unless a statistically significant difference 

could be shown, the hypothesis of difference would not be supported. 

 
• H01 Employees in the manufacturing group will not report lower levels of values-based 

transformation leadership than leaders in the control group. 
• H02 Employees in the manufacturing group will not report lower levels of ecocentric 

paradigm than leaders in the manufacturing group. 
• H03 Employees in the manufacturing group will not report a significantly lower 

proportion of ‘sustainable leaders’ than in the control group. 
 

Employees were asked to indicate their level of agreement with various statements about 

a specific leader’s behaviours. Responses were scored on a seven-point Likert scale, 

ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. This was recorded in SPSS as one to 

seven respectively. Each question was associated with an analytical factor, and each 

response was associated with a group. The responses were aggregated by analytical factor 

and group. An independent samples test was then conducted to compare the mean and 

standard deviation for the 104 manufacturing responses against the 99 control group 

responses. The results are displayed below in Table 6. 
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 Manufacturing Group Control Group Independent  
Samples test 

n=104  n=99   
  Mean Std. Dev Mean Std. Dev t df Sig 2-tail 
Total Leadership 4.020 0.914 4.065 1.174 -0.308 201 0.758 
Total Environment 3.229 0.686 3.233 0.678 -0.041 201 0.968 
        

Table 6 Summary of results 
 

In the case of the leadership dimension, the manufacturing group (M=4.020, SD=0.914) 

and the control group (M=4.065, SD=1.174) did not have a significant difference, 

t(201)=-0.308, p = 0.758. Therefore, H01 must be accepted and we conclude that there 

was no difference in leadership behaviour between the two groups. 

Similarly, for the environmental dimension, the manufacturing group (M=3.229, 

SD=0.686) and the control group (M=3.233, SD=0.678) did not have a significant 

difference, t(201)=-0.041, p = 0.968. Therefore, H02 was also be accepted and we must 

conclude there was no difference in environmental attitudes between the two groups. 

As both H01 and H02 were accepted, it follows that H03 was also accepted. The incidence 

of sustainable leadership is no lower in manufacturing companies than in the control 

group, and therefore sustainable leadership does not explain why the Australian 

manufacturing sector appears to be slower to embrace corporate sustainability than other 

industry sectors.  

The implication of this finding will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6 but it was, 

nonetheless, an unexpected result. It runs contrary to what should have been indicated by 

the literature. To understand this further, the leadership dimension and the environmental 

dimension are analysed in detail below. 

4.2.2 Leadership	dimension	

The first part of the survey investment used the SLAI to measure the perceived level of 

servant leadership across the two groups. The 42 questions were aggregated into seven 

analytical factors, which correspond to attributes of servant leadership as described by 

Patterson (2003). Starting with agapaó love, these seven factors build upon each other to 

result in an act of service, as illustrated below in Figure 10. The total score for all seven 

SLAI factors provides an overall result for the leadership dimension. 
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Figure 10 Patterson’s (2003) model of Servant Leadership 
 

 

Table 7 shows the key statistics for the leadership questions by the seven analytical 

factors. The overall result shows that the manufacturing group had a lower mean (4.020) 

and a lower standard deviation (0.914) compared with the control group mean (4.065) 

and standard deviation (1.174).  

 
 Manufacturing Group Control Group Independent Samples test 

N=104 n=99    
  Mean Std. Dev Mean Std. Dev t df Sig 2-tail 
Love 4.139 1.072 4.241 1.359 -0.595 201 0.552 
Humility 4.085 1.130 4.027 1.321 0.340 201 0.734 
Altruism 3.700 1.067 3.636 1.304 0.384 201 0.701 
Vision 3.519 1.316 3.808 1.405 -1.515 201 0.131 
Trust 4.446 0.948 4.436 1.137 0.063 201 0.950 
Empowerment 4.370 1.004 4.276 1.159 0.622 201 0.535 
Service 3.884 1.024 4.034 1.366 -0.884 201 0.378 
Total Leadership 4.020 0.914 4.065 1.174 -0.308 201 0.758 

 
Table 7 Leadership results by group 
 

Prima facie, this result was expected because it indicates that employees in the 

manufacturing sector perceive lower levels of servant leadership than employees in the 

control group. As the literature suggests, corporate sustainability is strongly associated 

with values-based transformational leadership and companies that have demonstrated a 

high commitment to corporate sustainability would be expected to develop and foster 

such leadership behaviours.  

However, an examination of seven analytical factors reveals a slightly more interesting 

picture. Three of the seven analytical factors (Service, Love and Vision) have means that 
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are lower than the control group and the remaining four analytical factors (Trust, 

Altruism, Empowerment and Humility) have means higher than the control group. 

Therefore, even though the overall mean is higher, there may be differences in the way 

that servant leadership operates in the manufacturing sector. 

To determine if the differences in the analytical factors were significant, independent  

t-tests were performed to compare the means of each of the analytical factors in the 

manufacturing group with the control group. In each case the differences were not 

significant at a 95 per cent confidence level (𝛼  = 0.05). Therefore, the leadership 

behaviours in both the manufacturing and the control group were effectively the same. 

One of the advantages of using a standard survey instrument is that the results may be 

compared with other published studies to provide a form of data triangulation. Where the 

results are consistent with comparable studies, the researcher may feel more confident 

that the survey instrument has provided valid data. Any differences may provide avenues 

for further investigation. 

A library search revealed six recent studies that used the SLAI to measure servant 

leadership. Unfortunately, four of these studies were not comparable. One used modified 

questions (Lucas, 2007); one had been administered on a self-report basis (Craig, 2014); 

one had been translated into a language other than English (Bagacean, 2016); and one did 

not report sufficient data to make analysis possible (Boyer, 2012). This left two studies 

Whitman (2014) and Carroll (2013) that could be considered directly comparable with 

this research project.    

Whitman (2014) examined the relationship between servant leadership and teacher 

efficacy. She suggested that if servant leadership could be correlated with a teacher’s 

sense of efficacy, more could be done by administrators to prevent teachers from leaving 

their chosen profession. The SLAI was used to measure the level of servant leadership. 

Unfortunately, the researcher could not demonstrate this correlation, despite a 

relationship being indicated by the literature and demonstrated though other studies.  

Carroll (2013) used the SLAI to measure servant leadership in his cross-cultural study of 

leadership in the IT industry. This research compared servant leadership of 234 

respondents in the United States with 232 respondents in India to determine whether 
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servant leadership was a global construct. With the exception of vision, the research 

revealed no significant difference between the attributes of servant leadership 

hypothesised by Patterson (2003). Carroll concluded that servant leadership can indeed 

be regarded as a global leadership construct.  

It is also noteworthy that Carroll (2013) found a statistically significant difference in 

vision when comparing Indian IT leaders with American IT leaders. He suggested this 

difference might be associated societal differences, as indicated by the Cultural 

Leadership Theory (House, 2004). To test whether the same could be said for Australian 

leaders, the results of these two studies, which covered three different populations, were 

compared with the control group to identify any statistical differences.  

As shown in Table 8, an independent t-test was performed for each combination of 

leadership attribute and sample population to test for statistically significant differences. 

In total, 21 independent t-tests were performed. With only one exception, the null 

hypothesis could not be rejected. Therefore, no statistically significant difference between 

leaders in Australia and the comparison populations could be found. The one exception 

was in the attribute of vision, where there was a significant difference between Australian 

leaders and Indian IT leaders with t(359)=3.025, p=0.003.  

This statistically significant difference matches Carroll’s earlier findings when comparing 

Indian IT managers with American IT leaders and suggests that societal differences can  

influence the way that leadership is perceived. It also provides additional reassurance that 

the results from this survey are reliable as there is no evidence of a  statistically 

significantly difference between Australian leaders in this survey with American IT 

leaders from Carroll’s study. 
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Attribute Population sample 
size Mean std dev t df  sig 2-

tail 
Love Control group 203 4.24 1.36       

 Indian IT 262 4.22 1.41 -0.121 359 0.903 
 US IT 264 4.15 1.66 -0.482 361 0.630 

  US Teaching 210 3.98 1.66 -1.358 307 0.176 
Humility Control group 203 4.03 1.32       

 Indian IT 262 4.04 1.45 0.060 359 0.952 
 US IT 264 4.01 1.66 -0.108 361 0.914 

  US Teaching 210 3.99 1.55 -0.222 307 0.825 
Altruism Control group 99 3.64 1.30       

 Indian IT 262 3.96 1.52 1.854 359 0.065 
 US IT 264 3.69 1.75 0.259 361 0.796 

  US Teaching 210 3.72 1.52 0.451 307 0.652 
Vision Control group 203 3.81 1.40       

 Indian IT 262 4.32 1.44 3.025 359 0.003  
 US IT 264 3.85 1.75 0.204 361 0.838 

  US Teaching 210 3.87 1.54 0.299 307 0.765 
Trust Control group 203 4.44 1.14       

 Indian IT 262 4.28 1.51 -0.956 359 0.340 
 US IT 264 4.35 1.59 -0.516 361 0.607 

  US Teaching 210 4.27 1.45 -1.026 307 0.306 
Empowerment Control group 203 4.28 1.16       

 Indian IT 262 4.28 1.41 0.000 359 1.000 
 US IT 264 4.21 1.62 -0.394 361 0.694 

  US Teaching 210 4.24 1.48 -0.237 307 0.813 
Service Control group 203 4.03 1.37       

 Indian IT 262 4.17 1.45 0.831 359 0.407 
 US IT 264 4.02 1.62 -0.055 361 0.957 

  US Teaching 210 3.99 1.48 -0.227 307 0.821 
Table 8 Comparison of SLAI results 
	

4.2.3 Environmental	dimension	

A modified version of the EAS was used to measure the perceived level of environmental 

concern of leaders in the two groups. Participants were again asked to think of a leader 

they knew well and indicate their level of agreement with various statements about the 

leader’s behaviour. The eight questions were aggregated into two analytical factors.  

Table 9 shows the key statistics for the environmental questions, summarised by the two 

analytical factors. The overall result shows that the manufacturing group had a higher 

mean (3.229) compared with the control group (3.233). This was an unexpected result, as 

the literature suggests that employees in high-performing sustainability companies should 

observe a greater concern for the environment than employees in the manufacturing 

sector.  
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Manufacturing Group Control Group Independent  

Samples test 

n=104	  n=99   

  Mean Std. Dev Mean Std. Dev t df Sig 2-tail 
Internal 2.704 0.876 2.720 0.851 -0.127 201 0.899 
External 2.501 0.527 2.495 0.556 0.081 201 0.936 
Total Environment 3.229 0.686 3.233 0.678 -0.041 201 0.968 

Table 9 Environmental results by group 
 

The internal factor in the EAS refers to the extent to which behaviour is affected by 

personal beliefs. A leader may use these beliefs to moderate his or her own behaviour in 

the workplace, and this may be observed by the leader’s subordinates. Similarly, the 

external dimension refers to the extent to which individuals moderate their behaviour 

based on the beliefs of others. In this case, the leader may moderate his or her behaviour 

based on the corporate culture.   

There has been some debate in the literature to suggest that environmental attitudes are 

more personal than situational. This implies that the internal factor would have a greater 

impact on sustainability than the external factor (Kortenkamp & Moore, 2001). We might 

therefore conceive a leader who has a low level of concern for the environment, but feigns 

concern based on the corporate culture. In this case, the leader’s subordinates may 

perceive the leader as insincere or disingenuous. For this reason, it is important to 

consider both analytical factors as well as the total environmental differences when 

testing the differences between the two groups. 

The analysis, however, does not reveal a significant difference between the two groups in 

either the internal or external factor, nor does it reveal a difference at an aggregate level. 

Using an independent samples test, the means of the two groups could not be shown 

significant at a 95 per cent confidence level (𝛼 = 0.05). There is no evidence to suggest 

that the environmental attitudes of leaders in the two groups differ and therefore this 

cannot explain differences in concern for corporate sustainability between the industry 

groups. 
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4.2.4 Correlation	between	leadership	and	environmental	concern		

Having found no statistically significant difference between the manufacturing group and 

the control group, further analysis was undertaken to review some of the fundamental 

assumptions used in forming the hypotheses.  

This research assumed that sustainable leadership could identified as a distinct leadership 

type, as has been earlier hypothesised (Brandt, 2016).  To test if this were true, a 

scatterplot of the survey data was produced, mapping respondents’ leadership scores 

against their environmental scores, as shown in Figure 11. This shows a clustering of data 

points towards the top-right quadrant, corresponding to the sustainable leader type.  

This clustering was expected for the employees in the control group, indicated by the 

light-coloured dots, as these companies were chosen for their public commitment to 

corporate sustainability. However, the chart shows a similar clustering for employees in 

the manufacturing group, indicated by the dark-coloured dots. The implications of this 

finding are discussed later in this section, but this data does not, in itself, support the 

existence of a ‘Sustainable Leader’ type. 

Nonetheless, the scatterplot does indicate some relationship between the two scores. A 

Pearson analysis showed that there was a moderate correlation between the leadership 

score and environmental score with r(201) = .361, p < .001. That is, leaders who display 

high degrees of ecocentricism are moderately more likely to display higher degrees of 

values-based leadership.  
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Figure 11 Scatterplot of survey responses by group 
 

This correlation supports the findings of scholars, such as Groves and LaRocca (2011) 

and Carter and Greer (2013), who have linked values-based leadership with 

organisational performance. The original conception of transformational leadership by 

Bass (1997) did not emphasise the importance of values; subsequent research, following 

the collapse of Enron, Parmalat, Bear Stearns and WorldCom, has defined authentic 

transformational leadership as one where leaders regulate their behaviours based on  their 

personal values and ability to express concern for others.  

This research also assumed that the incidence of sustainable leadership within a company 

would increase with the company’s commitment to sustainability. High performing 

sustainable companies, such as those in the control group, are considered to have 

institutionalised their sustainable behaviours (Lozano, 2012). This should be manifest in 

terms of the attitudes and behaviours of its leaders. Unfortunately, this research could not 

validate that assumption.  

In fact, when comparing the incidence of servant leadership, Table 8 shows that 

employees in the control group were not significantly different to US teachers or US 

information technology professionals. This suggests that the company’s commitment to 

corporate sustainability is likely to be unrelated to the incidence of sustainable leadership 

within the company. There must be other factors that play a more significant role in 
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determining a company’s commitment to corporate sustainability than the attitudes and 

behaviours of leaders within the company.  

Nonetheless, the correlation observed in Figure 11 is worthy of further investigation as it 

suggests that follower perception of leadership behaviours may predict the follower’s 

perception of environmental attitudes. That is, leaders who are perceived to use a values-

based transformational leadership style may be considered by their followers to be more 

likely to display pro-environmental attitudes. To understand and test this relationship in 

more detail, further regression analysis was performed on the survey data, with the 

assistance of the Charles Sturt University’s Qualitative Consulting Unit. 

4.3 ADDITIONAL HYPOTHESES 

Having demonstrated a moderate correlation between leadership behaviour and 

environmental attitude, additional hypotheses were developed to explore this relationship 

in more detail. 21 new hypotheses were developed to understand the ability of a specific 

leadership behaviour (independent variable) to predict a perceived environmental attitude 

(dependent variable). Again, the null hypothesis was taken on the assumption that no 

relationship exists unless explicitly found otherwise. 

The first scenario was to determine whether any of the leadership attributes are 

significantly related to perceived internal environmental attitude.  That is, to what extent 

does a specific leadership behaviour predict the level to which a follower perceives that 

their leader’s actions are based on internal beliefs.  

The following model describes the hypothesised relationships: 
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Figure 12 Internal leadership hypotheses 
 

This implies the following additional null hypotheses: 

• H04 Humility is not a significant predictor of internal environmental attitude 
• H05 Vision is not a significant predictor of internal environmental attitude 
• H06 Empowerment is not a significant predictor of internal environmental attitude 
• H07 Serving is not a significant predictor of internal environmental attitude 
• H08 Loving is not a significant predictor of internal environmental attitude 
• H09 Trusting is not a significant predictor of internal environmental attitude 
• H010 Altruism is not a significant predictor of internal environmental attitude 

 
 
 

The second scenario was to determine whether any of the leadership attributes are 

significantly related to perceived external environmental attitude.  That is, to what extent 

does a specific leadership behaviour predict the level to which a follower perceives that 

their leader’s actions are based on external forces, such as organisational culture.  This 

implies the following additional hypotheses, which are shown diagrammatically in Figure 

13. 

The following model describes the hypothesised relationships: 
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Figure 13 External leadership hypotheses 
 

These, again, imply the following null hypotheses: 

• H011 Humility is not a significant predictor of external environmental attitude 
• H012 Vision is not a significant predictor of external environmental attitude 
• H013 Empowerment is not a significant predictor of external environmental attitude 
• H014 Serving is not a significant predictor of external environmental attitude 
• H015 Loving is not a significant predictor of external environmental attitude 
• H016 Trusting is not a significant predictor of external environmental attitude 
• H017 Altruism is not a significant predictor of external environmental attitude 

 

The third scenario considers whether any of the leadership attributes are significantly 

related to the overall perceived environmental attitude.  That is, to what extent does a 

specific leadership behaviour predict the level to which a follower perceives that their 

leader’s actions are irrespective of their origin?  This implies the following additional 

hypotheses, which are shown diagrammatically in Figure 14. 

The following model describes the hypothesised relationships: 
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Figure 14 Total leadership hypotheses 
 

These, again, imply the following null hypotheses: 

• H018 Humility is not a significant predictor of total environmental attitude 
• H019 Vision is not a significant predictor of total environmental attitude 
• H020 Empowerment is not a significant predictor of total environmental attitude 
• H021 Serving is not a significant predictor of total environmental attitude 
• H022 Loving is not a significant predictor of total environmental attitude 
• H023 Trusting is not a significant predictor of total environmental attitude 
• H024 Altruism is not a significant predictor of total environmental attitude 

 

4.4 ADDITIONAL ANALYSIS 

Before undertaking the additional analysis, it was necessary to conform the normality 

assumption for the three dependent variables: internal, external and total environmental 

attitudes. This analysis was conducted using SPSS (version 24). The histograms 

represented below in Figure 15, Figure 16 and Figure 17 confirm that for the sake of this 

analysis, the three dependent variables can be taken as normally distributed.  
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Figure 15 Internal leadership histogram 

 

Figure 16 External leadership histogram 
 

 

Figure 17 Total leadership histogram 
 

 

 

The next stage of the analysis was to determine the optimal linear regression model for 

testing for each of the three scenarios. It is not straightforward to test the interactions for 

those candidate predictor variables included in a regression model using SPSS. Therefore, 

the free statistical software R was used for this purpose. The selection of the best model 

was based on Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) scores, which determines, from a set 

of candidate models, the model with the least amount of information loss (Akaike, 1974). 
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Although AIC is commonly used for model selection, it is important to remember that the 

AIC does not deal with the absolute quality of a model.  

4.4.1 Scenario	1	

In the first scenario, the seven candidate predictor variables (Serving, Loving, Trusting, 

Altruism, Empowerment, Humility, and Visionary) were tested against the internal 

leadership dimension to determine which variables best explain the data. However, it 

necessary to check for interaction between the predictor variables before undertaking the 

regression analysis. Patterson’s (2003) Servant Leadership model, which was shown in 

Figure 10, indicates possible two-way and three-way interactions, but these were 

eliminated by calculating the AIC score for each possible two-way, three-way and four-

way model. The five-way, six-way and seven-way combinations were not tested as such 

models become increasingly improbable and not supported by the original research. As 

this generates a lower AIC score than the various alternatives, the alternate interactions 

were not tested. 

A summary of the models tested in Scenario 1 in presented below in Table 10 and the 

coefficients for each step are presented in Table 11.  Based on the AIC and the principle 

of parsimony, model 6 with predictors of  Serving and Loving should be taken as the 

optimal model (AIC  = 457.939; BIC = 471.191; LogLik = –224.969). However, it could 

also be argued that the results of model 5 could be preferred as the AIC results are similar 

(AIC  = 457.340; BIC = 473.906; LogLik = –223.670) but the adjusted R Square value of 

0.272 represents a better explanation. 

  



 

 

   Page   129 

Scenario 1: Model Summary 
Mod

el 

R R 

Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error 

of the 

Estimate 

Change Statistics 

R Square 

Change 

F 

Change 

df1 df2 Sig. F 

Change 

1 .537a .289 .263 .74011 .289 11.300 7 195 .000 

2 .537b .289 .267 .73825 .000 .012 1 195 .914 

3 .536c .287 .269 .73699 -.001 .330 1 196 .567 

4 .534d .285 .271 .73629 -.002 .628 1 197 .429 

5 .532e .283 .272 .73553 -.002 .587 1 198 .445 

6 .523f .274 .266 .73840 -.009 2.564 1 199 .111 
 
a. Predictors: (Constant), Humility, Visionary, Empowerment, Serving, Loving, Trusting, Altruism 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Humility, Visionary, Serving, Loving, Trusting, Altruism 
c. Predictors: (Constant), Visionary, Serving, Loving, Trusting, Altruism 
d. Predictors: (Constant), Visionary, Serving, Loving, Altruism 
e. Predictors: (Constant), Visionary, Serving, Loving 
f. Predictors: (Constant), Serving, Loving 

 
Table 10 Model summary: internal environment 
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Scenario 1: Coefficients 
Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. Collinearity Statistics 

B Std. Error Beta Tolerance VIF 

1 (Constant) 1.228 .238  5.161 .000   

Serving .125 .089 .174 1.403 .162 .237 4.225 

Loving .199 .106 .282 1.880 .062 .163 6.146 

Visionary .085 .060 .134 1.412 .159 .407 2.458 

Trusting -.063 .114 -.076 -.554 .580 .192 5.197 

Altruism .093 .103 .128 .896 .371 .180 5.544 

Empowerment -.010 .090 -.012 -.109 .914 .289 3.466 

Humility -.042 .074 -.060 -.573 .567 .331 3.024 
2 (Constant) 1.222 .232  5.276 .000   

Serving .125 .089 .174 1.404 .162 .237 4.222 

Loving .198 .105 .279 1.887 .061 .166 6.035 

Visionary .083 .059 .132 1.417 .158 .418 2.391 

Trusting -.069 .100 -.083 -.687 .493 .247 4.050 

Altruism .093 .103 .128 .900 .369 .180 5.544 

Humility -.042 .074 -.060 -.574 .567 .331 3.024 
3 (Constant) 1.209 .230  5.254 .000   

Serving .110 .085 .153 1.295 .197 .260 3.852 

Loving .187 .103 .264 1.818 .071 .171 5.849 

Visionary .088 .058 .140 1.517 .131 .427 2.343 

Trusting -.078 .099 -.095 -.792 .429 .254 3.942 

Altruism .084 .102 .116 .828 .409 .184 5.432 
4 (Constant) 1.109 .192  5.781 .000   

Serving .103 .084 .144 1.225 .222 .262 3.816 

Loving .147 .089 .207 1.642 .102 .226 4.420 

Visionary .081 .057 .128 1.407 .161 .439 2.279 

Altruism .078 .101 .107 .766 .445 .185 5.395 
5 (Constant) 1.099 .191  5.748 .000   

Serving .128 .077 .179 1.657 .099 .309 3.234 

Loving .186 .074 .262 2.522 .012 .333 3.001 

Visionary .090 .056 .142 1.601 .111 .458 2.182 
6 (Constant) 1.109 .192  5.785 .000   

Serving .175 .072 .244 2.424 .016 .360 2.780 

Loving .218 .071 .307 3.059 .003 .360 2.780 

a. Dependent Variable: Internal 
Table 11 Coefficients: internal environment 
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In this scenario, the regression revealed that the serving, loving and visionary elements 

are the most significant in predicting the internal environmental score. We could therefore 

conclude the following: 

 
• H04 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between humility and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H05 is not accepted and there is a significant relationship between vision and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H06 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between empowerment and 

internal environmental attitude  
• H07 is not accepted and there is a significant relationship between serving and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H08 is not accepted and there is a significant relationship between loving and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H09 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between trusting and internal 

environmental attitude 
• H010 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between altruism and internal 

environmental attitude 
 

When the internal environmental score was predicted, it was found that serving (b = 0.179, p < 

0.99), loving (b = 0.262, p < 0.012) and vision (b = 0.142, p < 0.111) were significant predictors, 

but the overall model fit was r2 = 0.272. Although there are a range of scholarly opinions around 

an acceptable r2, value, Falk and Miller (1992) argue that values should be equal to or greater than 

0.10 in order for the variable to be considered adequate. Using this benchmark, this model could 

be considered to be moderately reliable in terms of its predictive ability. 
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4.4.2 Scenario	2	

The method described above was repeated for Scenario 2 against the External 

Environment dimension.  Again, the seven candidate predictor variables were tested for 

interaction and the AIC values for each possible two-step, three-step and four-step model 

was calculated and compared with the main effects model.  This analysis again confirmed 

that the main effects model was the optimal to be used for the regression analysis. 

A summary of the models tested in Scenario 2 is presented below in Table 12 and Table 

13. For the sake of clarity, only the key models have been described. Unlike Scenario 1, 

the adjusted R-square values in each of these models is very low, indicating that none of 

these models could be considered reliable. Nonetheless, for the sake of the analysis, 

model 7 can be considered the optimal model (AIC = 328.824; BIC = 335.450; LogLik = 

–162.412).  This showed that Vision is the best predictor variable for External Leadership, 

but this must be considered alongside the overall model summary, which does not present 

a compelling case for consideration. 

 
Scenario 2: Model Summary 
Mod

el 

R R 

Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error 

of the 

Estimate 

Change Statistics 

R Square 

Change 

F 

Change 

df1 df2 Sig. F 

Change 

1 .171a .029 .010 .53723 .029 1.499 4 198 .204 

2 .170b .029 .014 .53600 .000 .092 1 198 .762 

3 .140c .020 .010 .53724 -.009 1.927 1 199 .167 

4 .109d .012 .007 .53797 -.008 1.542 1 200 .216 

5 .000e .000 .000 .53988 -.012 2.438 1 201 .120 
 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Altruism, Visionary, Serving, Loving 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Altruism, Visionary, Serving 
c. Predictors: (Constant), Altruism, Visionary 
d. Predictors: (Constant), Visionary 
e. Predictor: (constant) 

 
Table 12 Model summary: external leadership 
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Scenario 2: Coefficientsa 
Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. Collinearity Statistics 

B Std. Error Beta Toleranc

e 

VIF 

1 (Constant) 2.344 .140  16.753 .000   

Serving .078 .061 .174 1.269 .206 .262 3.816 

Loving .020 .065 .045 .304 .762 .226 4.420 

Visionary .061 .042 .153 1.451 .148 .439 2.279 

Altruism -.125 .074 -.276 -1.694 .092 .185 5.395 

2 (Constant) 2.358 .132  17.819 .000   

Serving .082 .059 .184 1.388 .167 .279 3.589 

Visionary .062 .042 .157 1.493 .137 .443 2.255 

Altruism -.113 .061 -.248 -1.852 .066 .273 3.664 

3 (Constant) 2.418 .125  19.281 .000   

Visionary .079 .040 .199 1.980 .049 .485 2.063 

Altruism -.057 .046 -.125 -1.242 .216 .485 2.063 

4 (Constant) 2.339 .108  21.592 .000   

Visionary .043 .028 .109 1.561 .120 1.000 1.000 

5 (Constant) 2.498 .038  65.916 .000   

a. Dependent Variable: External 
Table 13 Coefficients: external leadership 
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Putting aside, for a moment, the concerns raised above, the regression has revealed that 

vision was the most significant in predicting the external environmental score. Using this 

alone we would therefore conclude: 

 
• H011 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between humility and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H012 is not accepted and there is a significant relationship between vision and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H013 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between empowerment and 

internal environmental attitude  
• H014 is accepted and there is no a significant relationship between serving and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H015 is accepted and there is no a significant relationship between loving and internal 

environmental attitude. 
• H016 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between trusting and internal 

environmental attitude 
• H017 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between altruism and internal 

environmental attitude 
 

When the internal environmental score was predicted using this model, it was found that 

only vision (b = 0.109, p < 0.120) was a significant predictor. The overall model fit of 

this model was r2 = 0.012, indicating that the model is well below the benchmark of Falk 

and Miller (1992) described above. On this basis, scenario 2 was ignored.	

4.4.3 Scenario	3:	

The third scenario represented the analysis conducted over the entire leadership 

dimension, i.e. incorporating both the Internal and External leadership dimensions. This 

is, of course superfluous because the overall fit of the external environmental dimension 

fell well short of the generally accepted benchmark and any variability seen in this 

scenario would already be captured from the analysis conducted in Scenario 1.  

Nonetheless, a summary of the analysis is presented for completeness in Table 14 and 

Table 15 below. 
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Scenario 3: Model Summary 
Mod

el 

R R 

Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error 

of the 

Estimate 

Change Statistics 

R Square 

Change 

F 

Change 

df1 df2 Sig. F 

Change 

1 .386a .149 .140 .63121 .149 17.461 2 200 .000 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Visionary, Serving 

 
Table 14 Model summary: total leadership 
 
 
Scenario 3: Coefficientsa 
Model Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. Collinearity Statistics 

B Std. Error Beta Toleranc

e 

VIF 

1 (Constant) 2.375 .154  15.396 .000   

Serving .131 .052 .232 2.503 .013 .495 2.021 

Visionary .092 .046 .184 1.987 .048 .495 2.021 

a. Dependent Variable: Total Environment 

 
Table 15 Coefficients: total leadership 

This analysis showed that the model with serving and vision was optimal, and on that 

basis only two hypotheses could not be accepted. 
 

• H018 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between humility and total 
environmental attitude. 

• H019 is not accepted and there is a significant relationship between vision and total 
environmental attitude. 

• H020 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between empowerment and total 
environmental attitude  

• H021 is not accepted and there is no a significant relationship between serving and total 
environmental attitude. 

• H022 is accepted and there is no a significant relationship between loving and total 
environmental attitude. 

• H023 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between trusting and total 
environmental attitude 

• H024 is accepted and there is no significant relationship between altruism and total 
environmental attitude 

 



 

 

   Page   136 

When the total environmental score was estimated using this model, it was found that 

serving (b = 0.232, p < 0.013) and vision (b = 0.184, p < 0.048) were significant 

predictors. The overall model fit of this model was r2 = 0.149, which is above the 

benchmark of Falk and Miller (1992), but lower than the value calculated for the internal 

environmental attitude calculated on page 128. On this basis, the Total Environment 

scenario was also ignored. 

4.4.4 Summary	of	regression	analysis	

The following table summarises the results of the additional regression analysis for the 

three scenarios. 

Scenario Hypothesis Leadership Environment Relationship 
Scenario 1 H4 humility internal No 
 H5 vision internal Yes 
 H6 empowerment internal No 
 H7 serving internal Yes 
 H8 loving internal Yes 
 H9 trusting internal No 
  H10 altruism internal No 
Scenario 2 H11 humility external No 
 H12 vision external Yes 
 H13 empowerment external No 
 H14 serving external No 
 H15 loving external No 
 H16 trusting external No 
  H17 altruism external No 
Scenario 3 H18 humility total No 
 H19 vision total Yes 
 H20 empowerment total No 
 H21 serving total Yes 
 H22 loving total No 
 H23 trusting total No 
  H24 altruism total No 

Table 16 Summary of regression analysis 
 

Although none of the three scenarios present a compelling explanation of the relationship 

between leadership behaviours and environmental attitude, several hypotheses could be 

supported by the analysis. H5, H7 and H8 indicate that vision, serving and loving can 

predict the internal environmental score.  H12 indicates that vision can also be used to 

predict the external environmental score. At a total level, H19 and H21 indicate that vision 

and service were significant predictors. In terms of overall model reliability, the internal 
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model (r2 = 0.272) was significantly more reliable than the external model (r2 = 0.012), 

with the overall model sitting in-between. 

It is unsurprising that service emerged as a significant factor. The concept of Servant 

Leadership promoted by Greenleaf (1977) saw leadership stemming from an innate 

(internal) desire to serve others. Service was not a significant predictor to the external 

environmental attitude and it is therefore likely that leaders who display high degrees of 

internal environmental behaviour also display behaviours which followers recognise as 

providing service based on the leader’s personal attributes, rather than an organisational 

expectation. 

More surprising is the prominence of vision, which was a significant variable in all three 

scenarios. Based on this, it might be argued that vision, unlike service, can be adventitious 

as well as innate, although, as indicated above, the reliability of the external model is low, 

and it would be safer in this analysis to focus on the internal model.  Therefore, the 

explanation for this might be due to the fact that leaders who convey messages of vision 

are deemphasising the importance of short-term behaviours in business decision making. 

This would be entirely consistent with a pro-environmental attitude, which would always 

incorporate consideration for the long-term impact of an action on the planet or on society. 

4.5 COMMENTS ON QUANTITATIVE STUDY 

The research question, outlined in chapter 1, sought to understand whether sustainable 

leadership could explain the perceived lack of interest in corporate sustainability 

displayed by Australian manufacturing. The quantitative analysis undertaken above 

shows that the hypotheses supporting this perception cannot be supported.  

Although this conclusion can be considered statistically sound, it may not accurately 

represent reality because of some inherent design limitation of the choice of instruments 

for measuring Sustainable Leadership. Had the research used another instrument, perhaps 

the results might have revealed a statistically significant difference. This is an area for 

further research, but it seems unlikely as other researchers have struggled to find 

empirical support to explain corporate behaviour involving Sustainable Leadership. 

McCann and Holt (2010), for example, found no correlation between Sustainable 
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Leadership and firm profitability. Similarly, McCann and Sweet (2014) found no 

correlation between Sustainable Leadership and leadership integrity in the finance sector. 

Furthermore, the comparison between the control group and other studies using the SLAI 

revealed no significant difference between the behaviours of teachers and IT 

professionals in the United States, IT professionals in India, and employees of Australia’s 

most sustainable companies. Either the SLAI does not predict sustainable leadership, or 

sustainable leadership has no significant influence in determining a company’s response 

to corporate sustainability.  

Therefore, although it is possible that another instrument would have produced a different 

result, in the absence of this superior instrument we must conclude that sustainable 

leadership does not explain the apparent reluctance in the Australian manufacturing sector 

to embrace corporate sustainability. These reasons for this, however, cannot be 

determined using quantitative methods because they require an understanding of the 

opinions, and motivations of the leaders who work within the manufacturing sector. These 

reasons are explored in the next section covering the qualitative analysis.
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5 Qualitative study 

In order to best address the research objective, which is to understand the apparent 

reluctance of Australian manufacturers to embrace corporate sustainability, this research 

has employed a mixed-methods approach. This consists of large-scale quantitative study, 

which compared the leadership behaviours and attitudes of leaders between industry 

groups, and a small-scale qualitative study, which seeks to provide both complementarity 

and expansion to the quantitative study. Not only does the qualitative study ensure that 

the respondents understood and answered the questions in the way that was intended, it 

provided additional information that would help understand the results in a broader 

context. This required four distinct phases, as shown below in Figure 18. 

The first two phases were interview data collection and interview data analysis. This was 

followed by sustainability report data collection and sustainability report analysis. The 

output from the interview analysis was used to form the initial set of codes for the textual 

analysis of the sustainability reports. This chapter describes each of the activities in detail. 

 

Figure 18 Qualitative collection and analysis 
 

5.1 INTERVIEW DATA COLLECTION 

The qualitative data collection stage began at the completion of the quantitative analysis 

phase. This allowed the survey results to be used as a basis for selecting the interview 

participants. Having identified that H1, H2 and H3 could not be supported through 

quantitative analysis, the qualitative stage provided an opportunity to understand these 

results in more detail and expose fresh areas for inquiry. 

Interview Data 
Collection

Interview Data 
Analysis

Report Data 
Collection

Report Data 
Analysis

Qualitative Stage
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One third of survey respondents indicated their willingness participate in a follow-up 

interview. An initial target of 20 interviews was set; ten from the manufacturing group 

and ten interviews from the control group. This number was to be reviewed after the first 

ten interviews to determine whether new information was being received. At the point of 

theoretical saturation, no further interviews would be required.  

It is important to acknowledge that this sampling technique is not a statistical approach. 

The purpose of the interviews in this mixed-methods research was to enrich the 

understandings of the quantitative study. This kind of ‘extreme criterion’ selection, as 

described by Schensul (2013) allows researchers to explore characteristics that would 

otherwise not be obvious using statistical sampling methods. 

The ten candidates from each group were chosen so as to examine the full spectrum of 

leadership behaviour and environmental attitudes. A random selection was not used 

because it may result in a clustering of results towards the norm. By selecting results that 

were at the extremes, it was hoped that diverse opinions and experiences would enrich 

the analysis. However, it was also important to ensure sufficient diversity amongst the 

interview population and to avoid oversampling, no more than one interview per 

organisation was conducted. Each interview candidate was contacted by email to 

reconfirm their willingness to participate. Of the 20 contacted, two did not respond to the 

email requests. The overall response rates are summarised below in Table 17. 

Group Completed Willing Contacted Agreed 
Manufacturing 104 21 10 10 
Control 99 47 10 8 
Total 203 68 20 18 

Table 17 Interview responses 
 

The 18 that agreed to an interview provided with a one-page report that summarised their 

survey results. The report compared their survey responses against the population results 

and provided brief commentary about the each of the nine analytical attributes. The report 

also made some general statements about the leader, indicating areas of perceived strength 

or weakness.  Each candidate was also provided with an information sheet for the 

interview, asking for their consent to have the interview recorded and transcribed. 

Consent was obtained verbally at the start of the interview. Several participants indicated 
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they had only a limited time available and it was therefore not always possible to continue 

probing for more details. Interviews lasted between 15 minutes and 30 minutes, with the 

average being around 20 minutes. 

Without providing details that would breach the assurances of anonymity, a brief 

description of 18 interviewees has been provided below. For the sake of reader 

convenience, each person has been assigned a pseudonym.  

The participants from the manufacturing group: 

• Andrew is a senior manager who is responsible for a sustainability department in 
a local Australian manufacturer. He is in his early 60s and has a background in 
engineering. 

• Barry is in his late 50s and works on sustainability reporting and compliance in a 
local Australian manufacturer. Before his current role, he previously worked in a 
government environmental regulator. 

• Cathy is in her mid 40s and works as an engineer in an Australian manufacturer. 
She has worked for the same company throughout her career and has extensive 
technical and process knowledge.  

• Debbie is in her late 40s and works as a health, safety and environment manager 
for the Australian division of a large multinational food manufacturer. Most of her 
career has been in with manufacturing sector.  

• Eric is in his early 40s and works as a production manager in a local Australian 
manufacturing company. 

• Fred is in his early 40s and manages the consumer insights and research 
department for the Australian division of a large multinational food manufacturer. 

• Gary is in his mid 40s and works as a supply chain analyst within his company’s 
information technology department. His company is a division of a multinational 
beverage company.  

• Harry is the head of an Australian manufacturing company’s sustainability 
department. He is in his late 50s and has a PhD in chemical engineering. 

• Ian is in his early 50s and has worked for most of his career in the Australian 
division of a multinational food company. 

• John is in his mid 30s and works in procurement in the Australian division of a 
multinational food company.  

 

The participants from the control group: 

• Kevin is in his early 50s and works as a human resources manager. The industry 
code of his leader was not disclosed because there was only one company 
surveyed in this industry. 
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• Liam is a senior manager in the banking sector in his mid 40s. He runs a large 
team and has team leaders in each state. He has held roles in manufacturing, 
consulting and financial services. 

• Mary is a product manager in the banking sector. She is in her mid 30s and has 
worked exclusively in financial services. 

• Neville is a site manager in a mining company. Although he was born overseas, 
he migrated to Australia around five years ago. 

• Oliver is a state finance manager in a retail company. He runs a small team and is  
responsible for the Victorian and Tasmanian region.  

• Penny is an accountant in her late 40s. She is a long-term employee of the same 
company. Her industry is not disclosed because there was only one company 
surveyed in this industry. 

• Roger is in his early 30s, has a Bachelor of Business and works an administration 
officer in a bank.  

• Steven is an IT professional in his early 30s who has just completed his MBA. His 
industry is not disclosed because there was only one company surveyed in this 
industry. 

  

To validate the survey response, an individual one-page report was prepared for each 

interview participant. This report contained charts and comments drawn from the 

participant’s survey responses. The top section detailed the leadership and environmental 

results by their analytical factors. The bottom section contained a scatter plot chart which 

showed the overall position of the leader compared with the survey population. A sample 

of these reports is provided below in Figure 19. 
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Figure 19 Sample participant survey report 
 

Sustainable Leadership Perceptions
Participant ID 4628494815

Leadership Typology

Leadership Dimensions Environmental Dimension

© Charles Sturt Univesity 2016 30/09/2018

This report summarises the survey data provided by the participant ID recorded above. It represents how that participant perceives 
a specific leader ordinarily behaves. Using this data, an assessment of the leader's sustainable leadership style is developed and 
compared with other participants in the survey.

This leader appears to display above-average levels of servant leadership behaviours and average levels of pro-environmental 
behaviours. This places the leader in the quadrant associated with a humanistic leadership style.  This leader is more likely to 
promote corporate sustainability in his/her organisation than other leaders included in this survey.

This leader appears to display above-average results in all of 
the key servant levership dimensions. The leader is likely to be 
well regarded by his/her team and promote above-average 
levels of performance in subordinates.

This leader appears to display above-average levels of 
internally-focussed environmental behaviours, but below-
average levels of externally-focussed enviornmental 
behaviours. He/she may be likely than to outwardly promote 
environmental behaviours to others, but is likely to hold high 
standards of behaviour for himself/herself.

This report is private and confidential and not to be disclosed to third parties. The identity of the leader chosen by the participant is not by the 
researcher. No information that is identifiable to an individual or a company will be published.
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The first part of the interview was used to validate the participant’s survey response. The 

second part of the interview was to ask for more for information about their organisation’s 

approach to sustainability and provide examples where possible. After these two parts 

had been covered, participants were asked if they had any other information to share that 

they felt might be useful for the research.  

The second part of the interview was a more general discussion about the participant’s 

organisation. It began with an open question about the organisation’s approach to 

sustainability. Participants were asked to provide examples of sustainable behaviours and 

whether they believed the senior leaders of the organisations were sincere in their efforts 

to promote corporate sustainability. Participants in the manufacturing sector were also 

asked why they believed the manufacturing sector did not promote their sustainability 

credentials as widely as organisations in other industry sectors.  

Depending on the time available, participants were given the opportunity to provide and 

discuss additional examples. The interviews were concluded by allowing the participant 

to offer any other information that may be relevant to the research. They were thanked 

for their time and invited to make contact again if they had any further questions or 

concerns. 

The interviews were transcribed and uploaded into NVivo version 11.4 and later upgraded 

to version 12. A broad set of codes was initially developed manually to capture the most 

common themes discussed by participants. This initial list was refined and entered into 

NVivo. Each interview was then coded inside the software using this refined code list. 

Once this process was completed, a report was extracted from NVivo to show the coding 

frequency. Several refinements were made to the codes, based on the coding frequency. 

Some of the less frequent codes were grouped together. Similarly, some of the more 

frequent codes were broken into smaller concepts. Each interview was then reviewed and 

recoded, and a final code frequency report was extracted from NVivo.  

Prima facie, the results from the two groups did not appear to be significantly different. 

Although there were differences, there appear to be a core set of codes that were used 

consistently within the two groups. It was at this stage that the researcher felt that 
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theoretical saturation had been reached and there would be no additional benefit gained 

by sampling additional participants from either the manufacturing or control group.  

5.2 INTERVIEW DATA ANALYSIS 

As described above, there were two distinct parts to each interview. The first part was to 

validate the survey results, which was done by talking through an individualised feedback 

report. Even though this report was provided to the participants in advance of the 

interview, a significant part of the interview time was taken up with explanation of the 

report. Participants were given a brief explanation of the technical terms used in the report 

and were given an opportunity to ask questions if unclear. Most of discussion focussed 

on the commentary that accompanied each of the charts. These comments suggested the 

areas of perceived strength and weakness in the chosen leader, compared with the other 

leaders in the survey.  

Before moving on to the second part of the interview, participants were asked to respond 

to the report’s findings and indicate whether or not the survey response represented an 

accurate assessment of their perceptions. In all cases, the interview participants agreed 

that it was an accurate representation of their chosen leader. 

Absolutely.  Yeah, I’ll confirm that that’s where my headspace was. 
 
Chris (Control) 

 

The second part of the interview was a more general discussion about corporate 

sustainability. Participants were asked to reflect on their organisation’s approach and 

explore how their chosen leader performs within that environment. Participants were also 

asked to provide examples, where possible, of their company’s approach to sustainability.  

Using the coding procedure described above, the interviews were transcribed into NVivo. 

From there, a series of mind maps were developed to organise the nodes into related 

concepts. From this, nine key themes emerged. Two were related to leadership 

perceptions, shown in green on Figure 20, and six were more general observations of 

corporate sustainability, shown in blue in Figure 20. These themes are explored in more 

detail below. 
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Figure 20 Emerging interview themes 
 

Theme 1: Vision as an idealised influence 

One of the first significant themes to emerge was the importance that followers place on 

vision. According to Bass (1990), vision is an idealised influence that gives followers a 

sense of mission and pride. It is considered a charismatic attribute that is essential to 

transformational leadership because it works at an emotional level (Bass, 1985). That is, 

vision amplifies a leader’s strengths in the eyes of the followers; it appeals to them at an 

emotional level.  

Where the interview participants viewed their leader favourably, vision was usually 

mentioned to support the participant’s assessment. It was mentioned in conjunction with 

various attributes, such as humility. It was also seen as an attribute that separated the 

leader from the rest of the organisation. Vision was also associated with the ability for the 

leader to be innovative and communicate effectively within the organisation.  
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Visionary, he’d be at the top-end, empowering at the top-end, yeah, humble he’s not 
showy at all, so I reckon he would be at the top-end of everything. 
 
Debbie (Manufacturing) 

 

Well, yeah certainly in terms of our understanding and where we want to go and for a 
slice of our individuals, many of our managers are very hardnosed in the space, but our 
CEO and several others are quite visionary, they’re actual drivers for that vision might 
be interesting things, but they’re very open and they’re certainly not going to do it the 
same old ways. 
 
Harry (Manufacturing) 
 

 

He’s got of the gift of the gab our CEO so when he gets in front of the crowd, he’s very 
clear, very good in the way in which he sells the story and sells the vision of what we’re 
all about. 
 
Oliver (Control) 

 

This is an interesting observation because it appears inconsistent with the quantitative 

results. Despite its numerous mentions during the interviews, vision was the lowest 

scoring SLAI factor for the manufacturing sector (m=3.519 sd=1.316) and second lowest 

in the control group (m=3.808, sd=1.405). Yet in the interview data, vision had the highest 

frequency in both.  

Although there is no obvious explanation for this apparent disparity between the 

quantitative and qualitative results, it is possible that the SLAI measures vision in a 

different way to how it is being expressed in the interviews. This might suggest that the 

SLAI has limitations in accurately capturing subordinate perceptions. 

Theme 2: Empowerment and trust drive performance 

Empowerment was widely mentioned across both groups of interview participants. There 

was a common view that employees feel more capable of doing their jobs when their 

leader has empowered them to make certain decisions autonomously. High performing 

leaders appear to understand and use it to great effect. 
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So, having the autonomy and the authority to do – and given empowerment, I guess is 
the word -  is really a good thing and it helps I think achieve results. Really. 
 
Ian (Manufacturing) 

 

This empowerment creates a virtuous circle; empowerment leads to employee 

performance, which is then rewarded with higher levels of trust.  

Trust was a key pillar of his and I think empowerment, yeah empowerment should have 
been relatively on line with trust. He empowered people through trust in the 
organisation. 
 
Kevin (Control) 

 

The converse is also true in leaders that were rated poorly; a lack of trust leads to 

disempowerment. Worse still, leaders who lose the trust of their subordinates and peers 

find that that this perception is contagious. Performance cannot be improved unless trust 

is restored.  

He was quite different to a lot of other leaders within the organisation but over time, 
over the couple of years that I worked with him I kind of saw how then other leaders’ 
perceptions of him shifted greatly from when he was first started within the 
organisation and as they started to work closely with him and how they started to really 
lose trust in him and his capabilities.  So that really became evident. He became a bit of 
a joke within the organisation.  To be honest I think that in the end was his downfall. 
 
Mary (Control) 

 

This finding is consistent with the survey results. In fact, trust and empowerment were 

the highest and second highest scoring factors reported in both the manufacturing group 

(Trust: m=4.446, sd=0.0958, Empowerment: m=4.370, sd=1.004) and the control group 

(Trust: m=4.436, sd=1.137, Empowerment: m=4.275, sd=1.159). It is also consistent with 

other qualitative research, which posit that sustainable corporations must create a culture 

where trust and empowerment allow every employee to be recognised as a valuable 

resource (Manz et al., 2011). Given the importance that participants have placed on 

vision, empowerment and trust, a statistical difference in one or more of these factors 

ought to have been expected in the qualitative results.  
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This indicates that leadership across corporate Australia is seen through the same lens. 

Despite there being differences in the competitive landscape, corporate cultures and 

specific organisational idiosyncrasies, employees still look for leaders who will trust them 

and empower them to carry out their job. The differences in gender and age of those 

working in the manufacturing sector discussed in section 4.2 do not significantly impact 

leadership expectation. 

Theme 3: Manufacturing leaders see sustainability as the future  

Vision appears to have closer links with sustainability in the manufacturing sector than 

in the control group. Several manufacturing sector participants described leaders who 

have made a connection between environmental sustainability and the future of their 

organisations. Some have rallied behind leaders who were willing to replace ‘old ways’ 

of working with new sustainable practices.  

Yeah, look he’s very innovative, so he’s always thinking outside the box. We’re constantly 
looking at how can we do this better; how can we do this safer, how can we do cheaper?  
I mean that’s our job, you know.  I mean it is linked to the environment because that’s 
just the nature of our industry. 
 
Cathy (Manufacturing) 
 

 

Another described a leader who constantly scanned the external environment for changes 

and developments in order to remain competitive. In this sense, vision is seen as 

anticipating uncertainty.  

From an external environment perspective there’s a lot of sort of looking out the window 
and looking at where the competitors are, where the market’s sitting, what industry’s 
doing, you know?  What changes in the regulations or regulatory environment that may 
impact the business? 
 
Eric (Manufacturing) 

 

This link did not emerge in the control group interviews and there was no overriding sense 

that sustainability was seen as an opportunity for business transformation. In fact, one 

participant believed that in his organisation, the vast majority of leaders saw sustainability 

as another compliance activity.  
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We are doing it because we think it’s the right thing for our customers and it’s the right 
thing for our shareholders in terms of reduced cost. 
 
Liam (Control) 

 

Another participant took a cynical view of his company’s approach to corporate 

sustainability, suggesting it was rarely done “for the right reasons”.  

I think there’s probably around 10% of the people that I’ve experienced in sort of a 
leadership level that are doing it for the right reasons.  They’re doing them because its 
inherently something that they know is good to do and then the other 90% are just doing 
it because it’s like a compliance thing. 
 
Steven (Control) 

 

By juxtaposing the comments of Liam and Steven with the comments of Cathy and Eric, 

there is clearly a difference in the way that corporate sustainability is perceived. However, 

this does not accord with the quantitative data. Assuming the instruments were reliable, 

these two comments might suggest that there would have been a significant difference 

between the EAS scores of the two groups, or a wide divergence between the internal and 

external dimension in either group. Yet Table 9 shows that there was no such difference. 

From this, it was concluded that the environmental aptitudes of both leaders were the 

same. 

Again, the explanation for this difference is not obvious, but it is possible that the 

manufacturing group participants are more likely to regard sustainability as a strategy for 

long-term viability than those in the control group. The control group, on the other hand, 

seemed to indicate that there are other drivers to corporate sustainability, although these 

were not explicitly mentioned.  

From this, we can conclude that the concept of corporate sustainability has different 

meanings in different industry contexts. On one hand, manufacturing sector leaders may 

be framing corporate sustainability in terms of the long-term survival of the company. 

Leaders in the control group, on the other hand, may be framing corporate sustainability 

in terms of delivering on their commitments to stakeholders. These are not necessarily in 
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conflict, but this subtle distinction may have important implications for the way that 

sustainability messages are communicated. 

Theme 4: Sustainability linked with cost 

Following on from the theme above, the manufacturing sector participants made a clear 

link between corporate sustainability and cost management. This has its roots in the 

1980s, when the manufacturing sector was forced to lower costs to ensure survival. No 

such sentiments were expressed by control group participants.  

It’s something that manufacturers from the mid-80s/late 80s have had to embrace from 
a survival perspective, as opposed to doing it because it’s trendy and popular. If you are 
looking for behaviour and philosophies that are ingrained, you survive as manufacturer 
and leader in manufacturing for a reason. You can be pragmatic, but you understand 
the value of it from the broader perspective, not just something you are doing. 
 
Barry (Manufacturing) 

 

Some participants believed that Australia’s highly concentrated retail environment was 

forcing manufacturers to adopt this cost-reduction approach. Indeed, Australia has one of 

the most concentrated grocery retail markets in the world, and the two large retailers 

(Coles and Woolworths) have exerted significant downward pressure on supplier prices, 

sometimes to the point of illegality. 

You know, we’ve got Woolworths, Coles and …  the other ones. They hold the balance of 
power and really, we have to dance to their script.  So basically, there’s a lot of pressure 
and the management style has to be different to the other industries, I think.  Just 
because of the way the Australian economy is structured. 
 
Ian (Manufacturing) 

 

Many manufacturing sector participants also described how it was difficult to manage 

rising energy costs. Some companies found it difficult to pass such costs onto their 

customers. Some manufacturers have therefore linked corporate sustainability with 

financial survival.  
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We need to [do something].  The way energy prices are going up we’ll be out of business 
if we just keep going. It’s getting worse and worse. 
 
Andrew (Manufacturing) 

 

To stay in business, many manufacturers reported that it was necessary to preserve 

margins by making operational savings. Many small, inefficient plants were closed, and 

production was consolidated into larger sites, or moved offshore. This helped to generate 

economies of scale, which in turn made it easier to justify investment in new technology 

and process automation. These larger, automated plants stood a much better chance of 

survival.  

We’re under enormous cost pressures from Coles and Woolworths that’s our life and so 
what we’re looking at is would commercial arrangements enable us to be low cost and 
sustainable. So, some of our sustainability is clearly born out of that absolute need. 
 
Debbie (Manufacturing) 

 

Although labour and manufacturing expenses are significant cost items, for most 

manufacturers, it is raw materials which represent the largest single cost item. For those 

industries that transform commodities, little can be done to directly reduce the price of 

raw materials. Therefore, the costs can only be reduced by reducing the amount of waste 

throughout the entire supply chain. In some cases, this involves working with downstream 

suppliers, such as farmers, to reduce their costs. 

We’re [working] with the farmers at the moment. For me that’s really sustainable 
because as we know farmers are constantly under cost pressure just like the rest of us. 
Many of them are in high-levels of debt and don’t have sustainable businesses.  So, I 
think providing them with that support is probably a great corporate and 
environmental sustainability model for us and also it makes good commercial sense 
 
Debbie (Manufacturing) 

 

These cost pressures have certainly driven manufacturers to become much more efficient. 

Some manufacturers have reached the point whereby they have stopped sending 

production waste to landfill, ensuring that every part of the manufacturing process is used 
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productively. It is hard to imagine that manufacturers would have reached this point 

without this financial imperative.   

We have a zero waste to landfill [policy] and that’s been in place at 100% of our sites 
from two years ago.  
 
John (Manufacturing) 

 

It would be incorrect to say that manufacturing has been alone in facing these challenges. 

Many other parts of the economy have also been exposed to high energy costs and global 

competition. However, the manufacturing sector is more challenged by this because of its 

place in the overall value chain.  

Goods made in an Australian factory have no automatic right to be stocked on 

supermarket shelves. They earn their place, alongside goods from around the world, by 

maximising the retailer’s return on the space. Similarly, Australians are not obliged to 

purchase Australian-made cars. They assess value against the range of alternatives. Thus, 

as a transformer of materials, the manufacturing sector’s customers pay only for the value 

that they perceive has been added. They do not pay a premium for waste and inefficiency.  

It is therefore unsurprising that cost has become such an intense area of focus for 

manufacturers. By modelling itself on nature, maximising the amount of output for a 

given amount of input, the manufacturing sector has sought to become sustainable and 

carve out its long-term future.   

Theme 5: Reputational importance 

From the discussion above, it is clear that there are differences in the way the control 

group see corporate sustainability compared to the manufacturing group. Although some 

participants from control group companies that had experienced energy cost increases 

talked about the need to manage costs, this was not a consistent theme from the group.   

As many of the companies in this group are amongst the largest and most profitable in 

Australia, it appears that there was no obvious connection been corporate sustainability 

and financial survival. Instead, participants discussed sustainability more in terms of 

external perception: reputation, brand building, differentiation and corporate citizenship. 
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When asked about the corporate drivers for sustainability in their company, most talked 

about the need to protect or build relationships with the communities in which they 

operate. 

Roger, an analyst in a bank, suggested there was informal obligation on the bank to be 

visible in the community, especially when it was making large profits.  

It’s probably more a part of building the profile or building the reputation of the bank to 
give back to the community.  I mean people see huge numbers of profits and things like 
that, so it’s nice to be able to give back.   
 
Roger (Control) 

 

Mary, a product specialist also in a bank, saw this informal expectation as coming from 

customers.  

I think from a consumer point of view being seen as an organisation that has a lot of 
close community ties definitely helps the reputation.  It just makes your brand more 
personable. 
 
Mary (Control) 

 

Liam, on the other hand, believed it was shareholders were driving this requirement. 

This is the right thing to do from an environmental point of view and image point of 
view; it’s what shareholders are asking for. 
 
Liam (Control) 

 

Regardless of whether the pressure is coming from customers or shareholders, or both, 

the primary driver for corporate sustainability is coming from outside the organisation. 

Unlike the manufacturing sector, which sees cost as the main driver, there is evidence 

from within the control group that cost is not a significant driver. 
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A few years ago, when we went carbon neutral, there was a real big push on to try and 
make all of our workspaces as green as possible. In the end [the CEO] ended up buying 
carbon credits so we could become carbon neutral ahead of the time. It certainly wasn’t 
a cost thing, because we were willing to pay to become carbon neutral ahead of the 
planned time. 
 
Liam (Control) 

 

Steven gave an example about how his company had built minimum requirements into 

its tender process that limited the number of companies that could participate. This meant 

the company ended up paying above-market prices for this service. It was considered 

more important for the company to say that all its sites were five star-energy efficient or 

greater than simply choosing the lowest-cost provider. 

[My company] went to market for tender and one of the stipulations or key criteria… 
was that any respondent needed to have a five star or higher facility. 
 
Steven (Control) 

 

Although these examples illustrate how companies might make long-term sustainable 

decisions that impact profitability in the short term, both Liam and Steven indicated that 

corporate sustainability was not the primary driver. According to Liam, the decision to 

purchase carbon credits was one of expedience so that the CEO could meet a public 

commitment he had made. Similarly, Steven suggested that the requirement for a five-

star facility was also a way of ensuring the incumbent provider was advantaged in the 

process. The internal reality is always far more complicated than the image projected 

externally. 

The scepticism around corporate sustainability was a common theme in the control group. 

When asked for examples of how their company was trying to become more sustainable, 

few could provide concrete examples. By contrast, participants from the manufacturing 

sector understood what their companies were doing and the reasons behind them. Kevin 

summed up this scepticism as follows: 
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I’ve got to tell you; I struggle with the whole concept of a true white-collar service 
industry taking sustainability seriously. 
 
Kevin (Control) 

 

It would be unfair and incorrect to say that the control group companies were not sincere 

about their corporate sustainability programs. However, the interviews reveal that the 

corporate sustainability drivers between the control group and the manufacturing group 

are significantly different. Whereas the manufacturing group was internally-focussed on 

cost reduction and financial survival, the control group was more interested in external 

perception.  

Theme 6: Sustainability Reporting is not useful 

One of the main ways that external stakeholders learn about corporate sustainability is 

through its public disclosures. There has been a trend in recent years to treat sustainability 

as important enough to warrant its own report. Such reports are not mandatory but provide 

considerable detail about plans and actions. These reports are analysed in more detail 

through textual analysis, but many interview respondents mentioned sustainability 

reporting in the manufacturing sector. 

There was a view from within the manufacturing sector that sustainability reporting was 

more about perception than reality. Although report preparers go to great lengths to 

provide great detail, some within the manufacturing sector felt their companies had done 

more to become sustainable than other companies but did not see the value in sharing this 

information through sustainability reports. 

One of the criticisms of CSR type programs is that it’s all about the visuals, and yes, they 
know it; it’s not about what you’re actually doing internally.  So, we’re actually – and I 
suspect it’s the same with our peers - perversely they’re probably more efficient and 
cleaner and greener or whatever internally than we ever were, but we talk less about it 
because there’s other things that we talk about to the outside world. 
 
Ian (Manufacturing) 
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Barry, whose company did not produce a separate sustainability report, questioned the 

idea that a separate sustainability report demonstrated an organisation commitment to 

sustainability.  

As somebody who doesn’t believe in sustainability reports, I’m a believer that a 
company puts out a report, it’s called an annual report, everything should be in there. 
We don’t put out a separate report on sales or any other element. You wouldn’t for a 
second say we don’t believe in sales, but we don’t specifically report on it. 
 
Barry (Manufacturing) 

 

Debbie, by contrast, prepared her company’s first sustainability report and acknowledged 

that manufacturers, in general, did not do a good job at promoting their activities. She felt 

that the banks, in particular, went to great lengths to promote – or even exaggerate – their 

contribution to society. 

I wrote our first sustainability report last year. That talks to our current initiatives 
around sustainability which looks at the environment, it looks at people and corporate 
social responsibility. We manufacturers are probably the shy cousins in terms of what 
we do external to our business in terms of sustainability. The banks spend a lot of time 
blowing their own trumpet, a bit of hot air, and they don’t really produce anything. We 
as manufacturers actually sit in the background and do a lot of stuff for the people 
[who] are less privileged than what we are, and we don’t talk about it. 
 
Debbie (Manufacturing) 

  

Andrew, whose company did not produce a separate sustainability report, had a slightly 

different perspective. He said although his company did not publish much information 

externally, it still found value in collecting and publishing information internally in order 

to maintain awareness and management attention to managing energy costs. The effort 

that would otherwise have been directed at preparing external reports has been directed 

towards managing costs. 

Over the past years we’ve won a couple of awards for things we have done in the 
environmental space, energy and sustainability space. But we don’t report [externally] 
anywhere near as much as we used to. There used to be a requirement on us. It was 
called the Energy Efficiencies Scheme and we had to produce a really thick report about 
what we had done here there and everywhere. That scheme got wound up, but we 
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haven’t stopped [reporting] just because of that scheme. We have actually stepped up 
because we have been forced due to higher energy costs.  
 
Andrew (Manufacturing) 

 

Some manufacturers know a great deal about their supply chains. Even though this 

information was not reported externally, the company collected information for internal 

monitoring and compliance against internal requirements.   

We know [about] every farmer, how many children they have, have many kilometres it 
is to their nearest water well, how many kilometres near a school, if the kids go to school 
or not.  
 
John (Manufacturing) 

 

Some felt that their customers and consumers were quite sophisticated. Publishing a 

sustainability report would not help turn a negative perception into a positive one, and 

therefore there was little to be gained by sharing information if there were still areas of 

weakness within the company.   

I think there’s work to do in actually making it clear that you’re visibly doing stuff, but 
[you] don’t want to be beating your own drum … and say look at what a great 
organisation we are. Consumers and customers are quite discerning. They actually 
know when you’re not doing the right thing and when you’re just telling them that 
you’re doing the right thing and you’re just throwing money at something rather than 
actually finding a solution for the problem. 
 
Fred (Manufacturing) 

 

There is a sense that the manufacturing sector views sustainability reporting with a high 

degree of scepticism. Although banks, and other companies in the control group, devote 

considerable resources to preparing and publishing specific reports, some in the 

manufacturing sector do not see value in this approach. Although several in the 

manufacturing sector expressed a belief that their companies were under-recognised for 

their activities, they felt it was unnecessary to direct more resources towards external 

communication.    
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This is an interesting finding as it provides a link between Theme 4 and Theme 5. That 

is, as the manufacturing sector views sustainability in terms of cost efficiency, there seems 

to be little value in promoting those activities to stakeholders.  Conversely, as the control 

group companies see sustainability in terms of reputation, there is value in promoting 

these activities externally. This undoubtedly has an impact on community perception.  

Unless companies dedicate resources to promote sustainability activities, external 

stakeholders are likely to have limited awareness of the activities that are being done.  

Theme 7: Carbon tax still divides 

Although there was a strong sense from many of those in the manufacturing sector that 

cost reduction was synonymous with corporate sustainability, one interview participant 

drew a distinction between the two. Harry, head of a sustainability department in a large 

Australian manufacturer, acknowledged that many companies have had to become more 

efficient, especially in terms of energy usage and waste reduction, but believes the short-

term cost focus may have come at the expense of long-term sustainability.  

Coming down into my sort of peer group of companies I wouldn’t say any of them and I 
include us, are overtly strong on sustainability.  We’re efficient companies, we recognise 
the real pressure points we have to deal with, but are any of us really active and 
anywhere near as active as we were 10 years ago, visibly active?  Probably not. 
 
Harry (Manufacturing) 

 

This poignant observation provides a useful lens through which a company’s 

sustainability efforts can be evaluated. On one hand, corporate sustainability makes good 

business sense for a manufacturing company because it can lead to a reduction in the 

environmental footprint. As a result, waste minimisation and energy efficiency programs 

can directly reduce operating costs. However, corporate sustainability requires long-term 

thinking which, in the short term may, lead to an increase in operating costs. It is therefore 

not necessarily true to assume that efficiency and sustainability are concepts that can be 

used interchangeably.  

Harry’s comments provide an additional dimension from which to consider the 

introduction of the carbon tax in 2012. Although it is clearly in the long-term interests of 

the manufacturing sector to decarbonise and contribute towards the global effort to 
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minimise temperatures to less than two degrees Celsius, many companies with shrinking 

operating margins were concerned with their own survival. Business leaders found it 

difficult to accept in the short term. Even if they privately agreed with the rationale, the 

impact on the short term was far too high.  

The enacting legislation used carrot-and-stick approach, with the initial price of carbon 

set at $23/tonne. Although this was high by world standards, there was a generous 

industry assistance package to encourage large emitters to invest in new technology. 

Manufacturers recognised that the pricing mechanism was the most efficient way to signal 

that investment was required. 

[The reason behind the] carbon tax … is to be driving the right behaviour.  So, these 
increasing prices of electricity, water, gas, that’s all driving the right behaviour in 
manufacturing because you’ve got no option, but to be sustainable.   
 
Cathy (Manufacturing) 

 

However, this debate exposed an underlying conflict between short-term needs and long-

term interests. Having felt the relentless pressure of cost increases, many in the 

manufacturing sector could not support the carbon tax, even though the government 

assistance packages helped to fund many efficiency programs that would otherwise not 

have been funded.  

The politicisation of the carbon tax was also a significant factor and the lack of bipartisan 

support for industrial decarbonisation allowed negative public perceptions to fester.  

A lot of the negativity was around the approach of the carbon tax and the ‘t’ word. When 
it was being developed as a carbon pollution reduction scheme it was going to be a 
floating market. Globally we know the market would say a tonne of carbon is worth five 
bucks or something. The process was fine, the number was wrong. 
 
Barry (Manufacturing) 

 

Furthermore, the high initial price of $23/tonne was well above the European price, and 

this generated a perception that Australian manufacturers would be at an immediate 

disadvantage compared with their international competitors.  
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[The carbon tax] was an effective instrument.  The error was in the way that it was 
introduced, [because] the initial fixed price was too high.  It gave the Opposition too 
much ammunition to say, you know, how much churn’s going on and how costly and 
expensive it is.  So really it was the sort of thing where it really should have been 
introduced – a little bit like Europe – quite slowly. 
 
Harry (Manufacturing) 

 

Many manufacturers used the government’s transition assistance to invest in efficiency 

projects. Such assistance lowered the cost of investment in new technology, thereby 

encouraging companies to mitigate future cost increases. This redistributive mechanism 

encouraged long-term sustainability through capital investment. Even after the repeal, 

various state and federal government incentives created incentives for large energy users 

to reduce their operating costs.  

Andrew, head of sustainability in a large Australian manufacturing company, described 

how he and his team used the government incentives to justify investment in a biogas 

plant. By generating electricity and using the excess heat in preheat boiler water, the 

government incentives have encouraged the company to make maximum use of the gas. 

Without the government incentives, the site would have simply burned the excess gas in 

the boiler.  

We’ve invested $2 million on a biogas plant. We were putting in a waste water 
treatment (WWTP) to reduce the cost of waste in the sewer, which is high in biochemical 
oxygen demand (BOD). It was costing us around $400,000 per month - they get 
charged for that - so we put in a WWTP by reducing BOD through anaerobic digestion.  
If you do that you end up with gas. The site said, we can put that in the boiler and 
reduce our energy usage. That was their idea. It came to us and we said there's a better 
use for this gas. We put in a generator and generated electricity, which is renewable 
energy, and then used the waste heat to preheat all the boiler feeds. It was a $2 million 
project with a one-year payback. It’s a no-brainer. Not only will we be producing 
electricity, but we'll generate renewable energy certificates, NSW energy efficiency 
certificates and a whole range of things. The site will get electricity offsets and we'll be 
offsetting gas. It’s a win-win-win. 
 
Andrew (Manufacturing) 

 

These examples reveal a level of sophistication to corporate sustainability that was not 

obvious from the public carbon tax debate. Manufacturing sector participants 
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acknowledge that the combination of carbon pricing and industry assistance was an 

effective strategy for encouraging long-term sustainable operations. However, they also 

accept that a high carbon price creates uncertainty in the boardroom and gives leverage 

to politicians to create political capital. The unfortunate irony is that despite the repeal of 

the carbon tax, energy costs have continued to increase. Without the generous investment 

incentives, some companies are now in a more precarious financial position.  

Theme 8: Employees are demanding sustainability from employers 

One of the more surprising themes to emerge from the interviews was the importance that 

employees place on working for a company that is a good corporate citizen. This manifest 

itself in many ways, including taking an interest in reducing the company’s environmental 

footprint through to the ways that they, and the company, can give back to their 

communities.  

Kevin, a General Manager of Human Resources, regularly meets with groups of 

employees across the company. He believes that they want to know that they are working 

for a company that is doing its best not to negatively impact the environment. 

It’s a question that comes up more regularly than not: what is the organisation doing to 
reduce its carbon footprint? 
 
Kevin (Control) 

 

Similarly, Gary, who has spent a lot of his career working with people on the production 

floor, said he found that passionate employees drive improvement ideas from the bottom-

up. Passionate employees treat the factory floor as it were their own and don’t like to see 

waste or inefficiency.  

Yeah, they don’t want to see the waste and a lot of those guys are very loyal and 
passionate about [the company]. They like working here. They’ve worked here for a long 
time. A lot of 20+ year guys that work for [us] have a lot of pride in the work and they 
want to do a good job and they want to see it get better. 
 
Gary (Control) 

 

The same sentiment was expressed in white collar environments, even though the way it 

was expressed was different. Many interviewees talked about their company’s 
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volunteering program. These programs come in many forms, but usually allow employees 

paid time off to work on specific volunteering activities. Sometimes they are delivered as 

specific projects, or as ad-hoc events where individuals could work on a project of their 

choice.  

[My company] offers secondments to employees to go and work within [disadvantaged] 
communities, educating them on business and finances and a range of other stuff.  I 
know that’s a big initiative that they’ve had it for quite a number of years. 
 
Mary (Control) 

 

Those who mentioned these programs were invariably happy that their company made 

such time available, even if they rarely made use of the time themselves. Either way, it is 

seen as another way that their company could give back to their communities. 

I’m extremely passionate about my two volunteer days a year.  As an organisation, we 
can probably drive it harder, we could probably do more to encourage our people to get 
out there and use those days. I could have taken another [day] but there’s a lot of people 
who don’t use them at all. 
 
Roger (Control) 

 

Most people thought these programs were as much about an employee retention strategy 

as they were about giving back to the community. Younger people, in particular, were 

thought to view the company more favourably if it provided this benefit.   

I think it’s a non-monetary perk to people looking at joining the company. The 
Millennials seem to be much more driven by the social responsibility of the company. 
Those types of things are about retaining talent, trying to keep people happy.  
 
Gary (Manufacturing) 

 

Steven said that his company had built volunteering into their graduate programs. He felt 

this resonated strongly with this target group. 

It’s one of the critical things in the graduate program, both the summer graduate 
program which is the students that are still at University that gets an experience within 
[our company] over their summer break and those that come in through the full whole 
proper graduate program, they do volunteer days altogether and it’s built-in as part of 
the program. 
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Steven (Control) 
 

Even those in senior positions who struggled to balance their family and work 

commitments acknowledged that company-supported volunteering programs would be 

considered a strong employee value proposition.  

Yeah, I think it’s for staff engagement. I think having that opportunity and the avenue to 
do it would be a big plus for somebody. 
 
Penny (Control) 

 

These examples are significant because they indicate that employees are also a source of 

pressure on the organisation to embrace corporate sustainability. Whether it is through 

employees asking about carbon footprint, implementing waste reduction strategies, or 

volunteering their time to help others, employees do not want to work for companies that 

do harm. Work is an important part of people’s lives and in a competitive employment 

market, companies will suffer if they cannot attract and retain talent.  

5.3 CONCLUSIONS FROM INTERVIEWS 

The objective of the in-depth interviews was to validate and expand on the findings from 

the quantitative stage. Although the interviews served this purpose, on reflection, more 

could have been done by the researcher to draw insights from the participants.  

It was, for example, a mistake to signal that the follow-up interviews would take only 20 

minutes. This was done to encourage participation from busy employees, but ultimately 

it meant there was insufficient time to probe and test assumptions as rigorously as they 

should.  Similarly, the lack of interview structure in the interviews meant that concepts 

that emerged from later interviews were left unexplored. The research would have been 

stronger if there was a small number of exploratory interviews conducted before the 

survey instrument was released.  

Throughout the process, nine key themes have emerged. The first two of these, when 

taken together, reinforced the quantitative finding that leadership differences cannot 

explain differences in the perceived concern for corporate sustainability in the Australian 

manufacturing sector. This, however, did not address the research question which sought 
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to explain why there was such an apparent difference in corporate sustainability in the 

manufacturing sector. 

Theme 3 (Manufacturers see sustainability as the future) provided evidence that the 

Australian manufacturing sector did not reject corporate sustainability. Instead, it 

revealed that the sector sees a clear link been corporate sustainability and the future of 

manufacturing in Australia. Although this focus has driven a short-term focus on reducing 

costs, this is seen as the only way that the sector will survive. Theme 4 provided the 

contextual information that explained how a combination of factors has created a situation 

where inefficiencies seriously threaten an organisation’s survival, particularly where 

operating margins are tight. This background in formation helped to explain the sector’s 

rejection of the carbon tax. 

These same cost pressures were not present for companies in the control group. Theme 6 

described how many of these companies when to great lengths to explain their activities 

to external stakeholders, although some working in the industry suggested the reasons 

were multi-faceted. This became more obvious in Theme 8, which again showed that 

there was a significantly different approach taken to reporting in the manufacturing group 

versus the control group. The manufacturing group saw itself having achieved far more 

in terms of sustainability than many of the companies present in the control group but 

was less willing to communicate to external stakeholders.  

Although the manufacturing sector was more driven by internal needs, and the control 

driven by external needs, Theme 9 shows that employees are also a significant source of 

pressure on organisation’s sustainability in both groups. Employees want to know that 

their organisation is a good corporate citizen, and many want to work for an organisation 

that also allows them the time to contribute to the community in ways that are meaningful 

to them. 

5.4 ANALYSIS OF SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING 

Sustainability reporting has now become an important social obligation and can no longer 

be dismissed as non-valued added ‘green-tape’. The number of countries and regions 

requiring companies to produce general purpose reports has increased from nineteen in 

2006 to 71 in 2016; mandatory reporting instruments have increased from 35 in 2006 to 
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248 in 2016 (Bartels, Fogelberg, Hoballah, & van der Lugt, 2016). Unfortunately, this 

trend has led to an uncontrolled proliferation of standards and requirements, making a 

like-for-like company comparison difficult as the reporting themes vary by jurisdiction. 

For example, South African instruments have a bias towards a social agenda, focusing on 

labour laws, procurement and employment equity. By contrast, Asian instruments have 

tended to focus on pollution and public health (Bartels et al., 2016).  

This trend has also been observed in Australia, even though reporting is still voluntary.  

Despite this, many large Australian companies publish specific sustainability reports to 

describe the policies, goals and outcomes for the year. Others simply include a section 

about sustainability in their Annual Reports. Either way, both kinds of reports contain 

valuable information about the background, intention and outcome of the company’s 

sustainability practices.   

The second part of the qualitative analysis was a textual analysis of sustainability reports 

published by the companies examined by this research. Content analysis (and textual 

analysis in particular) is different to most research methods, as it uses the perspective of 

the document author as a source for gathering data (Krippendorff, 2019). This perspective 

is important for this research as it represents the information that organisations want to 

share with its stakeholders. Textual analysis is often criticised for its apparent 

subjectivity. McKee (2003) dismisses this by arguing that textual analysis helps explain 

how people make sense of the world at a particular point in time. Therefore, for this 

textual analysis can be relied upon to provide complementarity and expansion to the 

quantitative results discussed in chapter 4. 

The analysis began by downloading the most recently available sustainability report 

lodged with the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX). Only reports from Australian listed 

entities were selected due to the issues with jurisdiction described above. Table 18 shows 

the number of reports available for each of the groups.  

Group Type of Report  
 Sustainability 

Report 
Annual 
Report 

No  
Report 

Total 

Manufacturing 9 6 25 40 
Control 18 2 5 25 
Total 27 8 30 65 

Table 18 Textual analysis of reports 
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As shown in Table 18, a little under 50 per cent (33 of 65) of the organisations in this 

research published some kind of sustainability information that was primarily directed 

towards an Australian audience. Of this, the majority (77 per cent) published a specific 

Sustainability Report, it details the organisations’ plans and actions around corporate 

sustainability. The remainder (23 per cent) publish their sustainability report as a section 

in their annual report. This is, however, somewhat flawed as some companies in this 

research are subsidiaries of multinational parents, and although the survey and interview 

results of these companies were included because the results represented the view of 

Australian leaders, the Sustainability Report or Annual Report for these companies could 

not be included because these would have been written with overseas stakeholders in 

mind. CPA Australia, which has researched differences in sustainability reporting across 

Australia, UK and Hong Kong, confirms that jurisdictional differences can affect the way 

sustainability information is reported (CPA Australia, 2013). Therefore, reports not 

prepared for the Australian audience have not been included. 

In total, 35 reports were available for textual analysis; 15 from the manufacturing group 

and 20 from the control group. 30 reports were not available. The large difference 

between the number of unavailable manufacturing group reports and the unavailable 

control group reports is not unexpected. The control group comprised of Australian-based 

companies that are recognised leaders in corporate sustainability and as such, would be 

expected by stakeholders to produce a specific sustainability report.  

In fact, the obligations in Australia regarding sustainability reporting are modest. There 

is no specific requirement under Corporations Law for companies to report sustainability 

information. However since 2014, ASX-listed companies are required to disclose 

exposure to economic, environmental and social sustainability risks (ASX Corporate 

Governance Council, 2014), and it is under this basis that most of data in this report has 

been collected, although it must be acknowledged that many companies have been 

reporting on sustainability well before this requirement was codified. 

In 2005, before there was any requirement for sustainability reporting, the Centre for 

Australian Ethical Research (CAER) researched sustainability reporting in Australia. 
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Their research project gathered sustainability information from Australia’s top 300 ASX-

listed companies, top 100 private companies and top 100 unlisted public companies. The 

results showed that around 25 per cent of these organisations published some form of 

sustainability information. It is likely that with the 2014 ASX requirement, this figure 

will have increased considerably. Although it may be considered out of date because of 

this new requirement, the CAER research is still relevant for this research as it provides 

some insight into the reasons why companies share sustainability information and what 

they expect to achieve from it.  

One key finding of the CAER research was that 83 per cent of companies believed that 

the main benefit of sustainability reporting was ‘reputation enhancement’. Therefore, not 

only does reporting such information allow the company to minimise the risk of incorrect 

or erroneous information to be publicly disseminated, companies believe that proactively 

publishing information improves the way its stakeholders view the company. Although 

this may be hard to quantify, this has a perceived value (Centre for Australian Ethical 

Research, 2005). Hong and Liskovich (2014) have recently suggested that this 

reputational value is in the form of reductions in penalties when the company has been 

caught with legal transgressions. 

Another key finding of the research was composition of the stakeholder groups that 

companies believe use the sustainability information. The highest of these was  

employees (87 per cent), followed by customers (79 per cent); shareholders (74 per cent); 

local community (67 per cent); suppliers (59 per cent); institutional investors (54 per 

cent); analysts (51 per cent), and governments and NGOs (28 per cent) (Centre for 

Australian Ethical Research, 2005). This is significant as one of the key themes to emerge 

from the interviews in this research was the importance that employees place on working 

for an organisation that is seen as a good corporate citizen, as described on page 162.  

70 per cent of the CAER respondents indicated that the primary impediment to producing 

and publishing this information was cost and resource constraints. This figure must be 

considered, not in terms of absolute cost, but in terms of the relative benefit to be 

achieved, indicating that in 2005, many of the organisations not publishing sustainability 

information believed the reputation benefits would not exceed the cost of collecting and 

publishing. However, with the 2014 ASX requirement, this figure will be out of date as 
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there is now a reputational cost involved with non-compliance. Therefore, ASX 

companies will now make a resource allocation to sustainability reporting to comply with 

the requirement, but this allocation will still be commensurate with the perceived benefit. 

In terms of industry groups, the CAER study reported that 37 per cent of manufacturing 

companies were voluntarily publishing sustainability information. This proportion was 

on par with mining companies (37 per cent), higher than finance and insurance companies 

(17 per cent), but lower than communications services companies (43 per cent) and  

electricity, gas and water supply companies (61 per cent) (Centre for Australian Ethical 

Research, 2005). Unfortunately, the report authors did not draw any conclusions from 

these differences, but the magnitude of the variation points to industry-specific factors 

playing their part. If this were true, it would reinforce the finding that industry-specific 

cost pressures have shaped the way that sustainability is perceived within the industry 

group. 

5.5 SUSTAINABILITY REPORT CONCLUSIONS 

After they were downloaded, each sustainability report or annual report was uploaded 

into NVivo and coded against the set of nodes used for the interview responses. It became 

clear after the initial review that the node list should be expanded as the reports provided 

more information than the interviews. After completing a first review of each report and 

adding new nodes where necessary, the entire report set was reviewed again and recoded 

against the full node set. Although this was time consuming and tedious, the importance 

of some nodes only became obvious at the end of the coding process.  

The first observation was the considerable variability in the amount of sustainability 

information that was published by the various companies. Some reports were more than 

100 pages in length, while others amounted to little more than a few paragraphs. To 

understand this difference, it is relevant to consider the business objective behind this 

reporting to understand if the variability itself is significant.  

Therefore, before analysing the content of the sustainability reports, it is important to 

understand that companies are making a commercial assessment about the cost and the 

benefit of publishing sustainability information. They are considering the nature of the 

stakeholders, and the value that this information may bring in terms of various factors, 
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including reputational enhancement. Although there is now certainly a compliance aspect 

to this following the 2014 ASX requirement, the growing number of companies 

producing sustainability reports indicates that the costs and benefits are better understood. 

Interview consistency 

The first stage of the textual analysis was to scan the reports for consistency with 

interview responses. Of the 18 in-depth interviews conducted, 10 could be validated 

against a sustainability report. The remainder could not be validated because the company 

did not specifically publish information for an Australian audience. 

There was, however, a high degree of consistency between the published information and 

the interview responses. In a handful of cases, interview respondents provided 

information about programs that had not yet reached the public domain. However, most 

references to corporate programs, or specific investments could usually be located within 

the relevant Sustainability Report or Annual Report. 

One example of this was Mary, who works for a bank. She provided details about how 

her company had introduced a specific program to help indigenous communities. 

Although this was not promoted externally, Mary felt that this program demonstrated how 

the bank displayed its commitment to local communities. These details could all be 

matched with information that was disclosed in the company’s Sustainability Report.  

Working with the indigenous community was a big one and looking at how [the 
company] can empower the indigenous communities. [We helped by] getting some of 
our best employees in there to really run some one-on-one programs with these people 
to try and assist them. 
 
Mary (Control) 

 

There was, however, much more information contained in the Sustainability Report / 

Annual Report than could have been covered within the in-depth interview. This was 

obvious in terms of depth, as some participants had little to do with the sustainability 

programs and relied on internal communications to learn about the company’s activities. 

This was less often the case for the participants in the manufacturing sector, who could 

usually provide unprompted examples around energy, water or waste.  
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The difference between the sustainability reporting and employee interviews was also 

obvious in terms of breadth, where the company’s definition of sustainability was much 

wider than the understanding of interview participants. Although many employees spoke 

about energy usage, carbon emissions and community programs, the sustainability 

reporting covered topics as diverse as tax avoidance and domestic violence. These 

specific themes were not mentioned by participants in either group but must be considered 

important enough by the company to warrant inclusion. 

The following section captures the major themes from the textual analysis for the two 

groups. The differences between the two groups is then analysed to determine whether 

this can provide further insight into the apparent reluctance for the manufacturing sector 

in Australia to embrace corporate sustainability. 

5.5.1 Thematic	analysis	

The first step of the analysis was to compare the incidence of nodes by different industry 

groups to understand the extent to which themes were consistent. The NVivo software 

proved enormously valuable in this because it allows nodes to be conceptualised in 

different ways. Figure 21, for example, is an extract from NVivo that shows the frequency 

of items coded in the control group reports.  This may be compared with Figure 22, which 

is the same representation for the manufacturing group reports. Although many of the 

codes are common, the frequency of items is different, indicating that the overall 

emphasis of the reports is distinctive. 
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Figure 21 Hierarchy of nodes - control group 

 

Figure 22 Hierarchy of nodes - manufacturing group 
 

Once the second pass was completed, a report was extracted from NVivo that showed the 

coding frequency. The infrequently used codes were examined to determine whether they 

were too specific and could be merged into a more general code. For example, ‘minority 

diversity’ and ‘gender diversity’ were merged into a larger code called ‘diversity’.  
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Another report was then extracted from NVivo that showed the top ten codes used for the 

manufacturing group and the control group. 

The reports were then reviewed again for a third time. This time, there was a particular 

focus on the top ten emergent codes to ensure that the reference count of the most 

significant codes was as accurate as possible. This was important to ensure that the code 

ranking was reliable.  

When the third pass was complete, a final set analysis reports was run that ranked in the 

most frequently occurring themes for both the manufacturing and control group. The 

result of this analysis is shown below in Table 19. 

Rank Manufacturing Control 
1 M1  Employee safety & wellbeing C1  Employee safety & wellbeing 
2 M2 Energy usage C2 Corporate philanthropy 
3 M3 Corporate philanthropy C3 Community engagement 
4 M4 Ethical procurement C4 Ethical procurement 
5 M5 Leadership training C5 Diversity 
6 M6 Community engagement C6 Indigenous welfare 
7 M7 Employee engagement C7 Collaboration  
8 M8 Impact of operations C8 Impact of operations 
9 M9 Carbon emissions C9 Energy usage 

10 M10 Water usage C10 Carbon emissions 
Table 19 Top ten themes by group 
 

The results of the two groups were remarkably similar. In fact, there were seven themes 

that were common to both the manufacturing group and the control group. The items of 

difference are highlighted in bold. A high degree of consistency was expected as all 

companies used in this research were large Australian firms, many of which were listed 

on the ASX. With the exception of industry-specific issues, the expectations of 

stakeholders, such the community, investors and government, should be regarded as 

homogenous, and therefore the issues addressed in the sustainability reports should not 

have been wildly different. 

5.5.2 Areas	of	thematic	consistency	

With the exception of energy usage, which was ranked second in the manufacturing group 

but ninth in the control group, the consistent themes appeared in the same ranking order 
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in both groups. This indicates that the themes are not influenced, to any great degree, by 

industry-sector specificities.  

Employee safety and wellbeing is paramount (M1 and C1) 

The strongest theme to emerge from the both groups was that employee safety and 

wellbeing is a paramount concern. It was mentioned in most reports and was usually 

accompanied by detailed performance history and action plans to reduce future workplace 

injuries.  

In line with our values-led sustainability approach, we treat our fellow team members 
with respect, and work to keep our people safe. Orora’s five-year occupational health 
and safety strategy is guided by the following main objectives:  
 
• Leadership – build on the existing commitment of leaders throughout the business to 
deliver an enhanced safety culture 
• Safety management system – continue the evolution of our existing system to 
effectively manage safety risk  
• Plant and equipment design – review and ensure all equipment and plant is suitably 
designed and safeguarded to enable safe operation  
• Capability – continue to develop our team members so that they are fully equipped to 
effectively manage safety within their areas of responsibility.  
 
Orora Group Annual Report (Manufacturing) 

 

Employee safety has become a high-profile issue for corporate Australia. Following the 

death of several men during the rollout of a government insulation scheme, unions and 

employee groups have been calling for industrial manslaughter laws, where company 

directors and employees may be held criminally responsible for major breaches of 

workplace safety. This follows some high-profile prosecutions under the United 

Kingdom’s Corporate Manslaughter and Corporate Homicide Act 2007.  

Despite its prominence in the sustainability reports, it is significant that employee safety 

was not mentioned in any of the in-depth interviews. Employees today have a reasonable 

expectation that their workplace is safe. Workplace accidents and deaths may have once 

been regarded as an unfortunate cost of doing business, but corporate Australia today 

takes an entirely different view. Any injury is regarded as serious, and any death is now 

regarded as avoidable (Johnstone, 2013).  
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There are heavy financial and social penalties for companies that recklessly injure or kill 

employees. It is likely that companies are using their sustainability reports to explain to 

stakeholders that this risk is understood and to give confidence that the management has 

plans in place to manage the risk.  

Corporate Philanthropy (M3 and C2) 

Compared with the United States, Australia is not usually considered to have a strong 

culture of corporate philanthropy. It therefore interesting that corporate philanthropy and 

gifting was mentioned by a majority of companies in their sustainability reports.  As with 

employee safety and wellbeing, philanthropy was not specifically mentioned in any of 

the manufacturing group interviews. 

According to Batten and Birch (2005), corporate citizenship is generally synonymous 

with corporate philanthropy and is considered as a means of a corporation earning its 

licence to operate in a community by virtue of its good deeds. From its consistent 

appearance in sustainability reports, it is clear that corporations believe there is an 

expectation from the community that a company is seen as ‘giving back’ in the form of 

donations, sponsorship and community programs. The disclosure of corporate 

philanthropy within the sustainability report can therefore be regarded as a form of return 

on the investment, which helps to enhance the company’s reputational capital.  

Ethical procurement (M4 and C4) 

One of the main criticisms of globalisation is that it has led to a ‘race to the bottom’ in 

terms of social and environmental impacts (Schuerkens, 2008). By moving their 

operations offshore, companies can deliver goods and services to consumers at lower 

costs, effectively side-stepping Australia’s minimum standards of labour and 

environmental protections.  

Although not mentioned in the interviews, ethical procurement has become an important 

issue for business, both in Australia and abroad. Companies are now careful to ensure 

that they understand their supply chains and avoid the reputational damage associated 

with illegal or unethical procurement practices. A meta-analysis of ethical procurement, 

also known as sustainable procurement, by Walker, Miemczyk, Johnsen, and Spencer 
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(2012) shows a rapid increase in the number of articles published since 2000. The key 

issues covered by these articles include fair trade practices, child labour, pollution by sub-

tier suppliers and the carbon footprint of the supply chain.   

As many companies in the manufacturing sector have extensive supply chains and source 

raw materials from diverse locations, it is likely that the manufacturing sector is more 

exposed to this issue than many of the control group companies. It is therefore surprising 

that this was ranked fourth in both the manufacturing and control group. This might 

indicate that the control group companies have sought to prepare the report based on 

stakeholder’s perceived risk, rather than actual risk.  

Community engagement (M6 and C3) 

Although the company was once simply a legal vehicle, the modern corporation has 

emerged as an entity with a status in the community. People talk about the need for a 

company to be a ‘good corporate citizen,’ implying that the agency exists independent of 

the leaders who manage it. Consequently, a company’s community engagement strategy 

is now considered a key element of a firm’s corporate social responsibility activities 

(Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, & Herremans, 2010).  

As the concept of community engagement has become more important, scholars have 

sought to define and categorise the different ways that firms engage with their 

communities. Borrowing from the categorisations used by Bass (1990), Bowen et al. 

(2010) categorise community engagement as either transactional, transitional or 

transformational. A transactional community engagement strategy consists primarily of 

sharing information or resources with the community in exchange for something of value. 

In some sense, such strategies are symbolic because they are conducted to provide a 

buttress against negative publicity  (Arya & Salk, 2006). Transformational relationships, 

on the other hand, can be regarded as an authentic partnership where neither party is fully 

capable of realising a specific goal on its own. Transitional relations sit somewhere in-

between; although there is genuine collaboration and consultation, decision-making is not 

necessarily shared. In practice however, this distinction is not clear-cut, and relationships 

can change in nature over time (Hardy & Phillips, 1998). 
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It is of some significance that the manufacturing group ranked community engagement 

sixth, while the control group ranked it third. However, given the categorisation presented 

above, it is more important to consider the nature of the engagement strategies. In this 

regard, it is clear that the control group have, in general, more transformational strategies 

than the manufacturing group. Evidence for this can be found by referencing some of the 

more prominent examples such as Westpac’s partnership with the Australian Human 

Rights Commission to develop a cultural workplace diversity blueprint, or BHP’s 

indigenous strategy as described in C6 below. Therefore, not only do the control group 

companies place greater emphasis on community engagement than the manufacturing 

companies, it appears that the nature of the engagement is different as well.   

Impact of operations (M8 and C8) 

Both the manufacturing and control groups placed ‘impact of operations’ at the same 

ranked position, implying that both understand how their business activities affect the 

community. This code was found in both groups where the company had a major breach 

of governance, committed a serious act that damaged people or the environment, or had 

been found guilty of an offence.  

An extreme example of this was the Fundão dam failure at BHP’s joint venture operation 

with Vale in Brazil on 5 November 2015 where nineteen people died. Numerous 

references were made to this event in BHP’s sustainability report. This disclosure signals 

to the community that management understood the severity of the event, and that the 

social license of BHP required that the company was both contrite and had put corrective 

actions in place. 

Carbon emissions and carbon reduction (M9 and C10) 

The issue of carbon emissions/carbon reduction remains a prominent theme in the 

sustainability reporting of both groups. Most companies referred to the need to 

decarbonise and build climate resistance. Although Australia’s experiment with a carbon 

tax has failed, many large emitters are still required to report emissions data to the clean 

energy regulator.  
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An increasing number of Australian companies have voluntarily pledged their public 

commitment to decarbonisation. Some have joined organisations such as the Carbon 

Disclosure Project, which collects and publishes key carbon performance metrics (Carbon 

Disclosure Project, 2012a). Other companies voluntarily report emissions data in their 

sustainability or annual report, even though there is no specific obligation to do so. The 

literature shows there are both advantages and disadvantages to proactive disclosure 

(Brown et al., 2009; Daub, 2007). Although the link between disclosure and financial 

returns is tenuous, simply reporting emissions data can viewed favourably by 

stakeholders (Orlitzky, 2005). 

 
In 2015, ANZ became a signatory to the Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB) 
Statement on fiduciary duty and climate change disclosure. Accordingly, when 
preparing the environmental information in this report we applied the principles of the 
CDSB Climate Change Reporting Framework. 
 
ANZ (Control) 

 

There is, however, growing unrest in the financial community that corporate climate risk 

is not being taken seriously enough. The Financial Stability Board (FSB), created by the 

G20, has highlighted the need for more transparency on exposure to climate risk, such as 

physical damage to property and equipment caused by new weather patterns, as well as 

exposure to greenhouse gas-emitting assets, which could suddenly decrease in value 

(Monasterolo, Battiston, Janetos, & Zheng, 2017).  

It seems increasingly likely that climate change will become a key governance issue. This 

implies that carbon emission/carbon reduction disclosures will no longer be seen as a 

differentiator; stakeholders will not regard actions on climate change as favourable. 

Instead, companies that do not work to identify and manage their climate change risk are 

more likely to be admonished in the future. 

5.5.3 Areas	of	thematic	differences	

Although there were many similarities between the themes in the two groups, there were 

also areas of significant difference. It is important to explore these differences as they 

highlight areas where the report preparers feel that an issue is more or less important for 
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a company. In effect, there is more to be gained by studying the differences than in 

studying the similarities.  

Leadership training (M5) 

In 1995, the Karpin report drew attention to the need for Australian companies to invest 

in leadership development. From this, there emerged an awareness about the need for life-

long education, particularly in the refinement of so-called ‘soft skills’ that are needed to 

drive employee engagement and performance (Avolio, 1996). More than 20 years later, 

Karpin’s recommendations appear to have been adopted. Many companies, particularly 

those in the manufacturing group, articulated the link between leadership development 

and driving a performance culture.   

In FY2015, we delivered a range of leadership programs including the Future Leaders 
Program developed in partnership with the Australian Graduate School of 
Management. To further develop leaders with the capability to effectively engage our 
people and drive a performance culture, we have established programs to learn from 
experienced leaders through interaction and conversation, placements, mentoring and 
coaching.  
 
Boral (Manufacturing) 

 

Although there were references to leadership training and development made in the 

control group companies, this item featured much more prominently in the manufacturing 

group.  Again, the reason for this difference is not obvious, but may be due to the control 

group being more conscious of the issues that concern stakeholders.  

Employee engagement (M7) 

The relationship between employee engagement and workplace performance has been 

understood for quite some time. Recent research has concentrated on the practical aspects 

of improving employee engagement, as some studies have shown that up to 40 per cent 

of employees were not engaged or actively disengaged at work (Aon Hewitt, 2013). 

Authors have identified selection, socialisation, performance management, and training 

as critical elements that organisations should manage if they wish to improve engagement 

(Gruman, Bakker, Albrecht, Saks, & Macey, 2015). 
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Despite this, few companies made a clear link between business strategy and employee 

engagement in their sustainability reports. One notable exception was Woolworths, which 

asserted that employee engagement is a leading indicator for customer satisfaction. This 

statement would be true of any service company and would therefore be expected to be 

highly prominent in the control group companies.  

Woolworths understands the importance of having an engaged workforce and that this 
is a lead indicator of customer satisfaction. 
 
Woolworths (Control) 

 

By contrast, many manufacturing companies referred to the importance of employee 

engagement but did not explain why.  

Orora recognises that the talent, passion and engagement of our team members is 
critical to the Company’s ongoing success. 
 
Orora (Manufacturing) 

 

Despite not making a clear link with strategy, employee engagement was ranked seventh 

in terms of importance to the manufacturing group. This, like leadership training (M5), is 

a perplexing inclusion. It reinforces the earlier point that suggests the control group 

companies are more conscious of the issues that concern stakeholders. 

Water usage (M10) 

Australia is the driest inhabited continent in the world. Unlike many other parts of the 

world, many of Australia’s river systems are seasonal and only a small percentage of its 

annual rainfall flows into the river systems. Yet population growth and activities, such as 

mining and manufacturing, make a significant demand on this finite resource  (State of 

the Environment 2011 Committee, 2011). This makes water a critical economic resource, 

and one which must be managed sustainably. However, Australia’s harsh climate 

produces periods of prolonged drought and catastrophic floods; this makes the challenge 

of sustainable water usage even more difficult. 

Although there has been considerable media attention on the rapidly increase price of 

energy, particularly in the Eastern states, the price of water has also increased steadily. 
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The average price of distributed water increased by 95 per cent from $0.40/kl in 2004-

2005 to $0.78/kl in 2008-2009. This increase is due to the investment in new water 

infrastructure, including desalination plants in drought-affected urban centres (State of 

the Environment 2011 Committee, 2011). Household water consumption accounts for 

around ten per cent of Australia’s water supply, but its makes up a relatively small 

proportion of household budgets (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016b). Therefore, 

consumers have not felt this increase as acutely as the energy price increases.  

The manufacturing sector only consumes only around 3.4 per cent of Australia’s water 

supply. This would seem insignificant and therefore not an item of critical importance to 

rate a mention in the sector’s sustainability reports. However, much of Australia’s 

manufacturing sector relies on agriculture, which consumes around 60 per cent of 

Australia’s water supply. This makes the relationship between the manufacturing sector 

and water usage one of critical importance. This nexus has fostered collaboration with 

downstream suppliers and is therefore understandable that sustainable water usage 

features prominently in the sustainability reports of manufacturing sector companies.  

Coca-Cola Amatil will optimise the use of water across our value chain by: −  
Ensuring sufficient, high-quality sustainable supplies for all operations [and] working 
with our suppliers to develop a value chain approach to water sustainability. 
 
Coca Cola Amatil (Manufacturing) 

 

Water usage was not a significant overall theme in the control group but was mentioned 

by both mining and retail companies. Mining accounts for around ten per cent of 

Australia’s water usage, and therefore its inclusion in sustainability reports is not 

surprising (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016b). However, like the manufacturing 

companies, water does not represent a significant cost of operations for retailers, but is a 

matter of strategic importance because of the close relationships with Australian 

agriculture.  

The inclusion of water usage as a key theme in the manufacturing sector’s sustainability 

reports is therefore logical.   
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 Diversity (gender and others) (C5) 

Workplace diversity has both its challenges and its rewards, but if managed well, usually 

provides tangible and intangible benefits to organisations (Howell & Avolio, 1992). 

Australia has, up until recently, suffered from a lack of diversity in the workplace. This 

was most apparent in the manufacturing sector. Although the sector did traditionally 

employ low-skilled migrant labour, the lack of career progression for these workers was 

limited, meaning few ended up in managerial or leadership positions (D'Netto, Shen, 

Chelliah, & Monga, 2014).  

The research shows that benefits of diversity are not just obtained by having a diverse 

workforce; labour diversity comes at a cost to organisations, and there is no net benefit 

unless it is managed properly (D'Netto et al., 2014). In recent years, diversity has been a 

product of skills shortages and some sectors (such as mining) have needed to cast the net 

wider than before.  

Qenos recruits a diverse group of employees, from new graduates to people with 
extensive industry experience. Through partnerships with universities we offer a 
vacation employment program for engineering, chemistry and commerce students. 
 
Qenos (Manufacturing) 

 

Apart from ethnic diversity, gender and sexual diversity is also important in corporate 

Australia today. The female representation on boards is increasing but still below 30 per 

cent, despite relentless pressure from business leaders (Australian Institute of Company 

Directors, 2015). Scholars, such as Klettner, Clarke, and Boersma (2016), have argued 

that a shortfall at the board level is due to the exclusion of women from senior 

management positions. Many of Australia’s top 200 companies have been criticised the 

community and investors for a lack of female diversity. 

The inclusion of diversity as a priority area for the control group is an encouraging sign. 

It is another example of how this group’s sustainability reports are more closely aligned 

with stakeholder interests, compared with the manufacturing sector. 
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Indigenous welfare (C6) 

The welfare of indigenous peoples was an unexpected theme amongst the control group 

companies. It was heavily referenced in retail, banking and mining companies, especially 

where companies had operations located on, or near to, land managed by indigenous 

people. Thirteen of the twenty in the control group described how their companies were 

working to reduce the level of disadvantage in these communities. In many cases, this 

assistance was being delivered directly in the form of company training and employment 

opportunities but was also referenced in terms of also indirect charitable assistance. 

Establishing long-term partnerships with indigenous communities can be mutually 

beneficial, explained in BHP’s 2016 sustainability report, as shown , as shown in Figure 

23. Indigenous communities share in the prosperity being derived from their lands and 

this leads to economic empowerment, which leads to improvements the quality of life. 

 

Figure 23 BHP Billiton indigenous peoples strategy  
BHP Biliton (2016) 



 

 

   Page   184 

As manufacturing operations are usually located in urban areas, it is likely that indigenous 

issues are not as prominent as companies in the control group, however this does not mean 

that these issues are ignored.  Indigenous welfare was mentioned by four of the sixteen 

companies in the manufacturing group. There was a direct connection between 

indigenous communities and manufacturing operations in three of the four companies. 

The fourth company mentioned indigenous people as a part of its employee diversity 

strategy.  

Geography, rather than strategy, appears to be the most obvious explanation for the 

difference been the manufacturing group and control group in this case. 

Collaboration (C7) 

It is unsurprising that collaboration was ranked highly by the control group because 

collaboration is a fundamental prerequisite for corporate sustainability. This is because 

few organisations have enough time or resources to solve their problems alone. 

Sustainable companies draw on the skills and competencies of partners in a way that 

transcends the traditional buyer-v-seller relationship (Hardy & Phillips, 1998). 

As a large telecommunications and technology company, we are committed to finding 
innovative, tech-based solutions to our biggest social and environmental challenges. We 
work with our customers and suppliers, engage our employees and develop 
partnerships with government and non-profit organisations to deliver programs that 
create targeted value in our communities, particularly for those most vulnerable and for 
the environment. 
 
Telstra  (Control) 

 

There has been considerable scholarly effort made to understand the relationship between 

collaboration and innovation. Earlier studies suggest that geographic clustering promotes 

collaboration and this improves innovation, at least in some industry sectors (Beaudry & 

Breschi, 2003). More recent studies appear to show that the innovative capability of 

collaboration lies in the diversity and quality of the relationships, rather than proximity 

alone (He & Wong, 2012).  

Collaboration, particularly between competitors, can be legally problematic due to anti-

competitive behaviour and intellectual property laws. New kinds of structures and 
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alliances are required to support the flow of information. Although this might lead some 

companies to question their existing beliefs around intellectual property (Dienhart & 

Ludescher, 2010), it could ultimately be more beneficial to work in this way.  

 
BHP Billiton’s approach to climate change has always been underpinned by 
engagement, and in October 2015, BHP Billiton entered into a partnership with GE 
Ecomagination to jointly assess opportunities for significant emissions reductions in our 
business and within our supply chain. The partnership is an example of how industry 
can work together to identify potential solutions to this critical issue 
 
BHP Billiton (Control) 

 
Industry groups can play a critical role in accelerating innovation and promoting 

sustainability. Not only can they be effective advocates for new ideas, they can also create 

effective structures to facilitate the exchange. Evidence for this can be found in a review 

of the sustainability of the US Dairy industry by Von Keyserlingk et al. (2013), who found 

that many sustainability challenges were not being addressed because private sector 

investment focused almost exclusively on productivity and efficiency. Quoting Reganold 

et al. (2011), the authors argued that sustainable agricultural systems can only be achieved 

with the involvement of what they term ‘knowledge institutions’. These include private 

companies, public research institutions, extension agencies (industry groups) and farmer 

networks. Together, these knowledge institutions can support trans-disciplinary research 

into interlocking issues, which were not usually funded because it was considered 

unlikely to generate immediate shareholder returns. The knowledge institutions can also 

maintain farmer knowledgebases, which allow individual farmers to share solutions and 

ideas to common problems. 

The sustainability challenges facing the Australian sector are not dissimilar to those 

facing to those facing the US dairy industry. Not only has the sector here struggled to 

approach sustainability challenges in a transformational way (van Berkel, 2000), the 

quantitative findings in this research also point to the absence of collaboration between 

these ‘knowledge institutions’.  It is also likely that the right kind of research is not being 

funded because companies are unlikely to invest in research that does not generate returns 

in the short to medium term. 
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Although improving the sustainability outcomes of the Australian manufacturing sector 

will undoubtedly require leaders to focus on improving collaboration, the role of industry 

groups should not be understated. They played a pivotal role in the political campaign 

against the carbon tax and are therefore highly effective agents for communication and 

mobilising effort towards a common goal. It is therefore essential that government 

engages with such groups effectively during policy formation and recognises the role they 

play in promoting collaboration and information sharing.  

5.6 CONCLUSIONS FROM SUSTAINABILITY REPORTS 

Although most of the issues are common, the subtle differences are of significance as 

they highlight areas where the companies have signalled different levels of importance to 

their stakeholders. This is an unconscious form of prioritisation by the organisation as to 

the kinds of issues and outcomes that it wishes to address. 

In some cases, the reason for the difference is obvious. Water management (M10), for 

example, is clearly linked with manufacturing activities but has little obvious connection 

with banking or telecommunications. It is therefore logical that the manufacturing group 

would prioritise water management in its sustainability communication. In other cases, 

however, the reason is not clear. Leadership training (M5), for example, seems to be 

presented as a solution without a problem. 

Considering this holistically, the three unique differences in the manufacturing sector 

(leadership training, employee engagement and water usage) are inward-looking in 

nature. That is, they represent issues that exist within the sphere of influence of the 

organisation. This may be contrasted with the three unique issues presented in the control 

group (employee diversity, indigenous welfare and collaboration with industry partners). 

Both indigenous welfare (C6) and collaboration (C7) represent issues that are outward-

looking in nature. Diversity (C5) can also be considered outward looking, as it aims to 

ensure that the employee composition reflects the company’s operating environment. 

Although subtle, it can be argued that the control group has an implicit external bias, 

while the manufacturing group as an implicit internal bias.  

As outlined in section 2.5, Dunphy et al. (2007) proposed the Sustainability Phase model 

as a conceptual model to explain how companies, and by extension industry groups, move 
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through various phases of corporate sustainability. They argue that the goal of becoming 

a ‘sustaining corporation’ is achieved when organisations reinterpret the nature of the 

company within the broader societal and ecological context. However, before achieving 

this goal, organisations progress through various stages (opposition, ignorance, risk, cost, 

competitive advantage) before transformation is achieved.   

It can be concluded, using this framework, that the manufacturing sector has not yet 

reached the same level of maturity as the control group. Although differences will always 

be expected due to the presence of industry-specific factors, the emphasis on efficiency 

and cost control puts the manufacturing sector behind the control group, which appears 

much more comfortable defining corporate sustainability within a greater social purpose.  

The examination of thematic differences within the sustainability literature also revealed 

further clues as to the ways these differences manifest themselves inside the 

manufacturing sector. The most important of these was collaboration (C7), which, 

according to the literature, is highly associated with innovation and complex problem-

solving. Research undertaken on other industry sectors suggests that building enduring 

relationships with so called ‘knowledge institutions’, is an effective strategy for 

improving sustainability outcomes within industry sectors.  

5.7 COMMENTS ON QUALITATIVE STUDY 

This chapter has described and analysed the results of 18 in-depth interviews and 35 

sustainability reports. It built on the results of the quantitative analysis to both validate 

and expand upon the earlier findings and allowed the research problem to be examined 

from multiple perspectives. This also provided additional avenues of inquiry once it 

became clear that the initial hypotheses could not be supported. 

Although the quantitative analysis did not reveal any significant difference between the 

manufacturing group and the control group, the interview analysis indicates that the 

manufacturing sector might still see corporate sustainability through the lens of resource 

efficiency, whereas the control group tends to regard sustainability through the lens of 

corporate reputation.  This, according to scholars, indicates that the manufacturing sector 

has not yet reached an equivalent level of maturity as the control group. Further support 

for this finding was found in the textual analysis of the sustainability reports, which 
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revealed the manufacturing sector displayed a slightly more internal focus compared with 

the control group. This leads us to conclude that these subtle but significant differences 

might be due to broader structural issues, which may require the assistance of government 

to overcome. 

The following chapter brings together the quantitative and qualitative analysis to generate 

the key research findings. From this, a set of recommendations has been developed to 

address the implications of these findings on the Australian manufacturing sector.  
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6 Conclusions 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

The objective of this research is to understand whether leadership can explain the apparent 

reluctance of the Australian manufacturing sector to embrace corporate sustainability. By 

comparing the behaviours and attitudes of leaders in Australia’s manufacturing 

companies with those of Australia’s sustainability leaders, it was hoped that a difference 

could be identified. If true, this could lead to remedies that might encourage a 

sustainability ‘renaissance’.  

When this research project began in 2012, the Australian manufacturing sector was in a 

state of flux. The economy was recovering from the Global Financial Crisis and the public 

debate around the carbon tax was raging. The business community was divided; many 

believed that it was time for Australia to take the first painful steps towards 

decarbonisation. More than 300 small, medium and large companies joined a group called 

‘Businesses for a Clean Economy’ and pledged their support for the tax (Sustainable 

Business Australia, 2018). Others, including those from the manufacturing sector, were 

vociferous in their opposition, arguing that carbon pricing would render Australia’s 

manufacturing sector uncompetitive. 

Looking back on this time now, it seems that this was an opportunity squandered.  

Although the decision to repeal the carbon tax in 2014 was widely celebrated by business 

groups, it became a pyrrhic victory. Wholesale electricity and gas prices more than 

doubled in most states in the year following the repeal and prices have continued to rise 

ever since. Analysts have blamed this on investment uncertainty: energy operators are 

both unwilling to extend the life of ageing coal assets and unsure whether to invest in 

renewables (Morton, 2017). Yet despite this, the Australian Industry Group (2018) reports 

manufacturing sector confidence has “grown for the 20th successive month,” despite the 

massive energy price increases. It is ironic that business has had to deal with much larger 

increases in energy cost than was expected under the carbon tax without having support 

packages available from the government to buffer them.  

Although the tone of energy debate in Australia has changed, it would be hard to argue 

that there has been a seismic shift in attitudes towards corporate sustainability in the 
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Australian manufacturing sector. The list of leading companies published in the 2016 

Carbon Disclosure Project contains five Australian companies: Dexus (Property) 

National Australia Bank (Financial), Stockland (Property) Qantas (Aviation) and Telstra 

(Telecommunications), with again no representation from the manufacturing sector 

(Carbon Disclosure Project, 2016).  It is a similar story in RobecoSAM’s 2018 yearbook, 

which recognises ANZ Bank (Financial), Brambles (Commercial Services), 

Commonwealth Bank (Financial), Dexus (Property), GPT Group (Property), IAG 

(Insurance), Lendlease (Property), Mirvac (Property), Oil Search (Resources), Star 

Entertainment (Casino), Stockland (Real Estate), Sydney Airport (Transport), Transurban 

(Transport), Wesfarmers (Retail), Westpac (Financial) and Woodside Petroleum 

(Resources) as industry leaders. Again, there is no Australian manufacturing company 

present on this list. The lack of Australian representation in these surveys is incongruous 

with the importance that manufacturing plays in the Australian economy.  

The research problem, as outlined in chapter 1, was framed within this context and sought 

to understand the reasons for an apparent reluctance in the Australian manufacturing 

sector to embrace corporate sustainability. The research sought to explore the concept of 

‘sustainable leadership’ and determine whether there was a fundamental deficiency of 

sustainable leadership in the sector. This chapter brings together the quantitative and 

qualitative research results to provide an answer to the research questions. Although this 

research did not ultimately uphold the hypotheses it proposed, it has nonetheless revealed 

useful information about the relationship behaviours and environmental attitudes and its 

contextual significance. These findings contribute to the fields of leadership and corporate 

sustainability by challenging the role that leadership plays in corporate sustainability. The 

chapter concludes with recommendations for future research, as well as providing policy 

recommendations. 

6.2 KEY FINDINGS 

Although the findings of each piece of analysis has been explored in the relevant section, 

the following section summarises the key findings of the research.  
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Sustainable leadership is not a significant factor 

The first key finding, as outlined above, is that there was no detectable difference in 

leadership behaviours and environmental attitudes between the leaders in the 

manufacturing group and the control group. There was also no detectable difference when 

the same comparison was made using underlying leadership and environmental factors. 

Thus, statistically speaking, the two groups are identical. From this, it was concluded that 

sustainable leadership, as it was defined in this research, could not account for the 

apparent reluctance in the Australian manufacturing sector to embrace corporate 

sustainability. 

There are two possible explanations for this result. The first is that sustainable leadership 

is a significant factor, but the way it has been defined and measured in this research is not 

correct. That is, the result would have been different if a different model or instrument 

were used. In returning briefly to the literature, the case supporting the existence of 

sustainable leadership remains sound, as evidenced by the theoretical work of Stern et al. 

(1999), Poff (2010) and Lozano (2015), and the empirical work of Stubbs and Cocklin 

(2008) and Manz et al. (2011). Yet in a similar study to this, McCann and Holt (2010) 

also failed to demonstrate the existence of a sustainable leadership type that predicated 

business performance.  

The second possibility is that sustainable leadership is not a significant factor, and other 

drivers better explain the observed differences. In his later work, Lozano (2015) he 

identified a large number of alternate external and internal drivers. Any of these could be 

more relevant than leadership in this context, and therefore it seems prudent to explore 

these in more detail rather than trying alternative leadership models. In this regard, the 

role of reputational capital and corporate sustainability ought to be explored more deeply. 

The findings of Hong and Liskovich (2014) are exciting and may well provide compelling 

evidence that all business leaders will adopt corporate sustainability when there is 

sufficient incentive for them to do so – regardless of their personal beliefs! 

Of the two, it seems that the latter is more likely to be correct. Of course, there is 

considerable scholarly attention directed towards leadership and sustainable leadership, 

both of which are likely to produce new models and instruments. If the same research 
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were undertaken using these newer models, it is possible that a different result would be 

obtained. Nonetheless, it must also be acknowledged that several researchers have tried, 

without success, to identify the leadership behaviours that define sustainable leadership 

and a new line of theoretical inquiry should be pursued. 

Relationship between leadership and environment attitudes 

Once it was determined that the original hypotheses could not be supported, the analysis 

was expanded to look for significant relationships between the independent variables. It 

was hoped this analysis might help identify key leadership behaviours or environmental 

attitudes which could then help refine the sustainable leadership construct.  

Multiple regression analysis was undertaken to understand if there was any correlation 

between the servant leadership factors with the internal, external and total environmental 

attitude scores. This revealed a weak to very weak relationship between all of the 

leadership behaviour and external environmental attitudes. Nothing about the leader’s 

perceived behaviours provides any information about the extent to which he or she might 

exhibit pro-environmental attitudes in the workplace. There was, however, a moderate 

correlation found between the leadership elements of vision, service and love and the 

internal environmental score. Although the relationship is not statistically strong, this 

finding does indicate that certain elements of a leader’s perceived leadership behaviours 

can reliably predict their perceived internal environmental beliefs.  

Although this finding supports the proposition that sustainable leadership is a form of 

values-based transformational leadership because it links the leader’s ability to express 

vision, love and service with the follower’s perceptions of the leader’s attitudes, it also 

implies followers only recognise sustainable leadership when it is authentic. That is, 

merely expressing pro-environmental views in the workplace is not enough. Followers 

recognise vision, service and love as leadership strengths only if they believe the leader 

genuinely holds supporting views.  

It may therefore have been more appropriate, based on these findings, to conceptualise 

sustainable leadership as a form of Authentic Leadership, as described by Bass and 

Steidlmeier (1999)  rather than Servant Leadership as described by (Greenleaf, 1977). 

This is because Authentic Leadership relies on the leader’s self-awareness and 



 

 

   Page   193 

internalised moral perspective as a basis to build a relationships with followers 

(Walumbwa et al., 2008). Authentic leadership is also associated with ethical behaviour 

(Gardner, Cogliser, Davis, and Dickens (2011) because authentic leaders focus on their 

passions and emphasise meaningful long-term relationships (George, Sims, McLean, & 

Mayer, 2007). This will be discussed in more detail in the recommendations for further 

study. 

Sustainability has contextual relevance 

As outlined in section 3.1, a mixed methods approach was chosen for this research to 

provide complementarity and assist with developing recommendations. Not only did the 

in-depth interviews validate the quantitative results, they allowed the participants to 

provide contextual information that the participants used to answer the survey questions.  

At the start of each interview, each participant was asked to describe how their 

organisation defines corporate sustainability. Once the results of the interviews were 

analysed, it became clear that those in the manufacturing sector had a vastly different 

understanding and perception of corporate sustainability compared with those in the non-

manufacturing companies. Interview participants from the manufacturing group provided 

examples that related to minimising the amount of waste or energy required to transform 

materials. By contrast, interview participants from the control group generally spoke 

about their organisation’s role in society. Examples included organisational commitments 

to social programs, such as indigenous programs, women’s health or corporate 

philanthropy.  

A contextual difference was somewhat expected as some companies in the control group, 

such as banks and telecommunication companies, are service industries and would not 

normally be considered large consumers of resources. However, the control group also 

included airlines, mining companies and retailers, all of which are large consumers of 

energy. Nonetheless, after transcribing and coding the responses, it became clear that the 

responses from the manufacturing group were consistently framed within the context of 

minimising operating costs. The control group, on the other hand, provided examples that 

were consistently framed within a broader social scope.  
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Participants from the control group expressed their understanding of sustainability in 

terms of corporate citizenship or corporate reputation. This was not the case in the 

manufacturing sector participants, who framed corporate sustainability more in terms of 

the responsible use of resources, or as a strategy for minimise waste. When asked to 

describe ways in which their company was acting sustainably, manufacturing sector 

interview participants usually described projects about resource usage intensity, such as 

trigeneration. By contrast, control group participants usually referenced social programs, 

such as programs supporting indigenous communities. Reputational factors are clearly 

important for large, listed companies and it is therefore likely that corporate sustainability 

is seen by those in the control group as a strategy for conveying positive messages to 

stakeholders.  

The main insight to be drawn from the interviews is that the manufacturing sector still 

frames corporate sustainability from an internal perspective, linking the responsible use 

of resources with profitability and economic survival. The control group, on the other 

hand, frame corporate sustainability within a broader construct of ‘giving back’ and 

‘being a good corporate citizen’. This difference appears to play a significant role in 

shaping the way that companies communicate with their stakeholders.  

Role of reputational drivers 

The final piece of analysis conducted in this research was a textual analysis of the 

sustainability reports published by the companies referenced in this research. Although 

such reports are designed to present the organisation favourably, they do describe the 

sustainability context and the types of issues that leaders believe are of interest to 

stakeholders (Delmas & Cuerel Burbano, 2011; Orlitzky, 2005). Therefore, by comparing 

both the similarities and differences, it was hoped that sustainability reports would 

validate and deepen the understanding between the sectors. 

In terms of similarities, the textual analysis revealed that basic themes reported by both 

groups in their reports were largely the same. Of the top ten themes shown in Table 19, 

seven were common across the manufacturing and control group. From this, we could 

conclude that the manufacturing sector is concentrating on much the same kinds of issues 

as their control group peers.  
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The areas of differences, however, were more revealing. It was noted that the control 

group companies published vastly more information about their corporate sustainability 

than those in the manufacturing sector. Some of these control group produced reports that 

exceeded 100 pages, and were filled with performance metrics, success stories, 

photographs and detailed action plans. Although some manufacturing companies did 

produce separate sustainability reports, many only included a chapter on corporate 

sustainability in their annual report.  

Some scholars explain this disparity by differing levels of organisational concern for 

reputational capital. That is, because of the high cost involved with compiling and 

publishing this information, companies that publish the most sustainability information 

do so because of a greater need or desire to protect reputational capital (Petrick et al., 

1999). Conversely, where the need to protect or enhance reputational capital is less, 

companies would be less inclined to direct resources towards such activities. If this were 

true, it would indicate that the manufacturing sector is somewhat less concerned about 

reputational capital than the control group companies. 

In terms of thematic differences, it was found that the manufacturing sector was more 

concerned about training, employee engagement and water usage than the control group, 

and less concerned about diversity, indigenous welfare and collaboration with industry 

partners than the control group. Based on this, it was suggested that the manufacturing 

sector is focussed slightly more on the efficient utilisation of internal resources (people 

and water), and somewhat less focussed on its external environment.  

Although manufacturing companies are inherently resource-intensive and therefore their 

long-term survival requires a fundamental concern for the sustainable use of resources, 

this alone does not sufficiently account for the difference between the two groups. Within 

the control group, companies such as Qantas (aviation), AGL (utilities) BHP (mining) 

and Woodside (petroleum) also operate in resource-intense environments, yet still 

position corporate sustainability within a wider external context. To illustrate this, BHP’s 

indigenous people’s strategy was shown on page 183.  

This difference, albeit subtle, appears to support the predicate on which this research is 

based. That is, there is a difference in the way that the manufacturing sector sees corporate 
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sustainability, compared with the control group peers. This may be due, at least in part, 

for the need to build or preserve reputational capital. Unfortunately, it was beyond the it 

was the beyond the scope of this project to explore this idea in greater detail. This is an 

area worthy of investigation by future researchers.   

6.3 LIMITATIONS 

Limitations exist within every research endeavour. They represent the constraints on 

generalisability, applicability, or the findings as a result of intentional or unintentional 

decisions made during the research process (Price & Murnan, 2004). Although there may 

be a temptation to ignore them, especially when the limitations are unavoidable, scholars 

are encouraged to consider and discuss limitations so that they demonstrate that there has 

been a critical review of the research, and to allow others to build upon the research in 

the future.  

In this research, the limitations are broken into the three parts. The first is the 

methodological limitation associated with mixed methods research. The second discusses 

the collection and analysis limitation. The third discusses the limitation on applicability 

and generalisability.   

6.3.1 Methodological	limitations	

One of the fundamental requirements of any scholarly research is to design a method that 

addresses the research question (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Although this might 

seem obvious, research purists, such as Guba and Lincoln (1994), contend that methods 

must stay within the strict boundaries established by a research paradigm. This is not a 

problem for some research questions, especially those that are narrowly defined within a 

disciplinary area. However, in recent years, the mixed methods approach has been 

growing in popularity with scholars to promote the understanding and interpretation of 

data within a wider context. Scholars such as Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) believe 

the increasingly complex and inter-disciplinary nature of modern research promotes such 

methodological pragmatism. Notwithstanding the debate between purists and 

pragmatists, the mixed methods approach can itself be used to address some research 

limitations, and it can also introduce new ones (Krivokapic Skoko & O'Neill, 2010). 



 

 

   Page   197 

Although not new, the mixed methods approach is not as well defined as the traditional 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Authors such as Fetters (2018), have started to 

address this deficiency, primarily by identifying research problems that have been best 

answered using this approach. Although this counter the notions of paradigmatic purity, 

this work is not yet mature enough to catalogue its limitations.  

Identifying potential methodological limitations in this research therefore required a more 

unstructured approach. Through a review of all articles published in posted in the Journal 

of Mixed Methods Research, there appear to be two main general limitations of MMR 

research identified by scholars. Notwithstanding the specific limitations identified in this 

research project, as discussed in section 6.3.2, these general limitations are discussed 

below. 

The first limitation is the thesis of conditional incompatibility, as advanced by Hathcoat 

and Meixner (2015), which occurs when there are two or more contradictory 

philosophical positions taken within the same study. In this research, interviews were 

used to validate the quantitative survey results, and from a strictly post positivist 

perspective, there is no inherent incomparability. However, as the interviews were then 

used by the researcher to gather additional information, it could be argued that the 

interviews moved from the realms of post positivism into a phenomenological perspective  

(Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, Jackson, & Jaspersen, 2018). 

On this basis, the thesis of conditional incompatibility must be acknowledged as a 

limitation in this research as the interview step goes beyond mere quantitative validation. 

In attempting to tackle the research problem from multiple angles, the accusation of 

contradictory philosophical positions is not without basis. Although some might see this 

as undesirable, Greene (2007) herself would promote a dialectical stance which promoted 

understanding over a debate around nuanced philosophical positions (Hathcoat & 

Meixner, 2015).  As this thesis is designed to promote practical understanding, this 

limitation, while acknowledged, is not considered to have a material bearing on the 

strength of the findings. 

The second general limitation of MMR arises as a result of the researcher having to learn 

and apply two or more different techniques. Not only does this require more time and 
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resources from the researcher, it can lead to the research output being perceived as lacking 

in quantitative or qualitative rigour (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Indeed, the MMR 

approach can be argued as more difficult than a singular quantitative or qualitative 

approach for this reason.  

Addressing this limitation was not easy and required several strategies. It was important 

that the supervisory team had sufficient quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods 

expertise. In areas of specific weakness – in this case statistical analysis – it was necessary 

to call upon CSU’s Quantitative Consulting Unit, to provide support and coaching on the 

quantitative analysis.  

6.3.2 Collection	and	analysis	limitations	

As the field of corporate sustainability is still developing, this research has been limited 

by the available literature on sustainable leadership. In many respects, the field is still in 

its infancy and scholars are still developing the needed models and instruments. These 

are required if we are to understand the way that leadership behaviours affect corporate 

sustainability. 

To overcome this deficiency, this research attempted to derive a model for sustainable 

leadership based on the available literature. Servant leadership ,as defined by Greenleaf 

(1977), was chosen as it is one of oldest and most researched leadership theory and, 

despite its detractors, it continues to resonate with scholars today  (Aarum Andersen, 

2018; Hoch, Bommer, Dulebohn, & Wu, 2016). Although this is the same approach taken 

by other scholars, such as McCann and Holt (2010), who wish to advance the 

understanding in this area, it must be conceded that neither the models nor the instruments 

are sufficiently well developed. It is likely that newer theories and instruments might offer 

better explanations in the future. 

It is also important to acknowledge the limitations and difficulties involved with 

collecting survey data, as described in section 4.1. This activity proved to be the most 

difficult of the entire data collection process. Great care was taken to collect a sufficiently 

large sample without oversampling any one organisation, including the use of innovative 

recruitment strategies. With more time and resources, a larger number could have been 

obtained, but the final number is as large as possible under the circumstances.  



 

 

   Page   199 

Even though the survey instrument was developed with the assistance of the Charles Sturt 

University’s Spatial Data Analysis Network (SPAN), the design could have been 

improved to make it easier for people to participate. The non-completion rate indicates 

that the survey length may have been an issue for some people. With benefit of hindsight, 

it is clear that the survey instrument should have been shortened and developed so that it 

could have been completed on a mobile device. The quantitative results have therefore 

been limited by the survey design.  

6.3.3 Limits	to	applicability	

The research problem described in this thesis came about as a result of economic and 

political events that occurred in Australia in the years following the Global Financial 

Crisis of 2010.  Although it is hoped that this research contributes to the general 

understanding of sustainable leadership, it must be acknowledged that Australia’s 

corporate sector is a microcosm, not representative of the global situation. 

This is not to say that the results would be different if the research were duplicated in 

another advanced economy. In fact, based on the findings, it is likely that they would be 

the same. However, this research was predicated on view that the manufacturing sector 

in Australia was somehow reluctant to embrace corporate sustainability. This predicate 

may not hold true elsewhere. The specific circumstances that led to this research therefore 

represented a unique opportunity to assess the role of leadership in corporate 

sustainability. 

Emerging from the research is the view that that reputational drivers may be more 

significant in driving corporate sustainability than first thought. Unfortunately, the scope 

of the research project did not permit adequate examination of this factor. It was therefore 

not possible to proffer this as an alternate explanation, although this is worthy of further 

investigation by future researchers. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, the research has met its primary objective in helping 

to understanding the Australian manufacturing sector’s apparent reluctance to embrace 

corporate sustainability. The specific findings that lead to this result are discussed in detail 

below. 
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6.4 IMPLICATIONS 

6.4.1 Theoretical	implications	

The primary objective of this thesis was to provide a practical understanding for the 

apparent reluctance of the Australian manufacturing sector to embrace corporate 

sustainability, rather than make a theoretical contribution to corporate sustainability. 

There are, however, some salient observations that can be made from this research that 

will contribute to the wider understanding of this topic. 

Leadership theory 

As described in section 1.5, the literature indicates that leadership plays a crucial role in 

the orchestration of corporate sustainability. Unfortunately, no quantitative evidence 

could be found for this when comparing leadership behaviours between industry sectors 

in Australia. This does not mean that leadership is not involved; scholars are yet to agree 

on a definition of ‘sustainable leadership’ and provide empirical support.  More work is 

needed to further refine the sustainable leadership construct before it can be used to 

empirically support this proposition. 

Nonetheless, the sentiment emerging from this research is that leadership may not play 

as an important a role as other factors, as some authors have indicated. The qualitative 

findings reveal that corporate reputation is a much stronger driver, particularly where 

competitors within an industry sector (such as banking) do not want to appear behind their 

peers. Scholars may wish to review their models to consider whether too much emphasis 

has been placed on leadership.  

Reputational capital 

Conversely, the models of corporate sustainability appear to underemphasise the 

importance of reputational capital as a driver. This theme was prominent in the qualitative 

study; many participants felt that the desire to build or maintain the corporate reputation 

was the single most important driver in their organisations, even if they didn’t fully 

believe that their leaders had pro-environmental attitudes. The work of Hong and 

Liskovich (2014) in understanding the relationship between reputational capital and 



 

 

   Page   201 

fines/penalties is particularly interesting because it suggests that some companies 

implicitly understand that reputational capital can safeguard financial capital. 

It seems that many scholars are searching for the ‘holy grail’ of corporate sustainability 

– a business case that proves that sustainable companies have better financial returns. It 

is possible that such a link may not be found or, even worse, be found not to exist. Rather 

than search for this, scholars may find that a better understanding of the reputational 

drivers provides a richer area of analysis.  

6.4.2 Implications	for	business	

This research did not detect a problem with leadership in the Australian manufacturing 

sector but has presented evidence to support the proposition that there is a problem with 

corporate sustainability in Australia. The kind of transformational change, evident 

amongst Australia’s sustainability leaders, has not occurred organically in Australia’s 

manufacturing sector. Without an acceleration of effort in this field, Australia will be 

unable to gain a foothold in the advanced manufacturing industries of the future. 

In one sense it is encouraging to learn that the Australian manufacturing sector does not 

lack leadership capability. Even though the public debate around the carbon tax might 

have given the impression that the manufacturing sector did not consider that the 

environment was important, the findings did not support this. In fact, this research has 

found that the opposite is true; there is a deep understanding of the need to use resources 

wisely and invest for the long-term. There were numerous examples provided that 

demonstrate how manufacturers go beyond minimum requirements to reduce their 

environmental footprints.  

Reference was made in the qualitative conclusions to the Sustainability Phase Model by 

Dunphy et al. (2007) to describe how companies and, by extension industry groups, move 

through various phases of corporate sustainability. By applying the findings described 

above to the model criteria, the Australian manufacturing sector could be classified as a 

second-wave organisation with a cost/efficiency focus (refer section 2.5). On the other 

hand, it could be argued that many of those in the control group are third-wave 

transformative companies. These organisations are acutely aware of their corporate 

reputations and seek to create long-term relationships with their stakeholders.   
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If this is true, there are serious implications for the Australian economy. This is because 

the manufacturing sector in Australia is in decline and, without renewal, the old-economy 

jobs, such as those in the automotive sector, will not be replaced by new-economy jobs. 

This will create economic displacement and a long-term decline in living standards.  

Perhaps as a consequence of geographic isolation, a small domestic population, or 

government protections and tariffs, the Australian manufacturing sector has long suffered 

from an incrementalistic approach to innovation (Lucas, 2004; van Berkel, 2000). 

Because it lacked the capability to rapidly adapt to the changing landscape, the end of 

mass-production in Australia was inevitable once the doors to the world were opened. 

The closures began in the 1990s with textiles and culminated with motor vehicle assembly 

in 2017. The age of mass-production in Australia has ended. 

In writing about the implementation of Cleaner Production in Australia almost 20 years 

ago, van Berkel (2000) did not believe it would lead transformational change. Success, in 

his view, required proponents to challenge existing paradigms, rather than work within in 

them. Sadly, his instinct was correct, and the Australian manufacturing sector has 

continued to adopt an incrementalistic approach ever since.  

Innovation is the key to renewal in Australia’s manufacturing sector. There remain 

opportunities for Australia to take a leading role in advanced manufacturing activities 

such as biotechnology, medical equipment, robotics and advanced materials (Spinks, 

2014). Realising this goal will break the inward-looking, incrementalistic and nostalgic 

thinking that has been displayed in recent history (Oliver & Howe, 2009).  

To learn from the lessons of the past, four specific policy recommendations have been 

developed. These go beyond the failed approach of simply making information available 

and expecting business to make the leap of faith (Holmberg, 1998; van Berkel, 2000). 

Instead, these recommendations aim to create an environment where corporate 

sustainability becomes a strategic objective. 

1. Focus on smart regulation 
2. Create competitive tension through information 
3. Reintroduce carbon pricing 
4. Develop transitional support packages 
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Smart Environmental Regulation 

More than 20 years ago, Michael Porter and Claas van der Linde published a seminal 

paper that described how government can reduce the environmental footprint of business 

without imposing financial hardship or causing industry displacement. They argued that 

by creating the right kind of regulation and incentives, businesses will respond positively 

and improve competitiveness.  Rather than interfering, Porter and van der Linde (1995) 

believe government, through well-crafted environmental regulation, can provide 

important information and resource signals to companies, which creates pressure that 

motivates management attention.  

Building on this,  Ghisetti and Rennings (2014) conducted an empirical analysis on the 

relationship between environmental innovation and firm profitability in Germany. As 

Porter and van der Linde (1995) suspected, there was indeed a positive impact on 

profitability when companies focussed their innovation on reducing energy usage and 

resource intensity. Interestingly, there was a negative relationship (at least in the short 

term) when they focussed on externalities, such as air, water, noise and soil.  

This is an important complementary finding because it shows that governments can 

provide the right kinds of assistance for companies to help themselves. Australian 

governments already provide grants and funding to the private sector, but there is no 

requirement placed on recipients to share information about the success of these projects 

with the community. Companies are usually reluctant to share information about 

investments because such information may end up in the hands of competitors., but by 

making such disclosures a condition of the funding, the government could easily improve 

the return on investment for such programs. While intellectual property rights should be 

respected, the publicising of government-supported investments fosters innovation by 

creating competitive tension.   

Furthermore, Porter and van der Linde (1995) argued that by simply gathering and 

publishing information, companies will often self-regulate to minimise the potential for 

reputational damage. This concept of preserving ‘reputational capital’ was discussed in 

section 2.4.2 and is clearly a strong motivator for large, publicly listed companies, as 

evidenced by the resources that companies direct towards public relations.  
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Recommendation 1 
 
Governments, both state and federal, in conjunction with industry groups, should create 
structures that facilitate reporting and sharing of sustainability information in the 
manufacturing sector.  
 
Although these should foster healthy competitive tension, care must be taken not to 
simply increase the regulatory burden. There should be an attempt, at all levels of 
government, to standardise and simplify reporting requirements. 
 

 

Create competitive tension through information 

Although large Australian greenhouse gas emitters have been required to report emissions 

to the regulator for some time now, very little company-specific information is released 

to the public. Some companies, however, voluntarily participate in reporting schemes, 

such as the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) or the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), 

and report, as discussed in section 2.4.3. 

The problem with such voluntary schemes, as described by Dingwerth and Eichinger 

(2010), is that they do nothing to encourage non-participants to improve their 

performance. As large CO2 emitters are already reporting this information to the 

regulator, this seems like an obvious area where government can create incentives to self-

regulate at little or no cost to the taxpayer. The same concept could also be applied to 

electricity, gas and water usage as such information is readily available through existing 

billing data. 

Recommendation 2 
 
Government should create an incentive for manufacturers to invest in energy and 
resource-intensity reduction programs by collecting and reporting energy and resource 
usage information on a national public register. 
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Reintroduce carbon pricing in Australia 

Even though the carbon tax is undoubtedly now political poison, given its central role in 

the formulation of this research, it would be careless not to make some recommendations 

on how it could be improved for the manufacturing sector in the future. 

It has been asserted above that the Australian manufacturing sector is less advanced on 

the spectrum of sustainability, compared with the control group peers. That is, the 

manufacturing sector still regards sustainability as a strategy for maximising efficiency 

and minimising cost, rather than as a strategy to drive innovation and collaboration. 

Through this lens, a visceral and negative reaction to a new tax impost is therefore 

understandable.  

Although the price was set with a view to funding an appropriate level of support, at an 

initial level of $23/tonne, Australia’s fixed price was carbon was three times higher than 

the variable price used in Europe. This alarmed Australian manufacturers, who were 

concerned that they could not mitigate this cost quickly enough to remain competitive. 

This was a valid concern, and although the government provided generous assistance to 

trade-exposed industries, the price should have been set lower, in line with international 

trading partners.  

Recommendation 3 
 
The carbon price in Australia must be set and maintained using a benchmark that does 
not disadvantage Australian manufacturers. 
 

Develop transitional support packages 

The most disappointing aspect of the carbon tax debacle was that it did not last long 

enough to stimulate innovation and spur a new Australian manufacturing revolution. Had 

things been different, Australia’s carbon tax may have created the incentive, as Porter and 

van der Linde (1995) have hypothesised, for the manufacturing sector to generate 

‘innovation offsets’, which create value for the firm that exceeds the cost of compliance.  

The policy was a failure for many reasons. Rather than seize the opportunity, many 

manufacturers retreated, hoping for political change instead of embracing the 
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transformation opportunity. As a result, the manufacturing sector rallied together and was 

strident in its opposition to the carbon tax. Lobby groups, such as Manufacturing 

Australia, were highly effective in representing the interests of manufacturers and 

communicating the fears that their members held.  

With the benefit of hindsight, we now know that some of these fears were unfounded. In 

fact, energy cost increases have been higher since the carbon tax repeal. There was, 

nonetheless, a major problem with the perceived lack of transitional support. Many 

manufacturers were not aware of the assistance packages, nor were they aware of the 

things that could be done to protect themselves against energy cost increases. More work 

could (and should) have been done to create a ‘win-win’ scenario.  

Recommendation 4 
 
Governments must work more closely with industry groups, such as Manufacturing 
Australia, to formulate environmental policies, develop assistance packages and build 
the communication structures that encourage businesses to protect themselves from the 
downside risk of policy changes. 
 

 

6.5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

Although there has been a considerable scholarly effort directed towards understanding 

the relationship between corporate sustainability and financial performance, relatively 

little work has been done to understand how corporations become sustainable. This study 

has attempted to provide empirical support to the proposition advanced by authors, such 

as Lozano (2008), that leadership plays a key role, and although the study failed to achieve 

this, it has yielded several key insights that are worthy of attention by future researchers. 

Sustainable leadership 

As discussed in section 6.3, there are still large gaps in the understanding of what 

constitutes sustainable leadership. This research has relied on servant leadership as a form 

of values-based transformational leadership that might be expected in sustainable leaders. 

Although there was a moderate correlation found between environmental attitudes and 

some leadership behaviours, the definition of sustainable leadership used in this research 

is insufficient. 
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As discussed in section 4.4.4 the multiple regression analysis found there was a moderate 

correlation between three leadership elements (vision, love and service) and internal 

environmental beliefs. Although such a relationship should be expected for values-based 

transformational leadership, it would be useful to establish if there are other leadership 

elements that are also related to environmental beliefs. From this, it may be possible to 

‘reverse-engineer’ a leadership theory for sustainable leadership.   

Ideally, this would be done with the leaders of Australian companies. We would get a 

detailed catalogue of their environmental beliefs and then gather a complete list of their 

leadership behaviours and find if there are any similarities. 

Reputational drivers 

One of the inspirations for this research was the work done by Lozano (2015) to identify 

and understand the corporate sustainability drivers (see Figure 1). In that research, Lozano 

hypothesised that the internal drivers for corporate sustainability might be more 

compelling forces for change than the external ones. This research suggests the alternative 

might be true and that leadership itself is not as significant a driver as the need for 

companies to protect or enhance their corporate reputation. This disparity with the Lozano 

research requires a reconciliation. 

Further work should therefore be done to understand the strength of the relationship 

between reputational factors and corporate sustainability. Hong and Liskovich (2014) 

took an interesting approach to establish the validity of a corporate ‘halo effect’ by 

showing an inverse relationship between corporate fines and spending on corporate social 

responsibility activities. A similar approach might be taken here, which could then help 

strengthen Lozano’s 2015 model.  
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Appendix A: Sustainable Leaders Group 

The following non-manufacturing organisations have been identified as the control group 

for the survey, representing a cohort of organisations which has embraced corporate 

sustainability. This selection was based on the 2012 Carbon Disclosure Project for 

Australia and New Zealand. (Carbon Disclosure Project, 2012a). Organisations which 

were rated ‘A’ or ‘B’, the two highest performance bands, in 2012 were included.  

Each organisation listed below will be contacted and requested to distribute the survey 

instrument to five leaders. Assuming an organisational response rate of 40%, the target 

sample size for the population group should be 100 participants. The response rate should 

be higher than the candidate group as the organisations are voluntary participants in the 

Carbon Disclosure Project. 

Organisation name Primary Activity 
AGL Energy Utilities 
ANZ Banking Group Banking 
BHP Billiton Mining 
CFS Retail Property Trust Property 
Commonwealth Property Office Fund Property  
David Jones  Retailing 
Dexus Property Group Property 
GPT Group Property 
Henderson Group  Investment 
Insurance Australia Group Insurance 
Leighton Holdings (CIMIC) Property 
Metcash Retailing 
Mirvac Group Property 
National Australia Bank Banking 
News Corporation Publishing 
Qantas Airways Aviation 
Spotless Group Services 
Stockland Property 
Telstra Corporation Telecommunication  
Transurban Services 
Wesfarmers Retailing 
Westfield Group Property 
Westpac Banking Corporation Banking 
Woodside Petroleum Resources 
Woolworths Limited Retailing 

Table 20 Control group 
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Appendix B: Australian Manufacturing Sector group 

The list of candidate organisations was generated from the Australian Government Clean 

Energy Regulator using the Liable Entities Public Information Database (LEPID) 

(Australian Government, 2013). This list indicates companies which have significant 

carbon emissions, thereby indicating the scale of manufacturing activity in Australia. The 

list was further refined to exclude organisations which were not primarily manufacturers.  

Each organisation listed below will be contacted and requested to distribute the survey 

instrument to leaders within its business. Assuming an organisational response rate of 

20%, the target sample size should be around 100 participants.  

Organisation name Primary Activity 

Air Liquide Australia Limited Chemicals 
Amcor Limited  Packaging Materials 
Arnotts Biscuits Holdings Pty Ltd Consumer Products 
Bega Cheese Limited  Consumer Products 
BGC (Australia) Pty Ltd  Building products 
BOC Limited Chemicals 

Boral Limited Building products 
Bradken Limited Building products 
Brickworks Ltd  Building materials 
Cadbury Australia Limited Consumer Products 
Cement Australia Holdings Pty Ltd  Building materials 
Coca-Cola Amatil Limited  Consumer Products 
Competitive Foods Australia Pty Ltd Consumer Products 
Coogee Chemicals Pty Ltd Chemicals 
CSR Limited  Building materials 
Fletcher Building (Australia) Pty Ltd  Building materials 
Ford Motor Company of Australia Limited Automotive 
Foster's Group Limited  Consumer Products 
General Motors Australia Ltd Automotive 
Goodman Fielder Limited  Consumer Products 
Heinz Watties Pty Ltd  Consumer Products 
Holcim Participations (Australia) Pty Ltd.  Building products 
Incitec Pivot Limited Chemicals 
James Hardie Austgroup Pty Ltd Building products 
Kimberly Clark Pacific Holdings Pty Ltd  Consumer Products 
Lion Nathan National Foods Pty Ltd  Consumer Products 
LyondellBasell Australia (Holdings) Pty Ltd Chemicals 
Mars Australia Pty Ltd Consumer Products 
McCain Foods (Aust) Pty Ltd Consumer Products 
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Murray Goulburn Co-operative Co. Limited  Consumer Products 
Nestle Australia Ltd Consumer products 
New Zealand Milk (Australasia) Pty Ltd  Consumer Products 
Norske Skog Industries Australia Limited Paper and Printing 
OneSteel Limited  Steel 
Orica Limited  Chemicals 
Orora Group Packaging Materials 
Owens-Illinois (Australia) Pty Ltd  Packaging Materials 
Paper Australia Pty Ltd  Paper and Printing 
PaperlinX Limited  Paper and Printing 
Parmalat Australia Ltd Consumer Products 
Penrice Soda Holdings Limited  Consumer Products 
PMP Limited Paper and Printing 
Pratt Consolidated Holdings Pty. Ltd.  Packaging Materials 
Qenos Holdings Pty Ltd  Plastics 
SCA Tissue Australia Pty Limited Consumer Products 
Simplot Australia (Holdings) Pty Limited  Consumer Products 
Toyota Motor Corporation Australia Ltd. Automotive 
Yara Australia  Fertilisers 

Table 21 Candidate manufacturing organisations 
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Appendix C: Survey instrument – SLAI 

No Question Factor 
L1 My leader sees serving as a mission of responsibility to others  Serving 
L2 My leader is genuinely interested in my employees as people  Loving 
L3 My leader employees trust me to keep a secret Trusting 
L4 My leader  models service to inspire others Serving 
L5 My leader has shown unselfish regard for my well-being Altruistic 
L6 My leader desires to develop my team’s leadership potential Empowering 
L7 My leader creates a culture that fosters high standards of ethics  Loving 
L8 My leader talks more about my employees’ accomplishments than my own Humble 
L9 My leader has endured hardships, e.g., political, “turf wars,” etc. to defend my team Altruistic 
L10 My leader shows trust in my team by being open to receiving feedback from them Trusting 
L11 My leader lets his/her employees make decisions with increasing responsibility  Empowering 
L12 My leader does not overestimate my merits  Humble 
L13 The level of trust my leader places in his/her team increases their commitment to the 

organisation 
Trusting 

L14 My leader has sought my employees’ views regarding the organisation’s vision  Visionary 
L15 My leader understands that serving others is most important  Serving 
L16 My leader voluntarily give of myself, expecting nothing in return Altruistic 
L17 My leader has shown care for my employees by encouraging them Loving 
L18 My leader gives of himself/herself with no ulterior motives  Altruistic 
L19 My leader has shown compassion towards my employees in their actions toward me  Loving 
L20 My leader is not interested in self-glorification Humble 
L21 My leader makes his/her employees feel important Loving 
L22 My leaders is humble enough to consult others in the organization when they may not 

have all the answers 
Humble 

L23 My leader has made personal sacrifice for my employees Altruistic 
L24 My leader gives his/her employees the authority they need to do their job  Empowering 
L25 My leader turns over some control to my employees, so they may accept more 

responsibility 
Empowering 

L26 My leader has made sacrifices in helping others  Altruistic 
L27 My leader shows concern for my employees Humble 
L28 My leader empower his/her employees with opportunities so that they may develop their 

skills  
Empowering 

L29 My leader understand that service is the core of leadership  Serving 
L30 My leader communicate trust to my employees Trusting 
L31 My leader seek to instil trust rather than fear or insecurity  Trusting 
L32 My leader has encouraged my team to participate in determining and developing a shared 

vision 
Visionary 

L33 My leader entrust employees to make decisions Empowering 
L34 My leader has written a clear and concise vision statement for my employees Visionary 
L35 My leader aspire not to be served but to serve others Serving 
L36 My leader has asked my employees what they think should be the future direction of the 

organisation 
Visionary 

L37 My leader does not centre attention on his/her own accomplishments  Loving 
L38 My leader model service in my behaviours, attitudes, and values  Serving 
L39 My leader’s demeanours are ones of humility Loving 
L40 My leader has shown that he/she wants to include employees’ vision into the goals and 

objectives 
Visionary 

L41 My leader know I am above corruption  Trusting 
L42 My leader seeks his/her employees’ commitment concerning the shared vision of the 

company 
Visionary 

Table 22 Survey instrument - SLAI 
Based on Dennis and Bocarnea (2007) 
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Appendix D: Survey instrument – EAS 

No Question Factor 
E1 My leader tries hard to carry my pro-environmental beliefs over into the other parts of my 

life 
Internal 

E2 My leader tries to appear pro-environmental to please others, but I really don’t believe 
environmental issues are important  

Neutral 

E3 Because of my personal values, my leader does not believe that ignoring environmental 
matters is OK 

Internal 

E4 My leader tryiesto act pro-environmentally because of pressure from others External 
E5 Although today’s politically-correct standards pressure me to express pro-environmental 

views, my leader doesn’t really believe the environment is threatened 
Neutral 

E6 When it comes to questions about the environment, my leader feels driven to know the 
truth 

Internal 

E7 If I did something that might harm the environment, my leader would be concerned that 
others would be angry with me 

External 

E8 My leader tries to appear pro-environmental to others External  
E9 According to my leader’s personal values, ignoring human impacts on the larger ecosystem 

is not OK 
Internal 

E10 It is important for my leader to appear pro-environmental to others External 
E11 My leader is motivated by my personal beliefs to try to protect the environment Internal 
E12 The interrelatedness of all living things in the ecosystem is something my leader feels 

personally compelled to consider 
Internal 

E13 My leader tries to express only my pro-environmental views in order despite negative 
reactions from others 

External  

E14 What happens to the larger ecosystem beyond what happens to humans concerns my 
leader 

Internal  

E15 My leader has found it necessary to try to protect the larger ecosystem, beyond what 
happens to humans 

Internal- 

E16 Because of today’s politically correct standards, my leader tries to appear pro-
environment 

External 

E17 It is personally important to my leader to try to protect the larger ecosystem, beyond what 
happens to humans 

External 

Table 23 Survey instrument - EAS 
Based on Ebenbach et al. (1998) 
	




