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Abstract 
This paper commences by examining historical perspectives and the emer-
gence of the concept in organizations. It is important to analyze the historical 
background of sustainability in order to document the theoretical approaches 
that have shaped it and continue to inform development in sustainability 
practices among organizations. Furthermore, the thin line between CS or 
sustainability and CSR has been noted, with the latter seemingly contributing 
a small part of the holistic concept of sustainable development. It also pro-
vides a theoretical construction and conceptualization of sustainability, as 
well as detailed perspectives on its importance and major drivers, both in the 
past and in the modern context. Finally, the paper documents the relevant 
models that explain the concept. 
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1. Introduction 

The historical origin of sustainability can be traced to environmental accounting, 
as premised on the ideals of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate 
management practices, in tandem with the demands of external stakeholders on 
the environmental, economic, and social dynamics of businesses. According to 
Hyršlová, Becková, and Kubáňková (2015) and Haffar and Searcy (2017), sus-
tainability represents a paradigm shift away from traditional accounting practic-
es which concentrate mainly on the financial (economic) aspects of a business, 
and includes environmental accounting, which places greater emphasis on ex-
amining the economic aspects of a business’s main environmentally related ac-
tivities. Sustainability emerged in the 1960s and early 1970s when it was used in 
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compiling stand-alone non-financial reports targeting external stakeholders or 
other parties (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010).  

Notable social reporting on aspects of sustainability was conducted in France 
and the Netherlands, and later in countries such as Switzerland; Germany and 
Austria would follow suit by using stand-alone non-financial reports as the basis 
for environmental reporting by listed or public entities (Hyršlová et al., 2015; 
Salzmann, Ionescu-Somers, & Steger, 2005). The idea of sustainability that 
would later be developed in 1975 was published as three-tier corporate social 
performance (CSP) model that focuses on social responsiveness, social responsi-
bility, and social obligation (Munoz, Zhao, & Yang, 2017; Sethi, 1975). Accord-
ing to the CSP model, organizations should undertake social responsibility by 
bringing organizational/corporate practice to a level deemed harmonious with 
prevailing expectations regarding returns, and with social value and social 
norms, by way of social responsiveness in anticipation of social problems and 
change when developing business policies (Sethi, 1975). 

Later, in the 1980s, the negative screening movement would emerge, with in-
vestment funds across the US and Great Britain adopting an investment deci-
sion-making model that looked at an organization’s ethical compliance and so-
cial performance standards in addition to the economic aspects of the business 
(Gray & Kouhy 1993; Carroll, 1999). The movement was informed by the CSP 
model, and its proponents focused on enlightening investment firms about the 
need to consider environmental and social practices and the responsibility of 
organizations before making investment decisions. Most importantly, during 
1980s, the idea of sustainability was adopted by organizations in order to dem-
onstrate their dedication to sustainable development and practices in response to 
the UN World Commission (UNWC) on Environment and Development; it also 
ushered in the UN Conference on Environment and Development in early 1990s 
(Gray & Kouhy, 1993; Elkington, 1999). 

Indeed, the first publication on sustainability occurred in 1989 when a num-
ber of listed firms decided to file environmental reports separately from their 
mainstream financial reports in order to document information on business 
sustainability or on social and environmental policies (Gray, 2010; Kolk, 2004; 
Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). Detailed scientific literature on sustainability ap-
peared from the 1990s, with academics formulating abstract details of sustaina-
bility principles and application frameworks in the organizational context. For 
example, Gray & Kouhy (1993) devised sustainability accounting premised on 
three methods: input-output analysis, sustainable costs, and natural capital ac-
counting. As observed by Rappaport (1998) and Sveiby et al. (1990), at the dawn 
of the 1990s, analysis of the sustainability aspects of businesses was marked by 
the search for new, feasible indicators for ascertaining an organization’s value 
based on non-financial and economic metrics. In 1997, a remarkable milestone 
for the sustainability aspects of an organization was realized following the estab-
lishment of two important governing bodies, the Global Reporting Initiative 
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(GRI) and the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES) 
(Dragomir, 2011; Montiel & Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). 

The GRI was introduced for the purpose of creating rules and regulations that 
govern reporting on the social, economic, and environmental conduct of organ-
izations. In 1999, a more inclusive model was developed by expanding on Sethi’s 
(1975) three-tier model to include a fourth element by focusing on: 1) ethical 
responsibility, 2) philanthropic or discretional responsibility, 3) economic re-
sponsibility or profitability, and 4) legal responsibility (Carroll, 1999; Munoz et 
al., 2017). At the same time, Elkington (1999) invented a sustainability approach 
that used triple bottom line (TBL) elements that focus on disclosing the social, 
economic, and environmental impacts of a company. Triple bottom line ac-
counting elements formed the basis for the GRI guidelines, setting the trend for 
the increasing popularity of the sustainability concept using a globalized pers-
pective on business practices. Indeed, the TBL approach became the basis for 
sustainability accounting, with the focus remaining on the disclosure of the fi-
nancial, social, and environmental impacts of organizations (Carroll, 1999; Dee-
gan, 2002; Gray, 2010). By the turn of the millennium, the majority of organiza-
tions emphasized the importance of the environmental and social aspects of 
their business activities, yielding to external pressure from stakeholders for the 
management of and reporting on social and environmental performance aspects 
and their impact on their immediate social context (Dragomir, 2011; Kuhlman & 
Farrington, 2010; Kolk, 2004; Montiel & Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). 

As noted by Brown, De Jong, and Levy (2009), and Gray (2006), and Gray 
(2006), there has been growing awareness of social and environmental issues in 
business activities, thereby elevating the need for global regulation and the as-
surance of the reliability credibility of sustainability reporting by organizations. 
In recent years, the discourse has shifted towards voluntary or non-voluntary 
sustainability practices. Although, in some countries, sustainability practices are 
guided by mandatory regulations governing listed companies, the majority of ju-
risdictions are yet to develop a legal framework for guiding the sustainability ac-
tivities of a business. Regardless of the shortcomings associated with insufficient 
legal frameworks, society has registered an ever-increasing awareness of sustai-
nability. According to Kolk & Van Tulder (2010), and Seuring and Muller 
(2008), society have has increasingly become aware of social and environmental 
issues, sustainable practices, scarcity of natural resources, and climate change. 

Williams and Conley (2005) hold a similar view and observe that modern so-
ciety has shown increasing awareness of social and environmental issues, as well 
as of the transformation of the way in which organizations undertake their 
business. In part, sustainability awareness has been spurred by the CSR move-
ment which has gained a strong footing for in the last decade. According to Ju-
nior, Cotter, and Best (2014), sustainability practices in organizations have been 
used as a lens for gauging the level of a firm’s environmental and social perfor-
mance. Such practices have been instrumental in the birth of the modern form 
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of corporate sustainability that guides decision-making on economic activities, 
social practices, and the financial focus in organizations. In fact, according to 
Albertini (2013), and Dixon-Fowler et al. (2013), corporate sustainability has 
expanded the financial/economic bottom-line to the TBL to include the social 
and environmental dynamics of corporate performance. 

Finally, as observed by Jasch (2015) and Kuhlman and Farrington (2010), 
global governance and economic globalization has spurred an increase in the 
level of corporate sustainability practices in organizations as driven by the need 
for climate change and use of natural energy and resources. As a result, busi-
nesses have gone to the length of adopting a more integrated approach towards 
managing and reporting sustainability activities. In this quest, they have devel-
oped an integrated sustainability practices framework that guides business activ-
ities as regards financial disclosure and corporate governance practices, with the 
aim of remaining transparent to the outside world in an attempt to demonstrate 
sustainable development consciousness (Albertini, 2013; Haffar & Searcy, 2017) 
In fact, organizations have become more adaptable to changing social and envi-
ronmental dynamics, and continue to adapt through socially just and ecologi-
cally sustainable practices. Consequently, today corporate sustainability, sus-
tainable development, and sustainability are used interchangeably and have at-
tracted more consideration as consumers, organizations, and investors turn their 
focus towards increasingly expanding beyond short-term and narrow financial 
goals to incorporate social, economic, and environmental responsibility (Ameer 
& Othman, 2012; Haffar & Searcy, 2017; Lourenço et al., 2014).   

2. Definitions  

In an era of great awareness, sustainability has become exceedingly relevant to 
society and to organizations and is inevitably becoming a relevant concept in 
management decision-making endeavors, accounting practice, and reporting 
practice (Burritt & Schaltegger, 2010; Gray, 2010; Guidry & Patten, 2010; Win-
dolph et al., 2014). Nonetheless, there is no universally accepted definition of 
sustainability (Gray & Bebbington, 2001; Gray, 2010). The past and present lite-
rature has perpetuated brought about varied definitions of sustainability based 
on CSR thinking and, given the considerable theoretical streams informing views 
on sustainability, it has become practically impossible to extract a comprehen-
sive definition by exhaustively reviewing the literature on the subject. To begin 
with, it is important to trace the definition of sustainability from the 1987 
Brundtland Commission, which coined both that term and sustainable devel-
opment—development focused on meeting present needs without compromis-
ing the inherent ability to meet the future needs of future generations (O’Dwyer 
& Owen, 2005). 

Conversely, this definition is quite encompassing and tends to leave numerous 
details vulnerable for to unending discourse. Although the definition has not 
been universally accepted, it offers a broad framework for use by scholars to 
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narrow down the elements of sustainability (Windolph et al., 2014). As can be 
deduced from the definition, sustainability is anthropocentric because future 
and current generations are at its very centre (Gray & Bebbington, 2001). Fur-
thermore, sustainability is focused on satisfying needs, not wants. Again, sustai-
nability is intergenerational, hence both future and current humans and their 
needs are of equal significance. Lastly, sustainability is deemed to be intragene-
rational in that the sustainability needs of developed and developing countries 
carry equal weight. 

In addition, sustainability and CSR have been used interchangeably, and their 
definitions have been used by many authors (Igalens & Gond, 2005; Van der 
Woerd & Van de Brink, 2004). To ascertain the link between the definitions, it is 
important to articulate a definition of CSR. Corporate social responsibility en-
tails the continued commitment by organizations to ethical conduct in their 
business activities while contributing to economic prosperity and improving the 
quality of life of their employees and their families, while remaining responsive 
to the needs of society and local communities (Watts & Holme, 1999). Based on 
this definition, modern definitions of sustainability tend to embrace both sus-
tainable development and CSR concepts (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013; Windolph et 
al., 2014). In the business context, sustainability is defined in terms of the un-
dertaking of activities or processes that do not produce irreversible consequences 
for the environment, continually remain economically feasible, and extend bene-
fits to local community. Therefore, the interaction between social, economic, 
and environmental factors forms the pillars that support sustainability. By defi-
nition, economic factors are the drivers of investments, profitability, and reduc-
ing or managing costs. Social factors entail the collective needs of members of 
society, including equal opportunities, standards of living, access to jobs and edu-
cation, and access to healthcare, among others. Environmental factors involve 
ecological aspects (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Wheeler & Elkington, 2001).  

Informed by these dynamics, authors have derived three definitions of sustai-
nability: 1) ecological sustainability, 2) social sustainability, and 3) economic sus-
tainability (O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005; Wheeler & Elkington, 2001). Environmental 
sustainability is defined as the ability to maintain the stability of the disruptive 
bond between the living world and human culture by means of sustainable prac-
tices such as pollution prevention and the harnessing of renewable resources. 
Social sustainability involves the inherent ability of the social system to operate 
in a socially acceptable and sustainable way while improving quality of life. 
Economic sustainability entails production and investment endeavors that sup-
port long-term financial stability without negatively impacting on the cultural, 
social, and environmental aspects of society. In this context, organizations can 
operationalize the objectives of sustainability by considering their social, eco-
nomic, and environmental effects on society stakeholders (Dyllick & Hockerts, 
2002; Wheeler & Elkington, 2001).    
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3. Similarities and Differences between CSR and  
Sustainability  

A variety of academic literature utilizes the notions of both CSR and sustainabil-
ity to denote to social and environmental management matters, but there is no 
sharp-cut distinction between the two terms. Montiel (2008) holds that the con-
cepts and measures of CSR and Sustainability seem to be converging, even 
though there are some differences between them (Montiel, 2008). Though, other 
scholars claim that CSR and sustainability have mutual similarities, there are in-
direct differences between the two terms (Millar, 2013).  

Some researchers agree that although the concepts of CSR and sustainability 
may seem dissimilar at first, there is an inseparable link between CSR and busi-
ness sustainability, or they are interchangeable (Ingram, 2013; Millar, 2013; 
Montiel, 2008). Any attempt to distinguish the difference between CSR and sus-
tainability is like “splitting hairs” (Millar, 2013). 

Montiel (2008) believes that current research shows there is a convergence of 
CSR and sustainability due to their shared environmental and social concerns, 
though they employ different paradigms. In practice, a socially responsible or 
sustainable business must address economic prosperity, social equity, and envi-
ronmental integrity. Conceptually, CSR integrates economic, social, and envi-
ronmental dimensions, which are very similar to the Triple Bottom Line con-
ceptualization of sustainability comprising economic, social and environmental 
considerations. Both CSR and sustainability require the business firm to coordi-
nate the basic elements of Triple Bottom Line in order to achieve long-term sus-
tainability and social responsibility (Montiel, 2008). There are also similarities in 
how CSR and corporate sustainability researchers apply their constructs to 
measure social and environmental performance. Montiel (2008) discovered that 
both groups of CSR and sustainability scholars adopt similar variables to meas-
ure CSR and sustainability (Montiel, 2008). CSR variables include ethics policy, 
philanthropic contributions, stakeholder relationships, urban development, mi-
nority support programs, health and safety initiatives, pollution abatement pro-
grams, and conservation of natural resources. Besides environmental dimen-
sions such as employee eco-initiatives, voluntary environmental restoration, 
eco-design practices, and systematically reducing waste and emissions from op-
erations, sustainability variables also capture economic and social dimensions, 
such as government relationships, stakeholder interests, health and safety, and 
community development. “The measures and variables of the triple bottom line 
sustainability vision are similar with those of the three-dimensional CSR vision” 
(Montiel, 2008: p. 262). 

Though CSR and sustainability share common similarities, there are still some 
subtle differences between these two terms, which have been debated for a long 
time (Millar, 2013). Ingram (2013) holds that CSR refers to doing business in 
ways that benefit, rather than harm, society and the environment, while business 
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sustainability refers to a company’s ability to survive into the future and to 
eventually outlive its current owners. Millar (2013) claims that sustainability is 
more inclined to make the company greener, energy-efficient, and taking care of 
humanity and profit, whereas traditional CSR doesn’t comprise of the commit-
ment to the environment. Millar (2013) further argues that some scholars simply 
say that sustainability is a component of CSR, and that the two are not mutually 
exclusive, while others say that CSR is one of the “Ps” in people, profit, and pla-
net – another reference to sustainability (Millar, 2013). Montiel (2008) discovers 
that during the 1970s some researchers (e.g. Adizes & Weston, 1973; Alexander 
& Buchholz, 1978) only concentrated on social issues without considering envi-
ronmental issues in CSR conceptualization, and others (e.g. Agle, Mitchell, & 
Sonnenfeld, 1999; Graves & Waddock, 1994; Turban & Greening, 1997) consi-
dered that environmental issues are merely a subset of social issues. As for sus-
tainability, some scholars just identify sustainability as simply one approach to 
CSR, or vice versa. They also list CSP, corporate citizenship, issues management 
and cause-related marketing as alternative approaches. Montiel (2008) continues 
to argue that though the CSR and CS constructs share similar conceptualizations 
of economic, social, and environmental dimensions, scholars tend to ask differ-
ent questions about them. Scholars of sustainability tend to claim that the eco-
nomic, social, and environmental pillars are interconnected, whereas most em-
pirical CSR and CSP research treats social and economic performance as inde-
pendent components. Further, the relationship between economic and social 
performance is still obscure, though a great number of quantitative analysis has 
been performed in this regard during the 1980s (Montiel, 2008). Montiel (2008) 
also holds that there are multiple definitions of CSR and the boundaries are 
blurry because different scholars research with different approaches. For in-
stance, some researchers only study a single issue such as philanthropy (e.g. 
Brammer & Millington, 2005), whereas others combine a range of issues into a 
single construct, such as governance, pollution, and diversity (e.g. Abbott & 
Monsen, 1979). On the contrary, there are less issues to sustainability research, 
mainly because sustainability is a new area, and it benefits from having a seminal 
document (the WCED definition) that grounds much of the research (Bansal, 
2005; Sharma & Henriques, 2005). 

Carroll (1979) argues that the business institution is the basic economic unit 
in our society. As such it has a responsibility to produce goods and services that 
society wants, and to sell them at a profit. All other business roles are predicated 
on this fundamental assumption (Carroll 1979). According to Bansal (2005), the 
economic dimension of sustainability is the economic prosperity achieved 
through value creation, “Firms create value through goods and services they 
produce. Therefore, firms increase the value created by improving the effective-
ness of those goods and services efficiently” (Bansal, 2005: p. 100). In pursuance 
with CSR as defined by Carroll (1979), social responsibility is a supplement to 
economic prosperity, which is the primary fundamental responsibility of busi-
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ness, while Bansal regards social, environmental, and economic responsibilities 
as complementary in his definition of sustainability. Consequently, Bansal 
(2005) holds that the three elements must be integrated in order to achieve a 
sustainable outcome in a business firm. From the perspective of business imple-
mentation of CSR and sustainability initiatives, though there are much more 
differentiations than similarities in their comparison, Montiel (2008) claims that 
a combination of some elements of CSR and sustainability might lead to a much 
better definition for firms that are working towards becoming sustainable and 
socially responsible. In order to be more practical in implementation, it is rec-
ommended that business firms use both CSR and sustainability as interchangea-
bly (Montiel, 2008). In the same fashion, other scholars (e.g., Mpofu & Karedza 
2013) also proclaim that CSR is frequently used interchangeably with sustaina-
bility, along with terms such as corporate citizenship sustainable development, 
Triple Bottom Line, corporate ethics, and, in some cases, corporate governance. 

4. Construct and the Conceptualization of Sustainability  

The main constructs that inform the concept of sustainability have flourished in 
the past few decades, adding more uncertainty to the blurred line between sus-
tainability and CSR (Bansal, 2005; Ballou, Heitger, & Hall, 2006; Carroll & Sha-
bana, 2010). According to Ballou et al. (2006) and Montiel (2008), sustainability 
lacks commonly accepted, well-defined, and clearly bounded constructs. Indeed, 
this is evidenced by the interchangeable use of CSR and sustainability or corpo-
rate sustainability (CS) without an unambiguous distinction between them. Gray 
(2010) notes that the concept of sustainability remains elusive and complex and 
tends to be overly weighed down by potential or inevitable contradictions stem-
ming from the use of CSR constructs and the simultaneous application of eco-
nomic performance dimensions. The contradictions yield tensions between fi-
nancial/economic performance and the social dimension, as informed by stake-
holders’ needs and institutional pressures that converge with the environmental 
and financial needs of investors, employees, society, partners, and customers. As 
observed by Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) and Fifka (2012), conflicts between the 
social and financial dimensions may arise given the demands of society for flex-
ibility and freedom from the financial dimensions in order to yield solutions to 
communal problems, while, logically, financial constraints based on firm’s 
productivity limit the pursuing of social performance.    

As noted by Chabrak (2015), in the past, research on social issues has been 
premised on CSR, while research on environmental issues has been grounded in 
environmental management. Nonetheless, in the recent past, sustainability has 
entered and complicated the discourse further by blurring the boundaries of 
studies. However, according to Montiel (2008), despite evolving from varied 
histories, both sustainability and CSR pursue the common goal of balancing 
economic/financial responsibilities with environmental/ecological and social 
ones. To some extent, CSR has been identified as one move towards conceptua-
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lizing sustainability or CS or vice versa. The majority of sustainability or CS 
scholars talk about paradigmatic issues from an eco-centric perspective, while 
CSR arguments focus on business issues from within the anthropocentric para-
digm. As noted by Przychodzen and Przychodzen (2013), sustainability has 
evolved from just being merely an environmental idea focused on the conserva-
tion of resources to an indispensable milestone in business community realms. 
As Yu and Zhao (2015) observe, the widely used definition of sustainability 
emerged from the ideals of TBL which focus on environmental responsibility, 
economic feasibility, and social responsibility. As Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) 
and Joseph (2012) note, businesses focusing on economic viability are driven by 
short-term objectives, while, in order to attain future prosperity, the focus 
should on satisfying the three pillars. Additionally, Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) 
and Yu and Zhao (2015) acknowledge that when swapping CS to the corporate 
echelons, sustainability should focus on meeting the needs of all stakeholders 
without compromising an organization’s ability to meet the future needs of all 
stakeholders. 

In contributing to the discourse on the conceptualization of sustainability, 
Murray, Haynes and Hudson (2010) and Przychodzen and Przychodzen (2013) 
observe that while CSR focuses on the socio-environmental dimension of busi-
ness activities, the concept of sustainability yields to comprehensive sustainable 
development through its tri-dimensional construct: environmental, economic 
dynamic, and social aspects. A clearer conceptualization of sustainability is pro-
posed by the use of CS terminology when referring to the tri-dimensional con-
struct, and the CSR terminology when focusing on only the social aspect of 
business (Montiel & Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). Most importantly, for Hahn & 
Kühnen (2013) CSR and sustainability progressively converge and end up pur-
suing consistent outcomes, despite the conflicting viewpoints scholars. Ideally, 
sustainability is more encompassing because it aims at value creation by focusing 
on the broader perspective of CSR or corporate governance to meet the multiple 
needs or interests of stakeholders by ensuring effective accountability regarding 
social, economic, and environmental constructs. 

The most intriguing insight is that different empirical works have drawn di-
verse conclusions on the CS or sustainability concept. Bansal (2005) notes that 
sustainability encompasses environmental, economic, and social dimensions, 
while CSR is premised on environmental and social dimensions. Nonetheless, 
Hahn and Kühnen (2013) acknowledge that the existing literature is seemingly 
far from taking an inclusive or an encompassing view on the adoption and re-
porting of the three sustainability or CS dimensions. In Fifka’s (2012) empirical 
view, the paradigm shifts in the use of CS or sustainability and CSR termi-
nologies have only added to the existing complexity regarding the use of the 
tri-dimensional constructs or the focus on the environmental and social dimen-
sional constructs. In contrast, Freundlieb, Gräuler and Teuteberg (2013) and 
Montiel (2008) indicate that there are no differences between CSR and CS or 
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sustainability concepts as their application by organizations is meant to guide 
business activities towards a balance between financial commitments and so-
cio-environmental aspects. Additionally, according to Siew (2015), the practice 
of CSR and CS or sustainability in organizations is both synonymous and pre-
mised on voluntary activities or endeavors, rather than on coerced mandates. 
Nonetheless, Dyllick and Hockerts (2002), Fifka (2012), and Montiel and Del-
gado-Ceballos (2014) call for restraint when using CS or sustainability and CSR 
interchangeably, as sustainability tends to focus primarily on simultaneously sa-
tisfying economic, environmental, and social standards, whereas CSR focuses 
only on satisfying just a third of the entire sustainable development undertaking.  

5. Sustainability Importance and Drivers 

The importance of sustainability can be examined based on recent trends and 
the related literature, and by looking at broader themes such as the environment, 
cultural and social significance, systems, and process improvements, as well as 
protection and growth (Chen & Bouvain, 2009; Kolk, 2004). As discussed by Lu, 
Abeysekera, and Cortese (2015), Carnevale and Mazzuca (2014), and Saleh, Zul-
kifli and Muhamad (2010), sustainability practices require financial investment 
for implementing and timeously reporting on socially responsible practices and 
consequently promote the positive culture of safeguarding the environment 
through a harmonious relationship between humans and nature. In fact, sustai-
nability is at the core of creating and acknowledging awareness of the broader 
environmental issues that indirectly or directly affect organizations. Adopting 
sustainability or CS practices is critical to guide the organization towards attain-
ing the desired environmental quality in order to attain healthy communities 
which are epitomized by a non-toxic environment, clean air, and the responsible 
use of natural resources (Carnevale & Mazzuca, 2014; Lu et al., 2015; Saleh et al., 
2010). 

Furthermore, according to Chen and Bouvain (2009) and Lu et al. (2015), 
sustainability practices in organizations help in supporting community needs, 
acknowledging the cultural ideas of society, and creating useful partnerships that 
demonstrate social responsibility. Sustainability acts as the pedestal that propels 
organizations towards socio-cultural responsibility and prioritizing the fulfill-
ment of pressing present and future community needs. In support of this view, 
Kolk (2004), Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos (2014), and Michelon and Parbo-
netti (2012) conclude that sustainability is the benchmark for guiding corpora-
tions towards greater transparency on social issues and for effective tracking of 
the progress that has been made by in improving communities. Through sustai-
nability, organizations are able to continually improve systems and processes by 
adapting to changing external dynamics, including climate change and commu-
nity needs (Lu et al., 2015; Saleh et al., 2010). Improving systems and processes is 
critical to ensuring a sustainable manner of producing, making profits, and uti-
lizing the available workforce and natural resources.  
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Most importantly, following this review of the importance of sustainability, 
recent interest in CS or sustainability has directed studies towards ascertaining 
the major drivers of sustainability practices in organizations. As evidenced by 
Akbas (2016), Bani-Khalid, Kouhy, and Hassan (2017), and Bayoud, Kavanagh, 
and Slaughter (2012), and Gray & Bebbington (2001), and Nguyen et al. (2017), 
company characteristics have been the main driver of sustainability practices in 
organizations. In examining factors that drive sustainability practices, Nguyen et 
al. (2017) conclude that company attributes such as age and size tend to influ-
ence sustainability culture and related disclosure practices. Gray & Bebbington 
(2001) and Trencansky and Tsaparlidis (2014) support this view by indicating 
that the age, type, and size of a company tend to influence sustainability practic-
es. In this context, larger and experienced firms, as well as organizations dealing 
with production activities that negatively affect the environment, tend to em-
brace CS or sustainability practices. However, Bayoud et al. (2012) and Gray & 
Bebbington (2001) assert that highly profitable, larger firms with a longer history 
in an industry tend to focus on sustainability practices to a greater extent than 
do unprofitable ones. Nonetheless, Akbas (2016) feel that a company’s age is 
negatively correlated with sustainability practices. Bani-Khalid, Kouhy and Hassan 
(2017) make a similar observation, indicating that the type of industry and the 
age of the company do not influence sustainability practices; rather, the size of 
the organization affects sustainable development and disclosure practices. 

According to Albawwat et al. (2015), Alhazaimeh, Palaniappan and Almsafir 
(2014), Bani-Khalid et al. (2017), and Dibia and Onwuchekwa (2015), another 
driver of sustainability is a company’s governance attributes. Studying gover-
nance attributes, Alhazaimeh et al. (2014) establish a positive correlation be-
tween voluntary sustainability practices and board size. Conversely, Khan (2010) 
and Rouf (2011) conclude that there is a positive correlation between voluntary 
sustainability practices and the existence of an audit committee. This perspective 
is supported by Bani-Khalid et al. (2017) and Samaha, Khlif and Hussainey’s 
(2015) findings which indicate that audit committee and boards of directors’ 
attributes significantly affect sustainability practices by influencing internal 
processes and practices and CSR practices. A similar view is supported by the 
fact that regular board meetings and board size influence the decisions made re-
garding sustainability and sustainable development practices (Alhazaimeh et al., 
2014). Nonetheless, studies by Albawwat et al. (2015) and Elfeky (2017) demon-
strate a negative correlation between voluntary sustainability and board size, the 
frequency of board meetings, and the existence of an audit committee. In fact, 
there is no positive influence of the type of audit firm on voluntary sustainability 
practices. Other studies have established that the number or proportion of board 
members present of some independent audit committee members and the mere 
existence of an audit committee positively influence the rate of sustainability 
practices by an organization (Alhazaimeh et al., 2014; Michelon & Parbonetti, 
2012). 
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In addition, Khan (2010), and Said et al. (2017) indicate that a company’s 
ownership structure is a significant driver of sustainability practices. Said et al.’s 
(2017) empirical findings on ownership structure and the sustainability activities 
of an organization show that a government stake in an organization and a board 
compensation structure tend to significantly influence sustainability activities in 
organizations. In fact, Haddad et al. (2015) and Michelon and Parbonetti (2012) 
have established that the level of sustainability practices is greatly influenced by a 
larger government ownership base. Nonetheless, findings by Albawwat et al. 
(2015) indicate negative correlations between voluntary CS practices and block 
foreign ownership, the number of shareholders, and block-holder ownership 
structure. A similar observation is made by Edmans (2014), whose findings in-
dicate that ownership structure and concentrated efforts as regards sustainability 
practices do not positively influence CS or CSR activities. However, Khan (2010) 
concludes that the presence of a powerful personality who influences decisions 
and the control of an organization tends to significantly influence sustainability 
practices and CSR commitments. Supporting this view, Ghazali (2007) and Pra-
do & Sánchez (2010) established a positive correlation between sustainability 
practices and the controlling role of the largest stockholder of a company. It can 
be concluded that the possibility that ownership structure either negatively and 
positively influences sustainability practices is conceivable; future research is 
bound to shed more empirical light on this. 

6. Models of Sustainability  

The existing literature has documented various models of sustainability that 
embody the chronological conceptualization of the concept, signifying a para-
digm shift from environmental constructs to social, economic, and environ-
mental constructs (Todorov & Marinova, 2009). Boulanger and Bréchet (2005) 
articulate five crucial methodological criteria for developing models of sustaina-
bility, namely: 1) an interdisciplinary approach, 2) a local/global perspective, 3) 
an intergenerational perspective, 4) stakeholders’ participation, and 5) managing 
uncertainty. In this context, a number of model classifications exist, including 
models that are visualized pictorially, physical models, quantitative models, 
standardizing models, and conceptual models (Newman & Kenworthy, 1999; 
Todorov & Marinova, 2009). The pictorial visualization models use Venn dia-
grammatic representations to stress the value of the interactive dimensions of 
sustainability. Despite their weaker explanatory power, such models underline 
the importance of trans-disciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches to com-
prehending the concept of sustainability (Todorov & Marinova, 2009). A good 
illustration is Newman and Kenworthy’s (1999) model which emphasizes the 
interaction between key sustainability constructs, including social develop-
ment/responsibility, economic development/responsibility, and environmental 
improvement and protection. In Figure 1, this model indicates the manner in  
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Figure 1. Newman and Kenworthy’s (1999) sustainability model. 

 

which sustainability is attained by way of social responsibility, in terms of social 
development that yields community health or well-being for future and current 
generations. The model demonstrates the need for economic responsibility by 
way of consideration of ecological economies, as well as the value of continually 
improving and protecting the environment by means of social considerations, 
and as enabled by considerations of ecological economics. 

The physical models tend to restrict their focus to the environmental compo-
nent and have mainly been used in implementing industry ecology and handling 
the menace of pollution. These models are quite local and very specific and em-
phasize interdisciplinary perspectives, as well as a participatory approach to at-
taining sustainability by way of human-generated physical features such as 
buildings and natural resource harnessing systems (Hellström, 2000). An appli-
cable example is Hannon, Ruth and Delucia’s (1993) model that acknowledges 
the negative effects of human activities on the natural environment through in-
trusive means, which result in decreasing environmental quality. The model 
emphasizes the need for using human interventions to ensure a balanced eco-
system when using or depleting energy and related resources. To attain sustai-
nability, the model calls for group participation from ecological stakeholders, 
economic entities, and the social context. 

The conceptual models are intergenerational, have a long-term orientation, 
and focus on the paradigm changes that inform sustainable development, including 
evolutionary concept, climate change and global warming, and the depletion of 
natural resources (Costanza et al., 1993). A good illustration of a conceptual 
model is that of Carter and Rogers (2008). Using a Venn diagram, the model 
demonstrates the value for interlinking social performance, economic perfor-
mance, and environmental performance in attaining sustainability (see Figure 2). 
Organizations are encouraged to develop a culture of sustainable development that  
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Figure 2. Carter & Rogers’ (2008) sustainability model.  
 

informs an integrated strategic approach to managing social performance, eco-
nomic performance, and environmental performance by way of risk manage-
ment practices and transparency or disclosure to stakeholders.  

The standardizing models focus on applying and developing sustainability in-
dicators to ascertain performance in each dimension, as well as explaining the 
complex interaction between the ecological health, social, and economic dimen-
sions (Bell & Morse, 2000). Such models measure the level of sustainability of an 
organization or an entity by relating the factors to the major dimensions using 
empirical, empirical, axiological, and mathematical standardization. The largest 
challenges or weaknesses of these models have been the justifications for the 
specific weights used in standardizing the sustainability dimensions. A good il-
lustration is Boulanger’s (2008) which emphasizes the use of sustainable devel-
opment indicators to guide organizations to efficiency and levels of resilience 
(see Figure 3). The model demonstrates the construction of sustainability indi-
cators and their practical standardization using empirical, mathematic, statistic-
al, and axiological standardization. It demonstrates that the social, economic, 
and environmental dimensions are the pillars that yield sustainable development 
if they are effectively managed and measured using scientific indicators. 

Finally, the quantitative models are academic pursuits of sustainability in-
formed by system dynamics, the optimization of resource use, and equilibrium 
among the dynamics or dimensions acting on sustainable development (Bell & 
Morse, 2000; Diesendorf, 2000). Such models have no specific orientation but 
are rather informed by the specific discipline they seek to represent, such as 
economics, accounting, and environmental science, among others. An excellent 
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Figure 3. Boulanger’s (2008) sustainability model. 

 
example is Diesendorf’s (2000) which proposes four logical sustainability levels, 
namely: 1) Level 0—ethical principles/responsibility, 2) Level 1—the broad goals 
for enhancing intra- and intergenerational equity, ecological integrity, human 
well-being, and biodiversity, 3) Level 2—sustainability indicators based on the 
environmental, economic, and social dimensions, and (d) Level 3—the action 
plan for implementing the sustainability ideals based on the preceding levels. 
The model uses this four-tier approach for managing sustainability practices in 
organizations by calling for an integrated approach to the social, economic, and 
environmental dimensions without of any tradeoffs. The model encourages or-
ganizations’ leadership to engage in community empowerment and participation 
in order to create a vision of sustainable development to inform a sustainability 
policy.   

7. Conclusion 

This paper has clarified the historical background and emergence of sustainabil-
ity, as well as the constructs and conceptualizations of sustainability from the 
1960s to the present day. A detailed analysis of the conceptualization and defini-
tion of sustainability indicates that there is no universally acceptable definition 
of the term “sustainability”. Therefore, there appears to be a conceptual gap 
which the current study addresses by contributing theoretical views on the con-
cept of sustainability and related constructs. However, based on the literature re-
viewed, there is agreement on the basic elements of sustainability—it should en-
compass environmental, social, and economic constructs. Furthermore, the thin 
line between CS or sustainability and CSR has been noted, with the latter see-

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojbm.2021.95123


H. M. Haidar 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojbm.2021.95123 2292 Open Journal of Business and Management 

 

mingly contributing a small part of the holistic concept of sustainable develop-
ment. With the synthesized knowledge generated from the literature review, it is 
evident that sustainability or CS practice is primarily driven by ownership struc-
ture, company characteristics, and governance attributes. Finally, the paper has 
presented relevant and diverse models of sustainability that inform the current 
research, including pictorial visualization models, physical models, quantitative 
models, standardizing models, and conceptual models. 
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