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Abstract 
 
 
Currently, firms are starting to translate the rhetoric related to sustainable development 

principles on which global development is being founded to concrete corporate and 

business strategies, processes and actions. Projects targeting economic, social and 

environmental dimensions (or what is known as corporate sustainability projects) are 

being structured and implemented. These actions imply for firms the integration of social 

and environmental subjects into strategies and operations while remaining financially 

profitable. In fact, firms need to adjust the whole organizational system including 

processes, procedures, physical arrangement, strategy, culture, values, visions, 

philosophies, or policies actions that have demonstrated to be difficult and complex to 

undergo. This dissertation presents how systems thinking approaches, specifically Beer’s 

Viable Systems Model (VSM) and Dyson’s Strategy Development Process (SDP), 

together with strategic management knowledge regarding dynamic capabilities has 

inspired instruments to support the endeavor of corporate sustainability project 

implementation. Based on recent research that had advanced the ideas about viability as 

the principal requisite to achieve sustainability, this thesis introduces an adjusted version 

of the “Methodology to support organizational self-transformation” and a case study 

where this methodology was used to support the implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project showing promising results for future corporate sustainability 

actions. 
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1 Introduction, context, and research questions. 

Despite the numerous summits like the Millennium Summit, World Summit on 

Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, Global Conference on the Sustainable Development 

of Small Island Developing States, International Conference on Financing for Development, 

seeking to find new ways to promote new forms of development, and to change production and 

consumption patterns, the results are far from what was expected regarding the integration of the 

triple bottom line of sustainable development (United Nations, 2013). Focusing on the Latin 

America region, it can be assured that it has followed the global trend.  

Regarding its economic and social development compared to what can be seen in the 

most developed regions of the world, Latin America is a heterogeneous one where most of its 

population lives in urban areas, and have middle-income. During the last years, it has achieved 

progress in areas like reducing poverty, inadequate nutrition, hunger and starvation, child 

mortality, and increasing access to drinkable water (United Nations, 2013). However, this region 

has the worst income distribution in the world, and this trend has risen during the last years 

where productive opportunities for the population have grown more uneven. Looking at its 

environmental situation, Latin America and Caribbean regions are lagging behind in making 

progress towards environmental sustainability. The rates of deforestation and carbon dioxide 

emissions are rising. There has been little progress towards the protection of tropical forests and 

marine areas. On top of this, problems like climate change, biodiversity loss, water and soil 

management, marine and costal issues, and urbanization are incrementing the probabilities of 

having major conflicts in Latin America along with a higher exposure to disasters of its 

population. Currently, Latin America is the region with the majority of ecological conflicts on 

Earth. According to the Environmental Justice Organizations Liabilities and Trade project, from 

the top 20 countries in the world with most conflicts, 8 belong to Latin America. Together, 

Colombia, Brazil, Ecuador, Chile, Argentina, Peru, Mexico and Bolivia total 323 different 

conflicts in areas like nuclear energy, mining, waste management, biomass and land, fossil fuels, 

water management, infrastructure, biodiversity conservation, and industry and utilities 

(Environmental Justice organizations liabilities and Trade, 2014). In fact, population 

vulnerability to climate change and natural hazard events has been rising dangerously in this 

region (United Nations, 2013). 
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 These big challenges that remain to be addressed in this region, concerning sustainable 

development, call for urgent actions of society in general to find ways to improve the current 

situation and to contribute to its sustainability. Firms, as an important economic actor in the 

region with the potential to increase operations within it, have the possibility to positively 

contribute to the achievement of this goal. 

During the last years, the corporate world has shown its interest to embed corporate 

sustainability principles into its business processes and corporate strategy. Corporations are 

realizing that they need to adapt in order to make their operations more sustainable and 

responsible with the environment and the communities where they work. Currently, social and 

environmental dimensions are central aspects of the creation of value for stakeholders within 

corporations (Epstein, 2008). Thereby, altogether in the context of sustainable development, 

corporations are developing plans that aim to work in the financial, social and environmental 

dimensions, structuring corporate projects towards sustainability. 

In the context of this research, corporate projects toward sustainability can be thought as 

strategic intents (Hamel & Prahalad, 2005), or in other words, a set of rational managerial 

processes that procures firm’s actions to the achievement of goals related to its long-term 

survival. These corporate projects involve, in general terms, the use of current or new resources, 

employees, as well as the development of knowledge to make it happen. However, 

implementation of these types of projects can be abandoned at a cost for the companies (Lozano, 

2012), and several of them could remained to be just punctual actions or have never produced 

any long-term change (M. E. Porter & Van der Linde, 1995; Sarkis & Cordeiro, 2001), and the 

Latin American region has not escaped from this issue.  

The task of implementing and integrating corporate sustainability projects into business 

day-to-day operations, by executing new processes oriented to achieve goals in this regard has 

proved to be difficult and complex. Particularly, in Latin America, the Network for Business 

Sustainability (NBS) Chile Leadership Council has identified the implementation of 

sustainability and its integration within the business strategy and processes as one of the eight 

major challenges that face firms when these need to address issues in this area (Network for 

Business Sustainability Chile, 2015). Given the fact that corporate sustainability entails the 

meeting of environmental and social requirements while at the same time financial profitability, 

there is a clear implication for firm’s day-to-day actions, to integrate operations and processes 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 12 

that allow the company to respond effectively to all the challenges imposed in each of these 

dimensions (Epstein, 2008; Shrivastava & Hart, 1995). This integration requires firms to embed, 

not only social and environmental issues into their strategies (McWilliams, Siegel, & Wright, 

2006; Steger, 2000), but also to develop and adapt knowledge and practices and use adequate 

management measures to make corporate sustainability a reality (Bansal, 2002; World Business 

Council for Sustainable Development, 2002).  

Numerous management tools that address social, environmental have appeared in the 

sustainability management literature (Biebeler, Mahammadzadeh, & Selke, 2005; Epstein, 2008; 

European Commission, 2004; Schaltegger, Herzig, Kleiber, & Müller, 2002). Some of these 

tools have been deeply discussed (e.g. ISO14001 or sustainability reports) and some of these are 

found to be used regularly by firms (Dixon, Mousa, & Woodhead, 2005; Perrini, 2005; Steger, 

2000). However, it has also been signaled that several others might be not useful (because these 

do not take into account all the elements regarding social, environmental, and financial issues) 

nor easy to use in practice (Ackermann & Eden, 2011; Husted & Allen, 2007; Scherer & 

Palazzo, 2011). In general, when firms face the implementation of corporate sustainability 

projects, it has been found that management are being confronted with high levels of uncertainty 

or lack of knowledge about how to apply or use the available tools effectively (Lozano, 2012, 

2013).  

When a firm engages in the implementation of a corporate sustainability project, the 

actions undertaken do not only have to address the “hard” aspects of the organizational system 

like processes, procedures, or physical arrangement. These actions also have to address those 

“soft” issues like strategy, culture, values, visions, philosophies, policies, or employee 

empowerment. This leads to questions regarding effective tools that could, in practice, attain this 

engagement between corporate sustainability projects and organizational systems to achieve 

permanent changes toward sustainability. Scholars have made calls to further explore this issue 

and more specifically to explore and develop tools that could help to better integrate corporate 

sustainability related goals with organizational systems and strategy. They remark that there is a 

need to found tools that already address the elements related to these systems or to develop new 

ones to encompass these (Lozano, 2012).  

Thus, in the context of corporate sustainability, this research project aims to respond to 

these academic calls by exploring theoretically and empirically the implementation of corporate 
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sustainability projects within firms. This research project undergoes a theoretical analysis, and a 

posterior design and adjustment of a methodology. With this methodology it is expected to offer 

guidance about how corporate sustainability projects could be implemented and sustainability 

ideas integrated within the organizational structure and strategy. By achieving this, the research 

project expects to contribute to the business world by offering practical tools that could be 

applied in firms to implement corporate sustainability projects while helping to improve 

corporate viability and sustainability in the long term.  

 This research project addresses the issue of corporate sustainability projects 

implementation by using an organizational cybernetics’ approach for two main reasons. First, 

there is evidence showing that systems thinking has been successfully used to study sustainable 

development. According to Jackson (2009), from its beginnings, systems thinking has related 

organizational systems survival with their adaptation capacity to the ever-changing 

environmental conditions. In fact, systems thinking has contributed to the development of core 

concepts like learning, and organizational change towards adaptation.  

Since 1970s, this approach has been applied to achieve a holistic view of the complexity 

inherent to environmental and ecological issues in different situations, as well as to better 

understand the relation between human and natural systems in general (Bateson, 1972, 1979; 

Capra & Luisi, 2014; Capra, 1983; Meadows, Meadows, & Randers, 1992; Meadows, 1972; 

Nicolis & Prigogine, 1977; Schumacher, 1973). Second, organizational cybernetics has a robust 

conceptual framework and tools that potentially could be used to address sustainable 

development within a firm. Beer’s framework describes the concept of viable systems and 

develops the theory of viability. This theory is embedded in a model that describes the structural 

conditions (mechanisms, rules of interaction, information and communication channels) that 

allows a system to increase its probability of survival: The Viable Systems Model (VSM) (Beer, 

1972, 1979, 1985). Through the use of the VSM, it is possible, at different recursive levels of a 

firm, to adequately exercise permanent changes into the way this is being governed. The VSM 

could be utilized as a hermeneutic instrument that allows management and employees to 

comprehend how interactions are being performed, both internally and externally (the firm 

within its niche), and to increase the probability of employee commitment to implement changes. 

By having this understanding, firms would be able to operate in a balanced way with its niche, 
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keeping under control those essential variables that allow it to last in the long-run (Espinosa & 

Porter, 2011; Espinosa & Walker, 2011).   

This research project found its arguments on ideas taken from cybernetics (Ashby, 1956), 

principles and tools originated in organizational cybernetics (Beer, 1972, 1979, 1985, 1994), 

extends recent cybernetic research, and finally, suggests to enlighten this recent research with 

knowledge brought from dynamic capabilities field. Thus, three main ideas characterize this 

research project:  

a) It follows a cybernetic research tradition where interventions use the VSM as a way to 

enable a setting where participants learn about their organizational processes and operations, 

while design adaptation mechanisms that allow people to respond timely to keep the organization 

within acceptable limits of survival (Espinosa & Porter, 2011; Espinosa & Walker, 2011). This 

has already been proved in organizations of different countries, types and scales (Raúl Espejo & 

Stewart, 1998; Espinosa, Harnden, & Walker, 2008a; Espinosa & Walker, 2006, 2011, 2013; 

Pérez-Ríos, 2012; Potocan & Mulej, 2003, 2006; Schwaninger, Ramage, & Espejo, 2015; 

Schwaninger, 2004).  

b) As it was previously mentioned, it advances recent research developments that have 

worked the original definition of viability developed by Beer in the context of sustainable 

development. These advances have described viability as the prerequisite to achieve 

sustainability (Espinosa et al., 2008a; Espinosa, Harnden, & Walker, 2008b; Espinosa & Walker, 

2006, 2011)). These researchers based on this idea, as well as on Beer’s definition on 

sustainability (a function of the “total organization” of any system that includes a capacity to 

learn, adapt, and to evolve (Beer, 1989a)), and the use of the VSM theory, studied the hypothesis 

that “without proper complexity management tools, and enough autonomy to make decisions, 

there is little possibility of a society making effective, self-evolutionary responses” (Espinosa & 

Walker, 2011, p. 76). In the current research project, it is expected to apply these ideas in the 

corporate world and evidence if these result useful for the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects.  

c) It uses knowledge from the dynamic capabilities framework to enlighten, at practical 

level, the theory of viability regarding organizational adaptation and flexibility. However 

adaptation and flexibility have been originally studied within organizational cybernetics 

framework, in this field, these topics require more detailed descriptions to address them 
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effectively in practice, and within the implementation of corporate sustainability projects. Here, 

it is important to emphasize that in this research it is adopted the idea that dynamic capabilities 

can be measured in terms of the effects that these could have over the way operational activities 

are performed in an organization, just as Helfat and Peteraf (2003) and Zahra, Sapienza, and 

Davidsson (2006) have indicated. This argument goes in line with ideas of adaptation and 

flexibility of the cybernetic field. Thus, the main body of knowledge brought from organizational 

cybernetics is complemented with dynamic capabilities knowledge to specifically identify 

capabilities required for the improvement of organizational adaptation and learning at practical 

level, for example, what is the ability that allows the firm to gather information from the 

environment and stakeholders, what is the ability that allows the firm to reorganize according to 

new requirement, what is the ability that allows the firm to learn from experience and consolidate 

a knowledge base  (C. Helfat et al., 2009; Maritan, 2009; Newey & Zahra, 2009; Teece, Pisano, 

& Shuen, 1997; Teece, 2007; Zahra et al., 2006).  

By using these two knowledge fields, it is expected within this research project that 

cybernetic tools could facilitate learning and understanding regarding the alignment between the 

business strategy within a firm and its structure (see Raúl Espejo & Stewart, 1998; Espinosa, 

Reficco, Martínez, & Guzmán, 2015) in the context of the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects. Dynamic capabilities details and descriptions will be used in this context 

to complement the cybernetic framework (specifically how to address the topic of organizational 

adaptation and flexibility in practice).  

Based on the theoretical developments previously indicated, this research project 

introduces an adapted and adjusted methodology aiming to be used by firms, to produce long-

term results in the implementation of corporate sustainability projects, and to improve 

understanding among corporate management regarding how specific characteristics of the 

organizational system could increase the probability for a firm to be viable in the long run, and in 

consequence, sustainable.  

To be able to achieve the results indicated, an action research case study design is 

adopted. Two different interventions are performed and described. The companies intervened 

have more than 1000 employees. One of them is a multinational corporation. Both of the 

companies are located in the Latin American region. One is located in Colombia and one in 

Mexico. The first company works in the manufacturing sector, while the second one works in the 
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service sector. This issue will allow the researcher to analyze firms working in different types of 

industries. An important aspect is that the companies were specially interested in achieving 

economic, environmental and social goals, responding to what triple bottom line requirements 

signal. In fact, their business strategies were permeated by these ideas. Additionally, the 

companies chosen have the concern to work towards the integration of processes and 

mechanisms within their current operation and align them with their business strategy in order to 

be able to achieve triple-bottom line goals regarding their viability in the long run. These two 

interventions have specific goals. With the first intervention, aiming to explore an advanced 

implementation of a corporate sustainability project, the researcher would be able to contrast the 

theory with the reality of firms working within corporate sustainability and suggest a possible 

adapted methodology to help firms in the implementation of projects in this context. The second 

intervention aims to test the adapted and adjusted methodology within a different corporate 

context and evidence possible effects and usefulness of it in the endeavor signaled. 

Under these premises and in the context of corporate sustainability, this research project 

aims to explore empirically how innovative methodologies and tools inspired in the 

organizational cybernetics can be used to implement corporate sustainability projects, while at 

the same time evaluate if these could procure permanent organizational changes and increase real 

understanding among management and organizational members about how to tackle 

sustainability situations within firms. Taking into account the previous arguments, the central 

research question that guides this project is:  

Within a firm aiming to achieve its sustainability, how is it possible to facilitate the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects? 

Additionally, there are five supporting questions that will be analyzed to find an answer for 

the central question: 

1. Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability project, a firm 

organized in several levels, each of which attends different external challenges, could 

increase the probability to achieve a satisfactory complexity management? 

2. Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability project, is there 

at each recursive level of organization involved, a well-configured meta-system 

responding to the needs of the operation, while assuring the resources and knowledge to 

effectively deal with the variety of the organizational tasks? 
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3. Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability project, is there 

a balance between local autonomy and cohesion in the organization? 

4.  Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability project, are 

decision-making processes supported by close-to-real-time available information and 

decision-making mechanisms? 

5. Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability project, is there 

evidence that development and learning capabilities as well as processes of integration 

exist across the structure and at every recursion level involved?  

To gain understanding and to gather the evidence that could be used to answer the previous 

questions, the project proposes some research objectives. These are: 

1. To review the existent knowledge around the gap identified: the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects, those challenges that firms face when firms undergo 

these processes, to find answers that mainstream approaches have offered to this issue, 

and to study the possibilities that knowledge from a systemic approach offers to give 

answers to the issue studied. 

2. To adapt and adjust existing methodologies and tools derived from organizational 

cybernetics, to facilitate the implementation of corporate sustainability projects within a 

firm taking into account details regarding strategy implementation, organizational 

structure and organizational adaptation and flexibility. 

3. To assess the effects that the use of organizational cybernetics in the context of corporate 

sustainability could have over practice and academia.    

In general, this research project contributes to the issue of corporate sustainability 

implementation by specifically identifying which are the challenges that firms face while 

implementing actions in this context, and suggesting innovative methodologies that could help 

firms to tackle these while transforming the organization into a viable system. The following are 

other additional contributions that this dissertation will bring to academia and practice.  

• This research project contributes to the organizational cybernetics field by providing 

a thorough application of the VSM in the context of corporate sustainability. 

There are not enough research works that do this in the field and this is something that 

the organizational cybernetics needs.  
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• This research project contributes to the organizational cybernetics and corporate 

sustainability fields by extending existent methodologies inspired in the VSM. It 

has been indicated that in the context of organizational cybernetics there is a need to 

further develop methodologies to: (i) increase interaction between people to build 

social capital to facilitate coordination and cooperation (Axelrod & Cohen, 1999), (ii) 

facilitate participative and fair dialog between the members of a group including 

different points of view and interests (Beer, 1994), and (iii) generate democratic 

processes to make decisions (Espinosa & Harden, 2007). In the context of the 

corporate sustainability field, this research contributes by offering tools that, in 

practice, help managers (i) to better understand the complexity and details of the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects, (ii) to tackle organizational 

aspects like strategy, structure, and adaptation, and finally, (iii) to understand how to 

integrate economic, social and environmental demands into the business reality. If 

sustainability can be understood as viability in the long-term, the development of 

methodologies to structure the firm’s decisions and actions following this idea is 

desired.  

• An alternative point of view to corporate sustainability that allows a firm to 

change the dominant design and assumptions of the traditional organizational 

structure. By using this alternative point of view, new organizational concepts and 

practices can be acquired into the firm’s reality to start the road to an effective 

implementation of corporate sustainability. 

 
In the next chapter, a literature review around the topic of corporate sustainability 

implementation is performed. In the first section of this chapter, an introduction to the 

complexity that sustainable development issues shows in the context of how current economic 

activity is developed. Here, a review of the complexity behind it, what does it involve, and the 

dominant approach traditionally used to address this issue is offered. Here, it is also addressed 

why this research project studies corporate sustainability and not corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) or other related fields. In the second section, a review of the challenges that firms face 

when implementing corporate sustainability is presented. In the third section, the specifics 

behind these challenges are analyzed. Here, the relation between strategy, structure and firm’s 
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processes, as well as development and organizational effectiveness and strategy implementation 

are topics addressed. In the fourth section, an alternative systemic approach - organizational 

cybernetics – is introduced; and its potential to address corporate sustainability is explored. The 

intention is to show how this approach has addressed sustainable development issues in several 

settings and at different levels, and to argue how it could address corporate sustainability issues 

and implementation in a more appropriate way than the dominant approach does. Here, the 

Viable System Model (VSM) and the organizational cybernetics principles on which the 

framework relies are detailed. Also, the concept of viable structures and how this topic is closely 

related to corporate sustainability is explained. An exploration about how this alternative 

approach could support the endeavor of implementing projects related to corporate sustainability 

within the firm’s reality is additionally presented. Finally, this research project explores those 

details from dynamic capabilities approach that could be useful in the context of organizational 

adaptation and learning. This knowledge is used to complement organizational cybernetics 

framework in practice, by providing specific insights into adaptation and learning processes in 

the context of corporate sustainability. 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 The complexity to address sustainable development in the context of the current 

economic activities  

Planet Earth, where we are living in, is suffering from multiple problems caused by human 

activity. Several different conservation entities have called for urgent solutions to reduce the 

dramatic impact that mankind is causing on Earth’s available resources. There is a general 

agreement that Earth’s ecosystems cannot maintain the levels of actual economic activity and 

material consumption (Wackernagel & Rees, 1998), and that the available resources will not be 

enough to attend the future demand.  

The gap between the increasing demand of resources, and the goods and services available to 

attend this demand is getting larger everyday. The main factor affecting this situation is the 

current economic activity. Since 1950 until 2011, the Gross World Product has increased at an 

average of 4% every year (Earth Policy Institute, 2012a). This means that there is an industrial 

sector, in constant growth, producing large amounts of goods and services for a needed 

population. The numbers show that while in 1950, the population was around 2.5 billion people, 

in 2010 this population has grown to 7 billion (Earth Policy Institute, 2012b). By 2050, 

projections show that the population will increase to 9 billion.  

The consequences of the population augmentation and the boost of the global industrial 

activity will be a rise in the global ecological footprint. Right now, we are experiencing a 

constant increase in the ecological footprint, and as a result an ecological overshoot is being 

faced, which means that humanity’s annual demand has exceeded what the Earth can renew in 

the same period of time. Climate changes (resulted from more emissions of CO2 to the 

atmosphere) and resource scarcity are also additional effects caused by the ecological overshoot. 

The Earth will be not able to produce the necessary resources demanded by human kind if this 

trend continues.  

The situations faced by the humankind are challenges that claim for a transition into a more 

environmental friendly economy. However, this transition is being executed within a complex 

system where several independent actors (people, businesses, organizations, governments, 

NGOs) behave in certain ways to achieve their own purposes, and finally, to survive. As 

McMillan (2008) describes, life on Earth has not developed as the traditional Newtonian-

Cartesian thinking explained: through evolutionary and incremental processes over long periods 
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of time, and on an apparently stable world. She indicated that life also developed in unexpected 

ways and accompanied by massive shifts. The complex system where we live in is characterized 

by multiple levels, multiple and heterogeneous components, and a numerous relations. As it has 

been demonstrated, this system presents periods of incremental change, and periods of fast and 

irreversible change and non-expected results that lead to consequences for economies, 

ecosystems and human welfare (Moberg & Galaz, 2005; Peters et al., 2004).  

 Within this complex system, we build a structure of relationships, either collaborative or 

competitive, with other actors to secure resources needed to achieve our purposes. Despite the 

final intentions, the behaviors performed by the actors are not easy to predict. However, the 

effects that this web of relations has on markets, societies, communities and ecosystems are, in 

most cases, intended, these can also result to be unintended. At the end, these unintended effects 

could cause unexpected positive or negative consequences on the systems we rely on. In a simple 

expression: “the forces that shape our future are complex and diverse and do not lend themselves 

to simplistic analysis or solutions” (Strong, 1997). 

To thrive on this complexity, it is needed that actors not only concentrate on short-term gains 

or benefits (that could weaken the capacity of a sustainable system), but learn how to operate 

achieving gains while contributing to the future sustainability of the larger system of which they 

are a part (Mohrman & Shani, 2011). 

With time, scholars and leaders are recognizing that current economic activity and life style 

are unsustainable, and that is time to build new ways to enhance the global ecological and social 

systems where humankind is living in (Mohrman & Shani, 2011). There is a need to change how 

human activity is functioning because Earth, global economy and society are reaching dangerous 

limits that could compromise our existence as a civilization.  

The transition towards a global sustainable development. Within the complex context 

previously described, a series of goals and plans have been established to follow a path that takes 

the world into the road of sustainable development. However, up to now, there is evidence that 

the transition to global sustainable development have not shown the expected results. According 

to Strong (1997), if we want to make the required transition, it is important to understand the 

forces that are shaping our future because these have important effects on how we design 

policies and actions to achieve sustainability. These forces are:  
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i. The response of growth in the global economy by developing countries. Since this 

growth is based on the experience of more industrialized countries, it is producing 

severe environmental problems while threatening the overall Earth’s sustainability. 

ii. The increased private investment that developing economies are receiving which is 

four times greater that official development assistance. This is creating a dichotomy 

between those countries that are rapidly developing and those that rely on official 

assistance. 

iii. The traditional governance and management schemas (based on single sectors or 

disciplines) used to tackle sustainable development situations and that evidently, 

demonstrate its inadequacy to manage the complex system of cause and effect 

relationships existent and on which an effective transition to sustainable development 

have to rely on. 

These forces impact all actors on Earth, and affect the way humankind works toward the 

achievement of a sustainable development. In the context of sustainable development, it is 

important to understand specifics about the relation between firms, environment, and society in 

general, and how the firms address the forces described. Porter recognizes that “the 

organizational level is the primary vehicle through which the Brundtland (1987) criteria of 

meeting current and future generations’ needs will be met” (T. Porter, 2008, p. 399). It can be 

stated that without effective actions from corporations towards sustainable development, there is 

a little probability that global sustainability can be achieved (Strong, 1997). 

i. Evolution of sustainable development and sustainability thinking  

The idea of sustainable development has evolved from a global debate and has diffused to 

the macro-level (talking about society and humankind) and micro- or firm level. The historical 

evolution has gone from a notorious predominance of the economic dimension over the other 

two to a more balanced approach.  

The macro-level of sustainability: the economic view.  It has been distinguished that the 

main debate is in economics, specifically around the weak and strong sustainability ideas 

(Schaltegger & Burritt, 2005; Steurer, 2001). Weak sustainability involves keeping the current 

level of society’s natural and manufactured assets, but it allows for substitution between 

environmental, social, and economic assets. According to the theory, this fact enables all kinds of 

capital, while at the same time, the services and welfare generated by them can be expressed and 
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compared using the same monetary values (Cabeza-Gutés, 1996; Daly, 1996; Neumayer, 1998; 

Pearce, Markandya, & Barbier, 1989; Reid, 1995). It sees nature as something external to 

humankind that can be exploited (Baker, Kousis, Richardson, & Young, 1997; Baker, 2005). In 

contrast, strong sustainability does not allow this substitution, and believes that the natural 

capital is critical and cannot be diminished by human activity (Ekins, Simon, Deutsch, Folke, & 

De Groot, 2003, p. 168). According to Daly (1996, 1999), the “constant capital rule” look for a 

“steady-state-economy”, the protection of life-support services and critical assets. Under this 

perspective, nature and human systems co-evolve “in a mutual, recurrent, inextricable 

interaction” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011, p. 16). The debate has gone even further, explaining 

very strong and very weak forms of sustainability to represent no substitutability and complete 

substitutability (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2005). However, these extreme debates have little to 

contribute to the advance of sustainable development within the corporate world. For that reason, 

the attention has turned to what is called as “balanced or sensible sustainability”, a vision that 

takes a middle point which includes “non declining human welfare over time” (Turner, 2005, pp. 

9–15), the synchronization of goals directed towards the improvement of the economic, 

environmental and social dimensions, and the intergenerational justice.  

Earlier research in the field had already discussed this topic. Gladwin, et al. (1995) had 

named this debate as technocentrism vs. ecocentrism (following weak vs. strong), setting the 

middle point in what is called as sustaincentrism. For these authors, the technocentrism and 

ecocentrism are two opposite points of the sustainability continuum, and that both paradigms 

“fail to promote sustainable development or to conserve nature” (Gladwin et al., 1995). Despite 

the fact that some scholars have worked towards the “green” technocentrism, Gladwin, et al. 

(1995, p. 890) assert that a complete reconciliation of these paradigms is perhaps impossible. 

What is needed is the articulation of what they call as “sustaincentric worldview” where growth 

is not infinite and that material and energy growth are limited by ecological and entropic limits. 

Under this view “the maximization of present value should be subject to a constraint that future 

generations are not made worse off” (Gladwin et al., 1995, p. 894). 

The micro-level of sustainability: sustainable development at the level of the firm. The 

growth of a sustainable development way of thinking in the business world is also derived from 

the political debates and non-governmental organizations (NGO) activity that became prominent 

in the 1980s and 1990s. With the increased global discussion around this topic, companies 
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started to realize the importance to consider sustainable development principles in their context. 

The Brundtland Comission (1987) and triple bottom line concept (Elkington, 1998) have had the 

responsibility to extend corporate responsibility to include “the management of impacts upon the 

natural world and the social world as well as economic factors” (W. Young & Tilley, 2006, p. 

403) within corporations, and this extension is what is currently known as corporate 

sustainability.  

Dyllick and Hockerts have identified three key elements of sustainability at firm level: (i) 

Integrating the economic, ecological and social aspects in a “triple-bottom line”. This element 

establishes that the achievement of economic goals can succeed in the short-run, but to 

accomplish sustainability goals it is required to meet the three dimensions of sustainability, 

named economic, environmental, and social. Given the fact that these dimensions are inter-

related, every single dimension influences each other in various ways. (ii) Integrating the short-

term and long-term aspect. Traditional economic thinking gives more importance to short-term 

profits over long-term ones, and that is the predominant way-of-thinking in the firms. In this 

context, the second element refers to the issue that the true meaning of sustainability includes not 

only to meet current demands, but also future ones. In sum, to value short-term gains while 

taking care of the costs associated with distant social and environmental degradation. (iii) 

Consuming the income and not the capital. This third element refers to the fact that, in the 

context of sustainability, this means to maintain not only the economic capital but also the 

environmental and social ones.  

Following this line of thinking, it can be highlighted that a requisite to achieve 

sustainability within a firm is that the three dimensions of the triple bottom line must be met. 

Regarding these three dimensions, Jamali (2006) presents good examples about what these 

dimensions could mean for the processes of the firm. Table 1 shows these examples. 

 
Table 1. Examples of business actions in each dimension (Adapted from Jamali (2006, p. 811)) 
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ii. Approaches to sustainable development and their deficiencies  

Several approaches to address sustainable development situations have appeared. Van 

Den Bergh and Jeroen (1996 quoted in Gallopin, 2003 and Espinosa and Walker 2011) resume 

the main theoretical perspectives of sustainable development. Espinosa and Walker (2011) 

indicated that some of these perspectives are closer to “systemic approaches”. However, it is 

clear that most of these are built taking into account the dominant economic approach, and that 

sustainable development is being addressed using it. In Table 2, the perspectives are classified 

according to what Espinosa and Walker indicated along with a description of the limitations that 

both types of approaches showed. 

Type of 
approach Approach Characterization of sustainable development Limitations 

Traditional 
approaches 

Equilibrium- 
Neoclassical 

Welfare non-decreasing (anthropocentric); sustainable 
growth based on technology and substitution; 

optimizing environmental externalities; maintaining the 
aggregate stock of natural and economic capital; 

individual objectives prevail over social goals; policy 
needed when individual objectives conflict; long-run 

policy based on market solutions. 
Approaches that 

favor an economic 
view. Environmental 

problems are 
analyzed in the 

context of 
externalities and 

market equilibrium. 
These approaches 

focus on comparing 
different equilibrium 

using static 
frameworks.  

Neo-Austrian- 
Temporal 

Teleological sequence of conscious and goal-oriented 
adaptation; preventing irreversible patterns; maintaining 

organization level (negentropy) in economic system; 
optimizing dynamic processes of extraction, production, 

consumption, recycling and waste treatment. 

Physico- 
Economic 

Restrictions on materials and energy flows in/out the 
economy; industrial metabolism based on materials – 

product chain policy: integrated waste treatment, 
abatement, recycling and product development. 

Biophysical- 
Energy 

A steady state with minimum materials and energy 
throughput; maintaining physical and biological stocks 

and biodiversity; transition to energy systems with 
minimum pollutive effects. 

Historical- 
Institutional 

Equal attention to interests of nature, sectors and future 
generations; integrating institutional arrangements for 

economic and environmental policy; creating 
institutional long-run support for nature’s interests; 

holistic instead of partial solutions, based on a hierarchy 
of values. 

Closer to 
systemic 

approaches 

Ecological 
Engineering 

Integration of human benefits and environmental quality 
and functions by manipulation of ecosystems; design 

and improvement of engineering solutions on the 
boundary of economics, technology and ecosystems; 
utilizing resilience, self-organization, self-regulation 
and functions of natural systems for human purposes. 

Approaches that 
favor an ecological 

view. These focus on 
the ability of society 
to respond and adapt 

to ecological 
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Ecological- 
Evolutionary 

Maintaining resilience of natural systems, allowing for 
fluctuation and cycles (regular destruction); learning 

from uncertainty in natural processes; no domination of 
food chains by humans; fostering 

genetic/biotic/ecosystem diversity; balanced nutrient 
flows in ecosystems. 

tensions. 

Evolutionary- 
Technological 

Maintaining co-evolutionary adaptive capacity in terms 
of knowledge and technology to react to uncertainties; 

fostering economic diversity of actors, sectors and 
technologies. 

Systems- 
Ecological 

Controlling direct and indirect human effects on 
ecosystems; balance between material inputs and 

outputs to human systems; minimum stress factors on 
ecosystems, both local and global. 

Socio- 
Biological 

Maintain cultural and social system of interactions with 
ecosystems; respect for nature integrated in culture; 

survival of group important. 

Human 
Ecology 

Remain within the carrying capacity (logistic growth); 
limited scale of economy and population; consumption 

oriented toward basic needs; occupy a modest place 
within the ecosystem food web and biosphere; always 
consider multiplier effects of human actions, in space 

and time. 

Ethical- 
Utopian 

New individual value systems (respect for nature and 
future generations, basic needs fulfillment) and new 
social objectives (steady state); balance attention for 

efficiency, distribution and scale; strive for small- scale 
activities and control of ‘side effects’ (‘small is 

beautiful’); long-run policy based on changing values 
and encouraging citizen (altruistic) as opposed to 

individual (egoistic) behavior. 
Table 2. Theoretical perspective on sustainable development (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 

 

However the existence of diverse approaches, sustainable development has been 

traditionally understood from an “environmental economics” perspective. This perspective 

proposes that the path to sustainable development is one where conditions like rapid global 

economic growth, free market access to products originated from developing countries, greater 

technological transfers and larger capital flows are present (Espinosa & Walker, 2011). 

According to the WCED, the probability of a sustainable future lays in the positive results 

generated by economic development (WCED, 1987, p. 89).  Here, environmental and social 

goals are subordinated to economic ones. Following this logic, several development programs 

around the world have been implemented, and different studies demonstrated that these have not 

reached the expected results in all the dimensions concerning sustainable development (Castro, 
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2004; Escobar, 1995). Despite the problems, this perspective continues being recognized as the 

dominant one, traditionally used to address sustainable development situations.  
 

iii. Sustainable development at firm level and the adoption of corporate sustainability 

concept 

At society level, it has been identified that problems faced by humankind, in the context 

of sustainable development, result from the inability to deal with the exploding complexity of the 

interactions among social and ecological systems at different levels, and several of the paradigms 

have demonstrated its incapability to tackle the problem (Espinosa & Walker, 2011). Others like 

Midgley and Reynolds (2004) have also pointed to this, indicating that a common issue faced by 

sustainability agendas is the complexity and uncertainty inherent of nature and society. 

Additionally, Patterson and Theobald (1999) have shown that the problem around it is the fact 

that there is a lack of autonomy at the local level, and Young (1998) have talked about the 

absence of support and decision-making processes to assure effective implementation’s tracing.  

All these problems at higher levels apply also at firm level. Bringing to firm’s reality the 

implementation of a sustainability project, applying any of the mentioned approaches, entails the 

use of conceptual frameworks and tools that could handle in practice the inherent complexity of 

the situations where firms develop activities, improve the way they develop their tasks, increase 

autonomy at local level, support decision-making processes, and adapt to external challenges.  

Firms, hoping to respond to these requirements when addressing sustainable 

development, have opted to use different frameworks and terms originated in the academic 

literature. When choosing one or another term, firms are aiming to rely on strong conceptual 

foundations that could lead them to achieve a more responsible way of doing business. Corporate 

Social Responsibility (European Commision, 2001), Corporate Citizenship (Marsden & Andriof, 

1998), Sustainable Entrepreneurship, Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1998), Business Ethics 

(Kilcullen & Ohles Kooistra, 1999) have been the most commonly used. However, ambiguities 

and critiques to several of these have caused that firms remained doubtful about which term use, 

and in consequence, what actions should they follow. Firms are needing, on the one hand, new 

business models, and the development of new management paradigms to help them to really 

become entities that go beyond the basic economic goal (Doppelt, 2009; Dunphy, Griffiths, & 

Benn, 2003; Griffiths & Petrick, 2001). 
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Recently, the concept of corporate sustainability appeared in the literature and it has 

received increasing acceptance among firms mainly because two reasons. First, this term 

focuses, at firm level, on sustainable development and emphasizes the way firms create value not 

only in the financial dimension, but also in the social and environmental ones. From this 

perspective, for example, Corporate Social Responsibility is only one part of corporate 

sustainability (Van Marrewijk, 2003). Second and from an academic point of view, there is 

evidence showing the convergence and interlink between corporate performance (related to 

financial indexes) and sustainability performance (related to social and environmental ones) is 

something addressed by corporate sustainability. This fact along with the increased 

rationalization of the corporate sustainability term (Lee, 2008) produced that the corporate and 

academic worlds have embraced it strongly.  Thereby, firms focusing on value creation in all of 

the three dimensions of sustainable development have developed a management that can 

translate the idea of sustainable development to the firm, formulate projects, determine 

strategies, and assign resources and people to realize these. In this research project, the term of 

corporate sustainability is the one followed and applied to understand sustainable development at 

the level of the firm.  

2.2 Firm’s challenges to implement corporate sustainability  

However, in the context of this research project, the term corporate sustainability could be 

useful to enlighten firms about the road that these have to follow when addressing its 

sustainability, the translation process of this ideal into firm’s actions remains challenging. Along 

with the need to define a strategy and assign resources and people to the realization of specific 

projects, there are related difficulties for firms when addressing this issue. 

Corporate sustainability implies reorganization: Nowadays, firms accept this idea and 

recognize that there is a need to adjust current practices and assumptions to pursue 

sustainability effectiveness. The change requires the integration of sustainable principles into 

the organizational strategy and structure to make its economic goals a reality, while, at the 

same time, minimizing environmental and social impacts (M. Porter & Kramer, 2006; 

Shrivastava & Hart, 1995; Wu, He, Duan, & O’Regan, 2012). Additionally, this integration 

implies to implement a strategy and make an alignment between the structure and the 

strategy to achieve the desired goals. Mohrman and Shani (2011) indicated that the 

strengthening in the relationship with stakeholders, the creation of shared leadership to 
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deliver new ideas and commitment to stakeholders, the improvement of organizational 

innovation and change capacities to redesign processes, and finally, the development of new 

competencies and capabilities are issues that the reorganization in the context of sustainable 

development has to take into account. Thus, firms must know how to permanently reorganize 

developing activities as the ones mentioned.  

Corporate sustainability implies voluntary actions within an evolutionary process: In the 

context of sustainable development, it is fundamental for firms to have an improved 

understanding of the organizational-level strategic processes that are related to corporate 

sustainability implementation (T. Porter, 2008), and how, through these processes, firms 

achieve the integration of the dimensions that compose the “triple bottom line”. Corporate 

sustainability is viewed as an instituted process of adaptive change, a progression that 

involves evolutionary efforts towards processes and structural changes (Bagheri & Hjorth, 

2007; Holling, 2004; Kemp, Parto, & Gibson, 2005). These voluntary intentions must 

involve plans that have to be understood as part of a process (Gladwin et al., 1995, p. 894). 

Thereby, it is important to understand that to achieve goals directed towards corporate 

sustainability, companies must decide by themselves to start actions concerning to this 

objective, to establish action plans, and assign resources and people to follow these actions.  

Corporate sustainability implementation requires organizational adaptation and learning 

processes: Firms are challenged to mold their existing strategies, structures, operations or, 

what can be called as their internal patterns of interaction, to look for the achievement of 

goals concerning their plans in the context of sustainable development. Here, learning and 

development capabilities result very relevant because these are essential for molding the 

firm. However, the task to link resources and capabilities, implementing business processes 

to achieve the expected firm results (Hart & Dowell, 2011) while responding to external 

issues (related to the environment and social context) remain a challenge for any corporate 

management. The connection between internal and external sides implies complex tasks and 

procedures that firms are not always able or ready to face. As was observed as Hart (1995) 

and Hart and Dowell (2011), this process is not straightforward.  

Corporate sustainability is usually approached from the dominant perspective: Another 

challenge involved with those business processes and interactions directed towards the 

achievement of corporate sustainability goals has to do with the approach used to address this 
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issue, and the available tools to perform it. Regarding the approach used, and given the fact 

that in many cases, corporate sustainability is interpreted in terms of the economic principles, 

it is not uncommon to find firms that formulate social and environmental goals subordinated 

to their primary goal of creating economic value (Bansal, 2002; Freeman & Gllbert, 1992). 

What is usually found within firms is that these give more importance to profit maximization 

(where business actions are directly connected to economic goals), than to environmental and 

social issues (which are addressed through actions that imply the least cost). This way of 

thinking could be favoring a management where financial, social and environmental 

dimensions would be addressed in an unbalanced way (Scherrer, Daub, & Burger, 2007). In 

fact, for many firms, and as Bansal signaled, “sustainability implies sustainable competitive 

advantage, not sustainable development” (2002, p. 124). Thus, corporate sustainability is 

addressed using the traditional logic of resource abundance and economic results, idea rooted 

in neoclassical economics (Bansal, 2002). The major problem with the dominant approach is 

that it has limited ability to address social issues and environmental deterioration 

(Shrivastava, 1995). Traditional heuristics can be useful tools for managers to find answers to 

daily problems, but can become a barrier to change when the environment requires it 

(Hoffman, 2010) because these result difficult to transform. On top of that, management 

education oriented towards corporate sustainability has only recently been developed 

(Hesselbarth & Schaltegger, 2014; Windolph, Schaltegger, & Herzig, 2014). This line of 

thinking gives predominance to economic results over environmental and social ones, 

something that has made stronger the fact that economic approach is the most widely used. In 

conclusion, there is evidence that firms face the task to integrate financial, social, and 

environmental dimensions using the traditional economic approach, which is not an 

appropriate or practical way to address this. 

2.3 The real results obtained from firm’s corporate sustainability implementation 

Despite the challenges, firms are actually implementing actions towards the achievement 

of corporate sustainability. Though, until now, firm’s changes and responses to the challenge of 

incorporating sustainable development in their strategies and practices have not produced the 

same results for all. Some firms continue to see sustainable development as a cost (Lawrence & 

Morell, 1995) while others implement only single initiatives. In fact, most of these corporate 

efforts are closer to rhetoric that to effective actions (Strong, 1997). Mohrman and Shani 
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described this situation in the following words: “(T)here is a concern that the focus on social 

and environmental responsibility by management in many cases is largely motivated by concerns 

of image and public relations, so called “greening,” instead of becoming embedded in the 

values, business models, and organizing approaches of the company” (2011, p. x). In brief, 

“markets and the legislation allow firms to be less holistic than the sustainable development 

requires human to be, which puts the humans’ survival in serious danger” (Potocan & Mulej, 

2003, p. 430). Additionally, it has also been signaled that the corporate responses to sustainable 

development have not been definitive because sustainability issues are complex and persistent in 

nature (Loorbach, van Bakel, Whiteman, & Rotmans, 2010), something that management and 

business have experienced and struggled with. Top management still do not know how to 

translate the general principles of sustainable development into actual business practices.  

From the results observed, it can be asserted that the integration of novel business 

processes and interactions within the current organizational system to achieve goals directed to 

corporate sustainability is a complex and difficult task. Thus, if businesses want to transform 

their activities into sustainable ones, these not only would require new paradigms to address the 

challenges mentioned, but also new organizational concepts, practices, and guidelines to do it. 

2.4 The mainstream research behind firm’s challenges to implement corporate 

sustainability projects  

As it has been signaled before, an important problem behind the achievement of goals 

directed towards corporate sustainability is the translation and incorporation of general goals (i.e. 

regarding existence and development of humankind) into goals at the level of the firm (Potocan 

& Mulej, 2003). The idea of sustainable development can be applied to firms if there is an 

adjustment between organizational principles and characteristics and sustainable development 

requirements (Potocan, 2002).  

Following this line of thought, firms should successfully link external social and 

environmental requirements with processes developed inside organizations, while at the same 

time working on economic goals. In consequence, managers will require to transform and design 

organizational processes, procedures, systems, and structures using fundamentally different ways 

to relate with its natural environment (Shrivastava & Hart, 1995). It is fundamental to integrate 

into the corporate and business strategies, principles that go in line with sustainability goals, and 

align business processes with the desired strategy. The new processes should be looking not only 
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for the improvement of the organizational situation regarding the triple bottom line, but also to 

accomplish organizational adaptation and learning to be able to respond efficiently to external 

requirements.  

Regarding business strategy in the context of corporate sustainability, this must embed 

sustainable development principles (Eccles, Ioannou, & Serafeim, 2012). The strategy should 

look for the achievement of goals in each of the triple bottom line dimensions. Regarding 

processes that look for the realization of corporate sustainability, the strategy content must be 

operationalized in terms of the actual firm’s processes and operations. Also, firms will require 

constant investment in organizational abilities, and persistent dedication of organizational 

resources to these. Businesses will need to utilize these abilities and resources in a way that 

allows them, on the one hand, to create organizational structures and patterns of interaction to 

respond proactively to the constant environmental changes; and on the other hand, to acquire the 

needed knowledge to keep these structures addressing the external changes.  

Giving this outlook, in this section, the review goes over the three most important 

organizational aspects involved with corporate sustainability implementation that have been 

signaled in the academic literature and that are directly related to those challenges that firms face 

when addressing this process. The first one is the link between strategy-structure-processes. The 

second is the issue of organizational effectiveness and how this is related to firm’s design and 

development. The final one is the issue of strategy implementation that has shown difficulties 

when resources are linked to processes and action plans. This review analyzes several types of 

literature including the literatures of corporate sustainability, strategic management, and 

organizational effectiveness to be able to understand from different perspectives how these topics 

have been addressed. 

i. The relation between firm’s strategy, structure and processes 

In the context of sustainable development, it is important to establish a close relation 

between corporate sustainability goals, corporate and business strategy, structure, and firm’s 

processes to have a successful implementation of the formulated project. In fact, to effectively 

achieve sustainability-related goals when implementing a strategy, it is needed to have a good fit 

between strategy’s content (which refer to the “what” of the strategy, for example, what are the 

goals? what is the decision about? What is being coordinated?), and business processes (which 

refer to the “how” of the strategy, for example, strategic decision-making, resource allocation, 
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patterns of managerial actions, or managing strategic change). However, this fit is not easy to 

achieve since the link between the content of the strategy and the processes related to it is not 

that evident, and it seems that the extant literature does not offer definite suggestions about how 

to work to achieve it.   

The academic literature around corporate sustainability and the advances made in this 

point have focused on both sides of the strategy: content and business processes. Regarding the 

strategy content, one stream of corporate sustainability literature has dedicated work to the 

development of strategies aiming to integrate the three dimensions of the “triple bottom line”. 

Baumgartner and Ebner (2010) distinguished different profiles and maturity levels for corporate 

sustainability strategies. These strategies are measured according to the number of activities that 

firms perform. They identified introverted, conservative, extroverted and visionary sustainability 

strategies. Regarding business processes in the context of strategy, corporate sustainability 

literature has also addressed the issue of strategy and planning at the same time. Traditional 

planning methods shift from “what” to “how” or from “‘goal-based optimization framework’ to a 

‘process-based multi-scale approach guided by a target/vision’” (Bagheri & Hjorth, 2007, p. 85).  

Within this stream, to achieve success when planning for sustainability, the focus is situated on 

process and progress instead of remote goals, Additionally, this progress is considered in a 

collective and context-related way, with considerable stakeholder participation (Jamali, 2006; 

Meppem & Gill, 1998). However, this stream of research has not offered specific methodologies 

to achieve in practice what is proposed in their suggested conceptual frameworks. 

Other stream of corporate sustainability literature has focused on the achievement of eco- 

and socio-efficiency, and it has developed mostly around the topic of environmental strategies. 

Regarding this, several classifications have been suggested of fundamentally different 

approaches. Buysse and Verbeke (2003) using a stakeholder perspective, distinguished 

environmental strategies depending on the resources invested to reduce environmental impacts 

and the attitude towards stakeholder pressures. Kolk & Pinkse (2005) studied the strategic 

options available to firms when these are trying to respond to climate change. Its focus is on the 

market responses and the patterns of actions undertaken by firms. The strategic options identified 

were process improvement, product development, new product/market combinations, internal 

transfer of emission reductions, acquisition of emission credits and supply-chain measures. 

Orsato (2006) developed a classification scheme to categorize environmental strategies. The 
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scheme included eco-efficiency, beyond compliance leadership, eco-branding and environmental 

cost leadership strategies. One of the most cited authors, Hart (1995), using the perspective of the 

resource-based view (RBV) of the firm identified three different strategies that could be used to 

address environmental sustainability: pollution prevention, product stewardship and clean 

technology. Finally, Shrivastava and Hart (1995) suggested that corporate strategies must impede 

dangerous businesses to exist and business strategies must look for material and energy 

reductions as well as look for the development of markets and products for the developing world. 

Nevertheless, this stream of literature keeps its emphasis more on descriptions and 

characterizations of strategies and offers few advances in the issue of linking strategy to 

organizational structure and processes. 

From the review of corporate sustainability literature, it can be concluded that up to now, 

it has developed knowledge about the diverse classifications and levels of strategies in this 

context. Some of these advances have started to make theoretical links between content and 

process side of the strategy. However to our knowledge, within this literature, specific 

methodological guidelines about how to make the fit between strategy content and business 

processes, something required for the achievement of the goals involved with the corporate 

sustainability project, were not found.  

ii. Firm’s structure, development, and its effectiveness in the context of sustainability 

The recent firm’s interest in achieving sustainability by attending economic, social and 

environmental dimensions has posed challenges to the traditional views regarding organizational 

effectiveness and development. It has been signaled, that in the context of corporate 

sustainability, characteristics like size, scope and organizational structure influence the way 

processes related to this ideal are integrated into the firm (Engert, Rauter, & Baumgartner, 2015), 

and in consequence, affect its effectiveness. Regarding structure, scholars in the corporate 

sustainability field have agreed that the process of integrating the three dimensions of the triple 

bottom line suggests modifications to the structure and even, some of these have indicated 

features that this structure must exhibit (Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007; Yu & Chen, 2014). 

However, these suggestions remain far from actual implementation and leave management with 

more questions than answers about how to put these into practice.  

Another topic that remains unclear in the corporate sustainability literature is the issue of 

firm’s abilities to develop and learn, and how to incorporate these within the organizational 
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system. This literature has started to interpret what has been developed within the dynamic 

capabilities literature in the context of corporate sustainability. These developments explain that 

sustainable change of strategy and operations will translate into long-term economic viability and 

sustainable competitive advantage (Hart & Dowell, 2011; Hart, 1995). More recent 

developments have intended to understand these dynamic capabilities in the context of corporate 

sustainability and have worked deeper into the issue of firm’s development and learning within 

this context. These works have proposed conceptual frameworks that describe the main 

dimensions of dynamic capabilities for corporate sustainability and competitive advantage (Wu, 

He, & Duan, 2013; Wu et al., 2012). Still, there are not definite and useful methodological 

guidance for firms that could lead them to a successful implementation of practices and 

processes that could create these abilities within firms. For this reason, this review turns to the 

strategic management literature where this topic has achieved better progress. Within this field, it 

has been signaled that there are specific capabilities that work toward goals, and have described 

insights about how these operate (this topic will be deeply addressed in a following section). 

Regarding topics related to organizational structure and development, within the dynamic 

capabilities literature, there are different proposals that suggest diverse organizational 

arrangements that could facilitate the deployment of capabilities needed for the achievement of 

goals in the context of a strategy. This knowledge suggests hybrid, decentralized (Teece et al., 

1997; Wright & Snell, 1998), or ambidextrous (Benner & Tushman, 2003) types of structures. 

Within this field, there are also works related to flexible organizational structures aimed to adapt 

to a changing environment (that allows innovation and rapid responses). Here the research 

analyzes if these flexible structures could be better or worst than a highly controlled and strong 

task interdependent type of structure (that is required to get high efficiency) (Westerman, 

McFarlan, & Iansiti, 2006). However, as well as in the other reviewed fields and in the context of 

corporate sustainability, the literature of dynamic capabilities does not offer definite consensus 

over which type of organizational structure will give the best arrangement in order to develop 

and take advantage of capabilities destined to develop and learn (Westerman et al., 2006). 

Neither there are developments that work on how, in practice, could be appreciated the 

connection between these capabilities with organizational processes (Maritan, 2009).  

Finally, this review turns to organizational effectiveness frameworks looking for 

knowledge that has related structure with effectiveness in the context of sustainability. What has 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 36 

been found is that traditional effectiveness frameworks overlook social effectiveness and 

ecological sustainability (Katz & Kahn, 1978; March & Simon, 1958; Perrow, Reiss, & 

Wilensky, 1972; Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1983; Yuchtman & Seashore, 1967). These frameworks 

place its focus mostly on financial effectiveness, and for some academics like Worley and 

Lawler (2010) traditional design principles and measures of effectiveness are incapable to 

respond to demands for change and to offer new economic, social, and ecological outcomes. 

Additionally, it also indicated that these traditional models, concentrated on financial 

performances, do not take into account those aspects that the organizations need to do to be agile 

and sustainable. Despite this problem, more recent developments in this area have suggested to 

focus on those organizational design features needed to deliver the results desired, including 

issues related to sustainability (Worley & Lawler, 2010). Here, research has increasingly gone 

over topics related to firm’s capability to respond to changes in environmental demands (Worley 

& Lawler, 2010) but more from an economic perspective. In the discussion, social or ecological 

variables only appeared in cases where these have to do or affect any of the financial variables.  

From this last review, it can be concluded that corporate sustainability literature indicated 

that firm’s structure results fundamental in the integration of objectives related to financial, 

social and environmental dimensions. However, there are not specifics about what type of 

structure results appropriate for achieving goals related to corporate sustainability. Within the 

organizational effectiveness literature what has been indicated is that traditional organizational 

arrangements are incapable to address corporate sustainability goals in a equitative way. Yet, 

specific descriptions of an structure neither guidelines about how to implement a firm’s design to 

achieve the levels of organizational effectiveness in the context of sustainability were found.  

iii. Strategy implementation 

In the context of corporate sustainability, how the designed strategy towards the 

integration of the three dimensions is translated or implemented within the firm is one of the 

keys to success. The strategy must be supported for certain organizational processes and 

resources that must target the achievement of goals in this context. However, the process of 

translating strategy ideas into real procedures is neither easy nor straightforward. In fact, the 

strategy implementation topic, within the strategic management literature where it has been 

studied, has had identified it as a very debatable issue. 
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Within the strategic management literature and despite its importance, the process of 

strategy implementation has received much less attention than the strategy formation process 

(Aaltonen & Ikävalko, 2002; Alexander, 1985; Atkinson, 2006; Noble, 1999; Yang, Sun, & 

Eppler, 2010). The literature has covered issues related to strategy content or strategic planning 

but little has been researched about how to realize strategy (Alexander, 1985). There has been 

signaled that the field lacks of a coherent theory of strategy implementation (Pryor, Anderson, 

Toombs, & Humphreys, 2007) 

The literature regarding strategy implementation is fragmented across different 

disciplines (Atkinson, 2006) and different perspectives (Noble, 1999). Among the perspectives 

identified, there are two: the structural and interpersonal process perspectives. The structural 

perspective suggests that adjustments in the structure are needed for achieve strategy 

implementation. From this perspective, strategy implementation can be realized by making 

adjustments or alignments to the structure mainly because some strategies can be better realized 

with one structure than others (J. Galbraith & Kazanjian, 1986). Within this perspective, control 

mechanisms have been addressed and mentioned as “key aspects” for strategy implementation 

(Noble, 1999). On the other hand, it is found the interpersonal process perspective that suggests 

that strategy implementation is related to social processes within the organization. Here, it is 

assumed that consensus is fundamental for strategy implementation given the fact that with it, 

managers can gain commitment to a specific strategic direction. Also, from this perspective, 

strategy implementation has been related to communication and coalitions. However, the 

literature remains with little consensus on which aspects are important for strategy 

implementation.  

Turning to the tools and instruments available to be used by firms in the context of 

corporate sustainability that could help in the endeavor to link strategy to its actual 

implementation, there are a number of these developed (for an overview see Schaltegger et al., 

2002) in the literature of corporate sustainability. There are tools directed to address 

environmental issues like ISO14001 (Banerjee, 2001; Scherrer et al., 2007), and tools designed 

to address social issues like SA 8000 (Lockett, Moon, & Visser, 2006). Also, there are other 

tools that aim to integrate economic, social and environmental issues like the standards for the 

management of stakeholder relations or AA 1000 (Lockett et al., 2006), sustainability reporting 

(Kolk, 2004), and sustainability management systems (Schaefer, 2007). Though, its use have 
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evidenced that these only address partially the triple bottom line issues or in an unbalanced way 

(Windolph et al., 2014). The search for effective instruments for meeting corporate sustainability 

projects by integrating strategy while offering methodological guidance to allow, in practice, the 

implementation of actual actions to achieve goals in this context still continues. 

iv. Organizational development and learning for the achievement of corporate 

sustainability goals 

In the context of corporate sustainability, the progression of organizational transformation 

and design to achieve alignment between strategy, and processes, while creating certain abilities 

within firms cannot be done in one single time, it is a cyclical process. Given the fact that the 

environment and its related requirements continuously change, the transformation process must 

be done permanently. New requirements and characteristics from the external environment must 

be acknowledged at all times by the organization to be sustainable, viable, and this is only 

achieved through the constant use of abilities dedicated to organizational development, 

accompanied by learning. Following the ideas of Holling (2004, p. 84) who indicates that 

“sustainability is the capacity to create, test, and maintain adaptive capability. Development is 

the process of creating, testing, and maintaining opportunity”, it can be concluded that the 

organizational actions directed to successfully implement corporate sustainability must include 

abilities like development and learning. 

It has been signaled that business processes in the context of sustainable development 

should take care of development and learning (Brown, 1991; Fenwick, 2007; Nattrass, Altomare, 

& Hawken, 1999; Schaltegger & Burritt, 2005; Willard, 2005). Development must be translated 

in the form of adaptive mechanisms’ creation. These mechanisms will allow firms to evolve 

internally while responding to those ever-changing external requirements (Berkhout, Hertin, & 

Gann, 2006; Busch, 2011; Linnenluecke, Griffiths, & Winn, 2012). Learning must be 

represented by mechanisms that allow firms to acquire the required knowledge to constantly 

update the mechanisms to cope with the requirements, enabling the renewing of the processes 

and products, and finally, adapting them where necessary (Jamali, 2006). The organization must 

build a capacity to permanently capture information (originated from inside as well as outside the 

organization), and transform it into knowledge. In the context of sustainable development, it is 

assumed that an organization that learns is the one that acquires knowledge in its units and 

recognizes it as potentially useful (Hart & Dowell, 2011; Hart, 1995; Sharma & Vredenburg, 
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1998; Wu et al., 2013).  For managers, as well as for practitioners, what all these described 

business processes mean in terms of activities and the use of organizational resources remain 

unclear and the literature says very little about them. 

Regarding the topic of organizational development and learning, the dynamic capabilities 

literature has made advances. The dynamic capabilities approach acknowledges that there are 

differentiated forms to get a competitive advantage and by using this perspective, researchers try 

to understand how organizations adapt to a continuous and dynamic environment, while try to 

get gains and achieve a sustainable competitive advantage (Castiaux, 2012).  

The dynamic capabilities approach has contributed to fundamental debates in the strategy 

management field, giving insights about how firms can address challenges imposed by volatile 

environments (Teece et al., 1997; Wang & Ahmed, 2007). According to several scholars, 

dynamic capabilities are processes built (not bought in the market (Makadok, 2001)) and 

embedded in firms over time. These help organizations to change their resource base by 

removing those resources that are not used or by recombining them in new ways (Eisenhardt & 

Martin, 2000; Sirmon & Hitt, 2003; Zahra et al., 2006).  

Teece et al. (1997) were the first to talk about abilities to achieve new forms of 

competitive advantage. They distinguished capabilities from dynamic capabilities. They define, 

on the one hand, capabilities as “the key role of strategic management in appropriately adapting, 

integrating, and reconfiguring internal and external organizational skills, resources, and 

functional competences to match the requirements of a changing environment” (Teece et al., 

1997, p. 515), and on the other hand, dynamic capability as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build, 

and reconfigure internal and external competences to address rapidly changing environments” 

(Teece et al., 1997, p. 516).  

Despite the importance that these definitions have in the dynamic capabilities and 

strategic management fields, within this research project, it is followed the appreciations that 

Zahra, Sapienza, Davidsson, Zollo and Winter have proposed about to have a more ample 

conceptualization of dynamic capabilities. For Zahra, Sapienza, and Davidsson, dynamic 

capabilities are “the abilities to reconfigure a firm’s resources and routines in the manner 

envisioned and deemed appropriate by the firm’s principal decision-maker(s)” (2006, p. 924).  

For Zollo and Winter dynamic capabilities originate from organizational learning, defining that 

these are learned and stable patterns of collective behavior through which the organization 
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creates and modifies its functional capabilities to achieve effectiveness (Zollo & Winter, 2002). 

Within this line of thinking, the real significance of dynamic capabilities can be measured in 

terms of the value that these could imprint over substantive or operational capabilities (C. Helfat 

& Peteraf, 2003; Zahra et al., 2006),. In consequence, in this research project, dynamic 

capabilities are interpreted under this point of view, measured in terms of key performance 

indicators of the firm and how firm processes evolve positively towards the improvement of 

overall organizational performance.  

Additionally, under this interpretation, dynamic capabilities are known to be path 

dependent because these are molded by decisions made within the organization through time, 

and the stock of assets that it holds (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Zollo & Winter, 2002). 

Knowledge acquired by the firm, resources owned by it, and organizational learning 

characteristics are other forces that also mold dynamic capabilities (Teece et al., 1997). All these, 

taken together, are responsible for the heterogeneity of the dynamic capabilities. These ideas 

imply an interaction between dynamic and functional capabilities, ideas that are also followed in 

this research project.   

Regarding this last point, how it is developed this interaction and how the mentioned 

interaction actually build capabilities in the context of firm’s normal operations, the dynamic 

capabilities’ field offers Zahra et al. (2006) model as a possible explanation. This model shows a 

synthesized formation of dynamic capabilities and the integration of functional and dynamic 

capabilities explaining that organizational learning processes (along with the deployment of 

resources and skills) are essential for capability formation. In this context, the processes that 

capture external knowledge as new situations appeared are especially important. These learning 

processes give rise to new functional capabilities (or in Zahra’s wording, substantial ones), while 

deepen organizational knowledge base. From this point of view, substantial capabilities and 

knowledge base work together to determine which dynamic capabilities are needed to adapt to 

new conditions. At the same time, dynamic capabilities also affect substantive capabilities and 

organizational knowledge base. Organizational performance is the result of the interactive 

relation between substantive capabilities and organizational knowledge. Figure 1 depicts Zahra’s 

model capability formation and performance. However, substantive capabilities precede dynamic 

capabilities in a first time, with time this relation becomes “complex and intricately interwoven” 

(Zahra et al., 2006, p. 927).  



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 41 

 
Figure 1. Capability formation and performance (Zahra et al. (2006)) 

 

There is one additional development presented by Zahra et al. model (and that has been 

mentioned by several other academics e.g. Eisenhardt and Martin (2000), Teece et al. (1997), 

Teece (2007)) that also contributes to the task to understand the interaction between different 

types of capabilities. This is the so called “process of integration” (2006, p. 929), or “asset 

‘orchestration’ process” (Huber, 1991) as Teece also called it. For all these academics, the 

process of integration is essential for triggering the development / usage of dynamic capabilities. 

Teece refers to this process as a key strategic function of management, in the context of 

corporate sustainability, and suggested that the “asset ‘orchestration’ process” is essential to 

make the dynamic capabilities work effectively. 

Three dimensions compose the process of integration: coordination, selection and 

combination activities. Coordination deals with “formal and informal efforts to resolve disputes, 

disagreements, or conflict about the nature and scope of capabilities to be built and how to obtain 

needed resources” (Zahra et al., 2006, p. 930). Selection “induces coherence through the 

identification of those capabilities worthy of further refinement and development” (Zahra et al., 

2006, p. 930), and combination of different capabilities “occurs when coordination and selection 

have occurred” (Zahra et al., 2006, p. 930).  

Regarding the type of dynamic capabilities that are needed to develop within the firm in 

order to improve its ability to develop and learn, these are (a) sensing, (b) seizing, and (c) 

reconfiguring, following Teece’s wording.  

(a) Sensing and its relation to corporate sustainability 
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 Sensing involves several organizational analytical systems to sense, filter, shape, and 

interpret the signals that emerge from environmental changes (Wu et al., 2013, 2012). Regarding 

corporate sustainability, this process has been associated to organizational practices that reflect 

firm’s focus on sustainability requirements of indirect stakeholders (Teece, 2007). These 

requirements are becoming an increasingly important issue for the firms (Wu et al., 2013), and if 

overlooked, these become a major risk for sustainable initiatives (Bansal, 2002; Hart & Sharma, 

2004; Steurer, Langer, Konrad, & Martinuzzi, 2005).  

Sensing related to corporate sustainability is like an information processing mechanism 

for firms to share sustainable development insights with both, direct and indirect stakeholders 

(Steurer et al., 2005). This dynamic capability has been related to searching and prioritizing 

organizational functions (Wu et al., 2013). On the one side, the searching function is the one that 

helps to categorize stakeholders and establish communication channels with them, and on the 

other side, the prioritizing function allows firms to be able to prioritize stakeholders sustainable 

interest according to the firm’s strategies and procedures. It is also needed the activity of gather, 

analyze, accumulate and monitor information about the community and environment processes 

(Duit & Galaz, 2008).  

(b) Seizing and its relation to corporate sustainability 

Seizing regarding corporate sustainability can be understood as those activities directed 

toward identify and secure new sustainable development opportunities (Wu et al., 2013). This 

dynamic capability work jointly with sensing in the sense that is based on what this identifies, 

seizing will allow the firm to choose an strategic position, and develop long-term sustainable 

development plans (Wu et al., 2013). It must involve the adaptation of enterprise structures, 

procedures, designs and incentives directed to meet the environmental, social and economic 

objectives formulated.  

(c) Reconfiguring and its relation to corporate sustainability  

Reconfiguring is understood as the continuous alignment and realignment of specific 

tangible and intangible assets as the organization grows and environment changes, to maintain 

evolutionary fitness (Wu et al., 2013). This dynamic capability is critical to escape from the 

traditional “way of doing” things inside firms (Teece, 2007). This dynamic capability has been 

related to organizational functions like modifying and leveraging. The modifying function has to 

do with the discard, revise, or rebuild organizational routines and practices that become 
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unsustainable by the introduction of rules, standards and policies into the daily operations. The 

leveraging function has to do with the coordination of interrelated sustainable efforts in different 

points within the firm.  

Despite all these advances and the importance that this knowledge has in the context of 

organizational adaptation and flexibility, the issue of capabilities’ operationalization remains 

very debated. These theoretical advances, when operationalized, produce diverse critiques and do 

not receive strong support by the community. Thus, concrete and strong advances in the context 

of taking the theoretical advances to its actual implementation, that could be useful in the context 

of corporate sustainability, are not found.  

v. Principal insights from the mainstream research review  

In conclusion, from this review, it can be stated that the issue of corporate sustainability 

project’s implementation must address several topics fundamental for the performance of the 

firm within this context. This implies to adjust the corporate and business strategy to the goals 

related to corporate sustainability, to align structure and processes to these strategies, along with 

the strengthening in firm’s ability to develop and learn while remaining financially profitable. 

This is a very complex task that despite what has been advanced regarding these topics in 

different knowledge areas (as it was seen in the literature reviewed), there are few advances 

regarding methodologies or practical guidelines that could be used by management and 

practitioners to be able to effectively implement projects in the context of corporate 

sustainability. On the one hand, the theoretical advances found addressed each of the topics 

independently and a holistic view of all these were not found. On the other hand, the available 

tools that could help in the implementation of corporate sustainability projects did not involve all 

the needed variables in one single framework. 

Regarding organizational development and learning for the achievement of corporate 

sustainability goals, the dynamic capabilities field, which could offer details about these abilities 

and that could be used to implement corporate sustainability projects, it still lacks from sufficient 

insights regarding the deployment and operationalization of them inside an organization, an issue 

that makes difficult its application in reality. It results problematic for academics and 

practitioners to derive methodologies directed to managers in order to give real guidance about 

how to develop organizational development and learning abilities. Also regarding this last topic, 

within this field, persist questions about what is the most suitable organizational structure to 
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support the development of these abilities, how these can be reflected in the organizational 

setting, how can these be implemented or operationalized, how to make an alignment between 

strategy, processes and organizational abilities that remain difficult to answer in a practical way 

(Benner & Tushman, 2003; Maritan, 2009; Peteraf & Reed, 2005; Pryor et al., 2007; Worley & 

Lawler, 2010; Wright & Snell, 1998). 

It is evident that there is a need for new approaches and tools to address these issues in 

practice because traditional ones either address the issue of corporate sustainability from an 

economic perspective, which according to several academics, give prevalence of this dimension 

over social and environmental ones, or do not offer definite guidelines about how to implement 

strategies while aligning organizational processes and resources towards the goals established 

and developing firm’s capabilities to address external challenges. Thus, in this research project, 

an approach that could holistically address the issues indicated is proposed. This alternative point 

of view could tackle in practice the implementation of corporate sustainability projects in a 

proficient manner. 

2.5 The need for an alternative point of view to address the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects 

Several scholars have claimed for different approaches to address sustainable 

development issues. They have asserted that the way we relate to each other, and to our 

environment has to be thought from a different standpoint. As Meadows et al. (1992) indicated, 

we need nothing else than a paradigm shift. It is not only a matter of recognizing causes and 

consequences derived from complex issues, but to develop new ways to understand and deal 

with these issues. According to Potocan (2002), corporate sustainability can be best implemented 

if there is a simultaneous change in the firms’ thinking approach, their operation, their 

development methodology, their running management; “if all makes them more holistic”. Thus, 

in this research project, it is suggested to understand corporate sustainability using systems 

thinking, and more particularly, as explained below, an organizational cybernetics approach.  

To consider the use of this approach in the context of corporate sustainability, it is 

important to understand how this paradigm has addressed sustainable development issues, and at 

what levels of analysis systems thinking has been working – all these issues explained in next 

section.  
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i. Studying sustainable development from a systems thinking approach 

A holistic thinking concerning sustainable development started decades before the 

appearance of Brundtland report. Mainly, this approach started to work around concerns about 

sustainable society and ecological management. Starting in the early 1970s, research performed 

by Schumacher sets the foundation for the holistic ecological paradigm (Espinosa & Walker, 

2011; Schumacher, 1973). Later, proposals like the “Gaia Theory” (Lovelock, 1979, 1988, 

2006), the “Deep ecology” school of thought (Drengson & Inoue, 1995), and systemic 

contributions around ecology made by Bateson (1972) advanced ideas towards a more 

sustainable society.  

In general terms, systems thinking in the context of sustainable development has been 

repeatedly recommended by diverse scholars. For example, Donella Meadows’ work has been 

one of the more influential regarding the need for a paradigmatic approach to environmental 

issues with her books The Limits to growth (Meadows, 1972), Beyond the limits (Meadows et al., 

1992), and The limits to growth: the 30-year update (Meadows, Randers, & Meadows, 2004). 

She suggested systems thinking and cybernetics to address the human relation with its 

environment given the fact that she has quantitatively shown that our current patterns of 

development are not-sustainable in the long-run, and that businesses and societies must change it 

if we want to remain in time. Yet and according to Espinosa and Walker, despite the fact that her 

work resulted inspirational and influential, it lacks of an integrated conceptual and 

methodological framework for application to sustainability” (2011, p. 17). Following this same 

line, another academics like Capra (1983) with his book The turning point recommended the use 

of systemic alternative approaches to change these trends. He explores the current destructive 

pattern of development and calls for a radical change in the way we think about our problems 

and solutions. Also, Schellnhuber (1998) develops a cybernetic framework where he proposed a 

set of optional paradigms of co-evolution of human and natural systems. Within this perspective, 

a system to remain sustainable must make right decisions in order to keep the system out of these 

“catastrophic domains” or regions where the quality of the system falls down a tolerable level. 

From a complexity approach, others academics like Prigogine, Habermas, Luhman, Maturana 

and Varela have suggested the use of holistic, complexity and recursive theories to address 

sustainable development. 
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More recently, Gallopin (2003) has proposed that the quest for sustainability needs to 

integrate top-down approaches with bottom-up ones, the consideration of local and global 

dimensions, as well as spatial and temporal dimensions to accommodate equity between 

generations, and more importantly, the way these interact. He defines sustainability as a very 

subjective term since the valuation of the outputs derived from a system depends on the 

perceptions and positions regarding the relations between nature and society. Though, depending 

on the observer’s position, sustainability will be assessed and valued. It is, precisely, these 

perceptions and positions that cause differences in how sustainability is being understood. 

Additionally, he identifies a set of basic properties of socio-ecological systems that are essential 

for their sustainability. Properties like: availability of resources, adaptability and flexibility, 

general homeostasis (stability, resilience, robustness), capacity to response, self-reliance, and 

empowerment.  

Complexity theory is one of those approaches (also inspired in original systems and 

cybernetic approaches) that has initially introduced the idea that it is necessary to understand 

nations, regions, society, or communities as complex adaptive systems where: (i) disorder, 

uncertainty, and unpredictability exist, (ii) development is non-linear, multifaceted, and ongoing 

process, (iii) acknowledging processes of evolution, (iv) local interactions result in self-

organized stable patterns of behavior (Rihani, 2002). Under this perspective, evolution has to be 

done in an independent manner and thus, sustainable development would be seen as an emergent 

property (Boisier, 2001, 2003; Espinosa & Walker, 2011; T. Porter, 2008). Bell and Morse 

(2005) proposed a systems approach called theocentric that takes into account the wisdom of 

communities that have learned how to keep a harmonic interaction with the eco-system where 

these live.  

Recently, Espinosa and Walker (2011) presented a more in depth analysis of the issues 

around sustainable development from a systemic approach, and concrete suggestions about the 

use of organizational cybernetics to address it. In their book A complexity approach to 

sustainability: Theory and applications highlighted the importance to gain understanding about 

the complexity of our current socio-economic reality, and argued the need to use analytical tools 

that allow humankind to do this, principally tools originated from complexity management. For 

these academics, sustainable development can be understood as a property of a socio-ecological 

system “that results from the dynamic, long-term preservation of the system’s identity amid 
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permanent change. Sustainable development is a process of directional change by which the 

system co-evolves and as a consequence, both the system interacting with its niche (and the 

niche) remain viable, through recurrent interactions” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011, p. 20). In this 

book, a cybernetic framework to address this issue, based on Beer’s Viable System Model, is 

presented. Finally, these academics described how it could be used in settings like organizations, 

society, and environmental management.  

On top of the fact that sustainable development has already being studied in the systems 

thinking field, it can also be claimed that this perspective has a fundamental guiding principle 

that could support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects: the way it is 

considered the interaction between the organization and its environment. This is addressed 

holistically in a way that allows the individuals to understand how things work, and to effectively 

design strategies and achieve successful interventions (Hammond, 2010; T. Porter, 2008; Senge, 

1990; Starik & Rands, 1995; Stead, Stead, & Starik, 2004). According to Reason (2007), systems 

thinking help organizations and managers in the acknowledgement of the complexity inherent to 

sustainability issues, and to brought them together to understand the impacts of strategic 

activities performed by firms. Gallopin (2003) also supports this idea indicating that systems 

thinking view understands a system in terms of connectedness, relationships and context. Even, 

Schwaninger (2001) insists that systems thinking has the potential to contribute enormously to 

management research and practice by offering durable concepts that could support change within 

the organizations.  

In conclusion, there is a history of more than 40 years in the systems thinking field of 

deep analyses around sustainable development at different levels. It is considered that there are 

enough evidences that show the possible usefulness that this approach could have in the 

corporate sustainability field even though this perspective is not widely known nor understood 

(Beer, 1988; Raúl Espejo, Schuhmann, Schwaninger, & Bilello, 1996; Schwaninger, 2001). The 

approach to sustainable development suggested by Espinosa and Walker (2011), which proposes 

to address it from a systems thinking perspective assuming a holistic and strong development 

approach with some hints brought from the theocentric one (Bell & Morse, 2005) is a more 

appropriate approach to deal with the research problem investigated in this thesis, than the 

traditional economic one. For this reason, a review of those aspects that could allow the 

researcher to opt for systems thinking as a suitable approach to approach corporate sustainability 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 48 

is presented as long as the advances that this alternative point of view has achieved regarding 

corporate sustainability. 

ii. Systems thinking as an inspiration to address corporate sustainability  

There are several reasons that indicate that systems thinking can be a suitable approach to 

address issues related to corporate sustainability. First, systems thinking results a proper 

approach to analyze issues related to sustainable development, and in consequence, it could be 

used in the context of corporate sustainability. From a systems thinking perspective, a “generic 

model” for sustainable development (as the traditional paradigm suggests) is not possible to 

work as expected because it does not take into account local knowledge, variations and 

interpretations. From this perspective, it is possible to understand the network of relations 

between human systems and nature, taking into account the diversity in local knowledge and 

interpretations, and finding ways to measure progress (Espinosa & Walker, 2011).  

Second, systems thinking perspective agrees with the proposal of those scholars that have 

suggested that corporate sustainability can be viewed as a process towards change, something 

that has been explained previously and that result fundamental to achieve goals related to 

corporate sustainability. Under the systemic paradigm, development is understood as a progress 

in terms of removing constrains for learning, encouraging renewal capacity, innovation and 

social competence (Espinosa & Walker, 2011; Gallopin, 2003).  Thus, from systems thinking, 

the way it is proposed to understand corporate sustainability (as a balanced and voluntary 

adaptive organizational process of change) can be achieved. Following this line of thought at 

firm level, and given the rapid and changing conditions of the current environment, it is 

necessary for businesses to take into account the idea of corporate sustainability as a process, and 

to take a more holistic and future-anticipating vision in order to remain in time and assure their 

own long-term viability (Potocan, 2000, 2002). Also, managers must take care of the complexity 

of the environment, while transform and design organizational processes, procedures, systems, 

and structures using fundamentally different ways to relate with its natural environment 

(Shrivastava & Hart, 1995).  

Third, there are calls from several academics for the development of new business models 

and management paradigms that go beyond the “organization as an economic entity” (Doppelt, 

2009; Dunphy et al., 2003; Griffiths & Petrick, 2001). Hardjono & van-Marrewijk (2001) state 

that business community needs strong concepts, frameworks, and tools to effectively measure, 
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manage, and implement sustainable development. In this same line of thought, Schaltegger & 

Burritt (2005) stress that companies are facing the task of the operationalization of corporate 

sustainability or part of it and need tools to make this happen. These scholars assert that the focus 

of research and practice seems to be the integration of the contextual challenges in management 

concepts, the development of indicators for measuring corporate sustainability, and finally, the 

establishment of operative tools to implement corporate sustainability. The achievement of the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects will result more difficult if the traditional 

approach is used.  

Given these strong reasons that lead us to believe that systems thinking could result an 

alternative point of view that could help firms to implement corporate sustainability issues, in the 

next section of this chapter, a review of the works that systems thinking has developed in relation 

to this topic is presented aiming to find out which stream of this literature have worked more 

closely to the topic discussed. 

iii. A review of corporate sustainability topic addressed from a systems thinking 

approach  

In general, systems thinking has already done a number of contributions to corporate 

sustainability. It has been identified that systems thinking has contributed to corporate 

sustainability by using five different systemic approaches: systems dynamics, complexity theory, 

soft systems methodology, critical systems heuristics, and organizational cybernetics. However, 

as well as in the mainstream research, the research has only partially addressed the challenges 

that firms face when corporate sustainability is incorporated into day-to-day operations or has 

address some of the organizational aspects involved with corporate sustainability. In this section, 

a review of this literature is presented. 

Using systems dynamics, research have developed models that help decision makers and 

managers to understand the complexity surrounding the implementation of sustainability policies 

(Duran-Encalada & Paucar-Caceres, 2012), and to identify components and variables involved in 

sustainable initiatives (Bivona & Montemaggiore, 2010; Cavaleri, 2013; Marshall & Brown, 

2003; Moizer & Tracey, 2010; Stave, 2010; Thompson & Cavaleri, 2010). 

Under a complexity theory approach, the focus of the research have been on the 

application of concepts related to complex adaptive systems like self-organization and 

emergence to the study of corporate sustainability issues (Backström, 2009; Benn & Baker, 
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2009; Flumerfelt, Siriban-Manalang, & Kahlen, 2012; Jenner, 1998; Kira & Van Eijnatten, 2008, 

2010; Mitleton-Kelly, 2011; T. Porter, 2008; Putnik & Putnik, 2012).  

Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) and Critical Systems Heuristics have also been used in 

the context of corporate sustainability. On the one hand, SSM was used in the construction of a 

model that enables to “work smarter” within dynamically changing information organizations 

(Somerville & Mirijamdotter, 2005). On the other side, critical systems heuristics was used to 

address dilemmas involved with corporate social responsibility, a concept that in words of the 

authors, is in close relation to CS (Reynolds, 2008). 

 Within the organizational cybernetics approach, direct applications to issues related to 

corporate sustainability are found. In these works, Beer’s Viable System Model (VSM) is the 

main tool used in this context. Regarding environmental management, Lewis (1997) analyzes the 

VSM as a tool to assess current environmental management practices in seven manufacturing 

organizations. The author argues that there is a need to have a systems approach to management, 

and that environmental practices within firms have to address using the same approach. They 

concluded that the current environmental management systems do not have the capacity to 

handle large amounts of complexity found in the firms, and that the way environmental practices 

are currently driven would not lead to business sustainability. Panagiotakopulos and Jowitt 

(2007) compared the Triple Bottom Line, The Natural Step, and the Ecological Footprint tools to 

see if these can be used within organization to improve their sustainability performance. The 

authors analyzed these tools and concluded that these are indeed useful. But, these scholars 

determined that an organization might not be ready to put these on place because its goals and 

scope are different. Thus, their paper suggests the use of the VSM because this is a robust 

management framework that could help in this endeavor. 

Other works have chosen the VSM as the tool to deal with the overall complexity in the 

context of sustainability inside an organization. Espinosa and Porter (2011) explored concepts 

and contributions that complexity management approaches like the VSM and Complex Adaptive 

Systems (CAS) have in the context of sustainability initiatives and governance. The 

complementarities that these two frameworks have when applied could lead to the improvement 

in the ability of complex adaptive organizations to learn and self-govern. Schwaninger (2000) 

showed a framework for the design of intelligent organizations. The author suggests to link 

together three different models of organizational cybernetics aiming to foster the intelligence of 
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organizations. The models used were the Model for Systemic Control, the VSM, and the Team 

Syntegrity model. The main proposition of this paper is that the proposed combination would 

enable organizations to respond effectively to complex situations. Schwaninger (2001), by 

relying on organizational cybernetics and the VSM as conceptual tools, developed a model called 

“intelligent organizations” which explores the adaptation and learning mechanisms of that allow 

these to achieve higher intelligence, and in consequence, increase their probabilities for remain 

viable and developing. Pérez-Ríos (2012), by relying completely on the VSM, described the 

aspects related to this tool that could actually help in dealing with the complexity of current 

global situations, and by offering this understanding, expected to increase the possibility of its 

use within organizations of any kind. Schwaninger et al. (2015) proposed a recursive structure 

based on the VSM with which efforts towards sustainability can be organized. A framework to 

address sustainability at different levels and examples derived from diverse applications through 

years is presented.  

Regarding specific real applications and interventions using organizational cybernetics 

and the VSM, Espinosa and Walker (2006) described an application of the VSM and went over 

an intervention in Colombian environmental sector where this theory was used to address 

environmental problems of enormous complexity. These authors suggested the use of the VSM 

as a new approach to achieve progress in the initiatives towards the achievement of adaptive 

organizations. Keating (2000) introduced a system-based methodology for developing the 

analysis of organizational structures in the context of health care operations. The authors argue 

that health care organizations must achieve structures that provide operational stability and agile 

responses to environmental turbulence. The results from an application of the methodology are 

presented showing important advances in the objectives proposed. Knowles and Espinosa (2009) 

explained the reasons why principles like self-organization and distributed network management 

assist in the design of environmental management systems and presented results from an 

intervention performed using a methodology based on these principles. Kouloura, 

Panagiotakopoulos, and Safigianni (2008) developed a framework based on the VSM to 

implement the principles of sustainability in industrial energy management. The authors propose 

that the framework enables an analyst to determine technical and organizational procedures 

needed to advance interventions for energy savings. However, Espinosa and Walker (2011) is 

considered the piece that have explored deeper into the idea that sustainability can be considered 
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as viability in the long-term. To develop this idea, the authors presented evidence showing that 

human kind needs to have a better understanding about its relation with society and eco-systems 

to reestablish connections since all indicators signals that we are following an unsustainable 

development path. This work also described case studies where specific methodologies inspired 

in the VSM were used to help communities to increase their chances to become sustainable.  

From this review, it can be concluded that the systemic point of view give answers to the 

academic calls that ask for new approaches that could help firms to address sustainable 

development goals. Additionally, it counts with already developed and tested tools to help in the 

endeavor of implementing sustainability in the context of businesses. However, from all the 

systemic streams of literature, the organizational cybernetics is the one that could support the 

most the work proposed to achieve in this research project. Organizational cybernetics has 

already addressed some aspects of sustainable development in the context of firms, and has 

tested conceptual frameworks and methodologies to guide organizations (i.e. communities) to 

make their transition to become viable in the long run. Despite these interesting findings, 

research specifically directed to address the challenges imposed by the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects was not found, and it is in this gap where this current research 

project locates.  

Now that organizational cybernetics seems to be the most appropriate systemic stream 

that could give foundation for this project, in the next section, a review of its conceptual 

framework is developed, analyzing if it is possible to find answers about how, by using it, firms 

could address the challenges that the implementation of corporate sustainability projects impose 

to them.  

2.6 The answers that organizational cybernetics offers to addresses firm’s challenges for 

the implementation of corporate sustainability projects 

As it was stated before, the achievement of goals related to sustainability in the context of 

firms depends on the adjustment of corporate and business strategies to goals different from 

economic ones, along with the structural alignment to these strategies and the development of 

capabilities that would support the implementation of projects in this context. Having reviewed 

the mainstream research about the knowledge advanced in this regard, now we go over the 

challenges but reviewing them from an organizational cybernetics to find answers about how 

systemic thinking field have given answers to each of the challenges.  
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It is important to remember that organizational cybernetics assumes a holistic approach to 

the situation and in this line of thought, the theory develops, from its basis, all the topics related 

to the mentioned challenges in the context of corporate sustainability in an interlinked way. All 

aspects have to be studied jointly and cannot be individually or separately addressed.    

Stafford Beer, organizational cybernetics creator, cautioned against quantitative methods 

and single measurements and focused on the study of social systems and “the need to identify the 

organizational closure of the operational dynamics of social systems” (Espinosa et al., 2008a, p. 

637). Thus, for him, the organizational structure is likely to show certain invariances despite the 

phenomenal domain observed (Beer, 1979; Espinosa et al., 2008a). The fact that in the context of 

corporate sustainability results important the way managers understand the complexity of its 

environment (how they gather information about organizational context and how they guide their 

firms to arrange in a way that these could address) is an indication that this approach can be 

useful in these situations. The cybernetic approach gives insights about how environment’s 

complexity management can be effectively handled and also, specific concepts, methodologies, 

and tools to understand reality and redesign organizational mechanisms that affect the 

organization’s capacity for learning and performing effectively (Espinosa & Walker, 2011).  

For that reason, in the next two sections, a deeper review of the cybernetic framework is 

presented introducing the main concepts that compose the essence of it. If the research project 

suggests using systems thinking knowledge to achieve a holistic understanding about how to 

connect strategy content to organizational structures and firm’s capabilities (to be successful in 

the implementation of corporate sustainability projects) it is needed to make a review of it.  

Given the fact that Beer built the VSM taking as inspiration organizational cybernetic 

principles, in the first section, these principles are explained as well as the concepts that the VSM 

incorporates to the achievement of organizational viability in the long-run (the way sustainability 

is understood in this research project). Then, the VSM is introduced showing that the theory of 

viability addresses the aspects involved with the mentioned implementation: organizational 

structure oriented towards sustainability (mainly guidelines about the mechanisms and processes 

within this structure to achieve its viability), alignment between strategy and structure, and 

firm’s capabilities to adapt and learn.  Finally, the topic about strategy implementation is also 

reviewed from a systems thinking approach, considering how it has been addressed within this 

field.  
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i. Organizational cybernetics principles 

This system thinking approach was derived from the ideas proposed by cybernetics 

created by Wiener (1948). Cybernetics is a discipline focused on the understanding of 

communication and control in any system (Ashby, 1956; Wiener, 1948). Cybernetics studies 

how the information flows through a system, and how this information is used to gain self-

control inside it (Ashby, 1956). In fact, Stafford Beer defined cybernetics as “the science of 

effective organization”.  

Organizational cybernetics applies the principles related to communication and control 

from cybernetics to organizations. From these principles, Stafford Beer (1972) proposed the 

notion of viable systems (main focus of organizational cybernetics). Beer, additionally to 

Wiener’s ideas, got inspired by other theories regarding, on the one hand, self-organization, 

complexity and variety management (Ashby, 1956, 1962), and on the other hand, operating 

principles of neural networks (McCulloch, 1965). Beer (1972, 1979), studying the relations 

between organizations and their complex environments, developed a series of tools that allow the 

observation of an organization’s ability to handle the complexity of its own tasks. His analyses 

derived in the creation of the Viable System Model (VSM). In this section, a detailed account of 

the main cybernetic principles are revised to explain how these configure the idea of viable 

structures, and ending in a review of the most significant characteristics of the VSM. 

Before we go into the details of organizational cybernetics, it is important to understand 

that when organizations face difficulties in their current environment, these usually deal with the 

complexity inherent to those different issues and situations that have to be addressed. Thus, 

organizations have to deal with complexity which at firm level can be understood as “… a large 

number of distinct (potential or actual) states of modes of behavior)” (Schwaninger, 2001, p. 12) 

of these organizations. Organizational cybernetics principles are closely linked to the ability of 

the organization to deal with dynamic complexity effectively as Schwaninger (2001) signals. 

Controlling a situation is the same as dealing with complexity. Management, in consequence, has 

to concentrate in those controlling actions that allow the organization to assume the desirable 

states, but not all the states. From organizational cybernetics, a system (in this case, a firm) must 

be able to deal with the complexity of its environment to remain viable. Handling this issue is the 

essence of any managerial action (Pérez-Ríos, 2012). In summary, if organizations pretend to 
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remain viable, these need to develop a required variety to adequate manage the environment’s 

complexity.  

Viability. This is the first principle. Organizational cybernetics has worked around the 

concept of viability and has considered it as a consequence of the way a system interacts with its 

niche. It implies to avoid the “catastrophic domains” that Schellnhuber (1998) mentioned in his 

framework. Viability is defined as the capacity of a social system to keep a separate existence in 

spite of the permanent environmental changes. Viability involves maintaining the system’s 

identity while the organization goes through different processes of learning, adaptation and 

evolution.  Viability is the result of a conscious and well-adjusted network of interactions among 

actors in a system that has embedded the ideas of sustainability into their processes (Espinosa & 

Walker, 2011). As Espinosa et al. (2008b) state, the notion of viability is very closed linked to 

sustainability because “both result from the organization dealing with the environmental 

complexity in the course of its own dynamic changes and development. Lack of viability – or 

severance from its niche – indicates death or cessation of that life form” (Espinosa et al., 2008a). 

Thus, the idea of viability is essential for this research project: viability is seen as the 

fundamental condition for achieving corporate sustainability.  

In consequence, to make corporate sustainability a reality, it is important to study the 

organizational patterns of interactions under which long-term viability can be obtained. These 

patterns have to be designed and implemented in an organizational system that sets the ground 

for the required processes of adaptation, learning, and development. Additionally, these patterns 

have to be implemented in ways that respond to the achievement of strategic goals aimed to 

corporate sustainability.  

Autopoietic systems and its co-evolution. The initial works regarding human cognition 

were originally formulated by the Santiago School of Cognition (Maturana & Varela, 1980; 

Maturana, 1988; Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1993). Under this perspective, there is a 

distinction between organization and structure, which was first established by Beer. 

Organizations refer to those relations between the components of a system to be part of a class, 

and structure refers to those components and relationships that constitute an organization 

(Espinosa & Walker, 2011). Organizational cybernetics sees organizations with the same 

characteristics of living systems: autonomous and self-producing (autopoietic). Autopoiesis is 

defined as the close relationship between the organism’s cognitive domain and the interaction 
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with its own niche (those elements of the environment with which the organizations interacts). 

While a system continues autopoietic, it preserves its identity, keeps as close one and remains 

viable (Maturana & Varela, 1980).  

Later, Espinosa and Walker introduced the concept of co-evolution in the context of 

sustainable development. While the niche (a subset of the environment) changes, the 

organization and its structure must also change in order to adapt to those “external reality” 

changes, preserving its fundamental characteristic named identity, and viability. However, while 

the system changes, the niche is also affected and in consequences, it changes. This dual effect is 

what is called as co-evolution: the system affects its niche and the niche affects the system. In 

this context is where sustainable development activities should be developed. 

The Law of requisite variety. The third cybernetic principle is the Law of Requisite 

Variety. The Law of Requisite Variety, authored by R. Ashby (1956), describes that to maintain 

a complex system under control, the system that controls must develop a variety equivalent to the 

variety of the system to be controlled. He signaled that variety is a measure of the perceived 

complexity and that “only variety destroys (absorbs) variety” (Ashby, 1956), or in words of Beer 

(1979) “variety absorbs variety”. This implies for management that “in order to face the 

enormous amount of variety to be found in the environment in which their organization operates, 

as well as in the production operations for which they are responsible, managers should be able 

to develop the variety required” (Pérez-Ríos, 2012, p. 7). To be able to deal with the complexity 

of the environment, managers need tools to address it. 

According to Ashby, variety in environment is orders of magnitude greater that 

operations’ variety, and this last variety is orders of magnitude greater that management’s 

variety. Decisions are made based on the information that management receives and as humans, 

there are cognitive limits that does not allow individuals to manage greats amounts of 

information. There is a natural imbalance between organizations’ and environment complexity 

that have to be fixed.   Thus, Ashby took into account certain mechanisms to address this 

problem: variety “attenuators” and “amplifiers”. “Attenuators” are used to filter information, and 

“amplifiers” to increase the capacity of management or operations to receive information 

(Espinosa & Walker, 2011). Keeping a balance in these mechanisms (receiving and transmitting 

the information needed) is essential to identify and to adapt to environmental changes and 

disruptions. 
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Additionally to the tools described by Ashby to deal with complexity, organizational 

cybernetics also uses the vertical division of the environment into sub-environments. These 

divisions are translated (in the context of an organization) into a division of the whole 

organization into smaller sub-organizations. In other words, each system is composed by sub-

systems, which at the same time, is part of a bigger system. The system has several levels of 

VSMs within a VSM, Instead of a hierarchy, the organization is understood as a network of 

VSM units all of which show the same characteristics, functions and structures (Christopher, 

2007). Beer called this as ‘recursiveness of viable systems’, and expresses the way complex 

organizations must be crafted in order to attend all the complexity in its environment. The whole 

organization is divided into smaller organizations in order to deal with each of the sub-

environments and in consequence, to reduce the amount of complexity to be dealt by the parts, 

making their complexity more manageable.  It is important to signal that the sub-systems that 

perform the primary activity of the whole are the ones that are recursive. Each of these sub-

systems has their own characteristics regarding self-organization and self-regulation. Some 

scholars have created some techniques to represent this process of recursivity architecture – Beer 

(1985) called it ‘identifying levels of organisation’; later Espejo called it doing an “unfolding of 

complexity” (Raúl Espejo, 1989b). 

These proposals bring implications for management. Within an organization, to deal 

adequately with the environment’s complexity, management must create the necessary 

mechanisms to address it. Beer worked in these processes to achieve variety (Beer, 1989b) which 

means to management that this must look in the vertical dimension for organization’s recursive 

levels (or in other terms, to do an unfolding of complexity), and in the horizontal dimension, to 

put in place attenuators and amplifiers as necessary to address this complexity.  

The Conant-Ashby theorem. The fourth cybernetic principle is the Conant-Ashby 

theorem. This theorem shows that it is necessary to have suitable models available for decision-

takers to handle the problems that organizations face. This theorem, derived from Ashby’s law, 

establishes that “a good regulator of a system must be a model of that system” (Conant & Ashby, 

1970). Giving the fact that the management’s main role is to control and handle the complexity 

that its organization faces to be able to survive, the Conant-Ashby theorem implies for this role 

to have the necessary models to deal with this complexity. As Pérez-Ríos states “the quality of 

their (management) work will depend on the quality of such models” (2012, p. 12). Responding 
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to this need, organizational cybernetics has developed the Viable System Model (VSM), which 

would be the tool to build a good model of a system and could be applied in the context of social 

organizations. This tool helps managers to diagnose/design sufficient organizations able to assure 

viability. 

Homeostasis and adaptation. The fifth cybernetic principle is about homeostasis and 

adaptation. The general systems theory explains that there is a distinction between the system’s 

interior and exterior. This is fundamental for system’s survival since this distinction establishes 

what is the system’s identity, and how it can survive under permanent environmental changes 

(Boisot & McKelvey, 2011). Ashby (1956) extended this idea in his framework and signaled that 

through the mechanism of homeostasis a system is able to maintain an internal equilibrium 

despite the external changes. Later, Beer (1972, 1979, 1985) translated this idea to the context of 

organizations and defined homeostasis as the “stability of a system’s internal environment, 

despite the system’s having to cope with an unpredictable external environment” (Beer, 1985, p. 

17). For a system to survive, it must be able to built the capacity to maintain the essential 

variables (critical performance indicators) around a given state, a domain of attraction, or a 

system structure (Gallopin, 2003). In the context of viable systems, there must be a set of 

homeostats capable to deal with expected and unexpected perturbations (Espinosa & Walker, 

2011).  

These mechanisms, the homeostats, are core to the organizational adaptation. Adaptation 

in the business context, and from an organizational cybernetics perspective, means to keep 

stability and internal equilibrium. In this regard, a set of homeostats, monitoring the essential 

variables, keeps the system within an accepted viable range. By developing these, the 

organization grows fulfilling its own and other’s needs (Ackoff, 1994; Schwaninger, 2001) 

following an established plan for evolution.  

Having understood all the main organizational cybernetic principles on which the VSM 

have been built, now the review goes over the theory of viability and its main tool, the Viable 

system Model. 

ii. The theory of viability and the Viable System Model (VSM) 

The VSM is the main organizational cybernetic tool designed to describe co-existing social 

forms of different types and scales. The VSM principles were derived from insights about the 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 59 

nervous human system, and how this system controls and coordinates the functions that enable 

the organism to maintain an independent existence, to be viable.  

The key issue regarding the VSM is that it takes into account the constant dynamics that 

occur between the organizations and its environment, while the system keeps its identity. For 

Beer, a system is viable if it is able to adapt to environmental unexpected changes. Over time, the 

VSM studies changes inside an organization that result from adapting to changes occurred in the 

environment. Thus, there is a permanent process of constant evolution of the organization 

structure that responds to the perceived changes in the environment. Through this process of 

constant evolution, the organization becomes effective, which means that the organization 

develops the requisite variety to cope with the complexity of its environment. Here, systems to 

remain viable have to achieve the requisite variety to adequate respond to the environmental 

complexity faced. Under this paradigm, a viable system cannot be understood in isolation of its 

environment. A viable system has to be studied by looking at the system’s inner structure, the 

environment, and the interactions between these two domains. In this context, systems interact 

and overlap with several different viable systems, either bigger or smaller than the system in 

focus.  

Beer proposed the VSM in terms of five fundamental systems. Each of these systems 

perform several different actions: a) the System 1 or Operational system (which do something or 

has something done to it), and b) Systems 2, 3, 4, and 5 or Meta-system (which perform 

managerial actions). In addition to the fundamental systems, Beer also suggested a visual 

representation that could be used to diagram a viable system. Figure 2 shows this sketch. 

 
Figure 2. The VSM: diagrammatic representation (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 
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Within VSM every single system has specific functions. System 1 is the set of operational 

units that develops the products or services related to the organization’s identity. System 2 is the 

system responsible for avoiding oscillations between Systems 1. The mechanisms used by 

System 2 include the resolution of conflicts, and the development of protocols, procedures, 

languages, or information systems. System 3 gives support to regulatory issues that can improve 

the operation of System 1. This system is responsible for the resources, distribution, 

accountability, and legal and corporation requirements. System 4 is the one responsible to keep 

the system informed about the environment and to develop plans to deal with the changes in it. 

System 4 can alert about possible threats or opportunities in the environment. Finally, System 5, 

which is the system responsible to define the system’s identity, and to define the main action 

lines and policies. The VSM has been signaled to be a recursive model. This means that a viable 

system, at the same time, contains and it is contained by other viable system. In consequence, 

every operational unit has to be viable in their own right.  

Beside the existence of these elements of the system, the model also signals a stable 

dynamic set of interactions between the specific systems of the organization. The interactions are 

as important as the existence of the sub-systems of the VSM. It is through these interactions that 

information flows, and coordination and adaptation is achieved within it. The two sets of 

interactions that should be maintained must respond to the three management axioms proposed 

by Beer (1972, 1979, 1985).  

The first set of interactions must respond to the first management axiom (Beer, 1979) 

which deals with the “inside and now” (Figure 3). This axiom takes care of the interaction 

between managerial, operational and environmental domains in every system 1, and the 

interaction of this system and its System 3, 3* through the operational monitoring channels 

(Beer, 1979, p. 216) and with its System 2 through the Anti-oscillation channels (Beer, 1979, p. 

216). These interactions must assure that the actions taken by the operating system respond to 

actual decisions made by system 3. So, in the diagram, these interactions correspond to the red 

arrows. 
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Figure 3. Interactions that must respond to the “inside and now” (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 

 

The second set of interactions must respond to the remaining two axioms of management 

which deal with the “outside and then” and the “closure” of the viable system (Figure 4). These 

two last axioms have to do with the Metasystemic intervention (Beer, 1979, p. 216) or the 

management activities that appear when Systems 1 are embedded in a Metasystem. Within this 

intervention, the interaction between System 3 and 4 must be balanced to have a good 

perspective of the future and a good understanding of how operations are implemented. The 

system 5 must absorb the variety remaining to achieve system closure. In the following diagram, 

the described interactions are represented in blue and black lines.  
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Figure 4. Interactions that must respond to the “outside and then” and “closure” (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 

  

On the other hand and regarding the structural characteristics of these interactions, Beer 

(1979) described three organizational principles that explicitly specify the conditions and 

characteristics needed in a system to be viable in the long term, a capability that allows 

adaptation. These characteristics signal that besides the actual existence of the interaction, there 

must be also relevant and updated information available to perform an effective interaction, and 

interactions must be maintained at all times without interruption. 

One final characteristic of the VSM is the fact that it can be used as a diagnostic tool to 

improve existent organizations. The model described by the VSM can be used as a template to 

check if the current structures and interactions ensure organizational effectiveness and survival. 

This model has been extensively proved in this regard  

In sum, organizational cybernetics offers a comprehensive model with which 

management and practitioners can map the complexity of their firms and understand how 

activities and interactions are being performed within these, something very important in this 

research project. By having this kind of understanding, there are more chances that people 

working for a company can detect problems and effect changes to improve the situation. 

Additionally, by understanding the organizational disposition and how each part within it 

contributes to get tasks done, it is possible to understand how to make every single of these parts 

to work towards the achievement of goals defined for a strategy. Thus, in the context of 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 63 

corporate sustainability and by applying this kind of conceptual frameworks to the situation 

indicated, firms would be able to build a connection between strategy content, processes, 

capabilities, and organizational structure to achieve a successful implementation of a 

sustainability related project.  

Now that the review has gone over all the aspects related to organizational cybernetics 

framework and the theory of viability, the following section develops the idea that viable 

structures can actually be used by corporations to gain understanding about those organizational 

aspects relevant for firm’s sustainability 

iii. Viable structures as the main requirement to achieve corporate sustainability  

Recent research about sustainable development from an organizational cybernetics 

perspective has described it as an “ongoing process constituted through the dynamic 

relationships between viable organizations and the reality that these relationships lay down into 

their realisation – in other words, as something having as much to do with context as with the 

organisation in itself” (Espinosa et al., 2008a, p. 638). As it was previously stated, this idea could 

be used to understand sustainable development in the context of firms where the focus is on a 

process of co-evolution. Within this line of thought, system’s viability along with the design and 

implementation of a viable structure are seen as requisites to achieve a successful 

implementation of corporate sustainability.  

Achieving long-term viability deals with organizational structure. This viability is only 

accomplished through the implementation of a governance system that allows flexibility and 

learning to avoid those “catastrophic domains” (Schellnhuber, 1998) as it was mentioned. It has 

been indicated that this governance system is essential for achieving the transition of current 

systems into sustainable ones (Espinosa & Walker, 2011). In summary, if there is a need to reach 

sustainable corporations, it is necessary to build viable ones. However, as it has been signaled 

before “this task implies deep structural changes…, rather than simply an acknowledgement of 

the problem and the application of conventional tools at the identified problem” (Espinosa, 2006, 

p. 2). Thus, working on the structural design of corporations to transform these into viable ones 

is something that must not be ignored. For this reason, it is important to develop an 

understanding about what are those characteristics shown by viable structures, idea that is 

fundamental for the achievement of goals towards sustainability in firms (specially when 

corporate sustainability implies adaptation and learning).  
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The research of Espinosa and Walker have analyzed this idea in several works (Espinosa 

et al., 2008a; Espinosa & Walker, 2011), and they have suggested that there are five 

characteristics of viable structures. These are explained in the following sub-sections. 

a. Essential managerial functions: The viable structure must put in place five different 

managerial functions that aim to provide the capacity to identify environmental changes and 

sufficiently respond to them. Additionally, these management functions must be connected 

through a set of interrelationships that allow their coordination. In the context of this research 

project and inspired by a description made by Schwaninger (2001), the following are the 

considered essential managerial functions that a viable structure must shown (However, it is 

important to indicate that this description follows completely the development of the VSM (Beer, 

1972, 1979, 1985) but it is presented because the names used could be sound much closer to the 

language that managers are used to use): 

Operational function (System 1): This function aims to achieve the production of 

what the system is meant to be, and that is signaled by its identity. 

Stability function (System 2): This function pretends to attenuate oscillations 

between operational units and achieve activities’ coordination among them. 

Operations management function (System 3 - inside and now in Beer’s words): 

This function aims to an optimum efficiency of operating units along with the 

self-regulation function, providing for synergies and resource allocation 

Auditing function (System 3*): This function pretends to capture data directly 

from operating units to validate and investigate additional information from them. 

Long-term development function (System 4): This function aims to gather 

information from the external environment regarding current and/or future 

conditions to be able to respond to environmental changes that could affect 

organization’s viability. 

Ethos function (System 5): This function aims to achieve a balance between 

present and future as well as internal and external point of views. Organizational 

identity as well as the normative aspect of the whole must be taken into account 

by this function.  

b. Autonomy and cohesion: According to organizational cybernetics, to build a viable 

structure within an organization, there must be a balance between autonomy and cohesion. 
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Autonomy refers to the fact that units within an organization are free to develop their activities 

while these have the resources to do them and perform their activities without disturbing the 

other unit’s activities.  Cohesion refers to the fact that the organizational components have to be 

arranged in such a way that the whole configures a joint organization. The separate parts should 

form connections of some type between them, changing the whole system from “parts separated” 

to “parts joined” (Ashby, 1962). Under organizational cybernetics, the main goal is to maximize 

local autonomy to achieve an effective organization, while balancing it in such a way that 

ensures cohesion between the operational parts. The units must be empowered, meaning that 

they can self-regulate by themselves. These structural characteristics permit the system to adjust 

in real time to the changing dynamics of the environmental niche. 

c. Information and communication: Within a viable structure, information is the element 

that allow all the units in it to perform the necessary and sufficient activities to assure viability 

(Pérez-Ríos, 2012). It is with the available information that managers can make decisions, and 

implement corrective or preventive actions depending on the case. Knowing that this element is 

fundamental for viable organizations, it is important to have defined communication channels 

that must be in place to allow that the information get from the place where it is transmitted to 

the place where it is sent. The communication channels aim to “provide a continual balance in 

the interaction between two elements which they connect” (Pérez-Ríos, 2012, p. 55). When the 

communication channels transmit the information effectively, the functions of the two elements 

connected are completed following a harmonious and dynamic relationship between these two. 

Here, it is important that communication channels have the adequate “transducers”, either 

attenuators or amplifiers, to assure that the information transmitted is intelligible for the receiver.   

In this case, the communication channels needed to achieve viability are the ones 

described in the VSM (described in previous section of this document)  

d. Recursive organization: The notion of recursion in organizational cybernetics derives 

from biological observations that have signaled that most of the systems tend to be contained by 

bigger systems or contain smaller systems within them. Organizational cybernetics understands it 

and translates this idea to the viable systems. Beer called this notion as the Recursive System 

Theorem which states that “in recursive organizational structure, any viable system contains, and 

is contained in, a viable system.” (1979, p. 118). The Russian Doll metaphor presented initially 

by Beer shows in a very adequate way how has to be the interconnectivity between systems. The 
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hierarchy followed is not according to authority but according to logic or completeness (Leonard 

& Beer, 1994). In each level of the system, functions and relations recur. Figure 5 presents a 

visual representation of how each system within the whole presents identical characteristics of 

the bigger and smaller systems.   

 
Figure 5. Russian Dolls representing Recursive System Theorem by Beer (1979) 

 In the context of social organizations, the fact that each level in the system follows the 

same structure facilitates the way they interact because they know exactly what are those 

communication channels that have to be used to transmit information from one to another.  

In conclusion, from this section review, there are evidences that indicate that all the 

characteristics indicated for viable structures could guide a process of understanding about those 

organizational elements needed for implementing corporate sustainability. 

Now that the review has gone over the organizational cybernetic framework and the 

theory of viability in depth, in the following sections the review goes over those possible answers 

that systems thinking literature could give to the challenges faced by firms when implementing 

corporate sustainability.  

iv. The VSM as a tool to align organizational strategy and structure 

Particularly important in the context of corporate sustainability is the fact that there is a 

need to have implemented processes and interactions within the organizational structure to 

achieve goals towards sustainability. This means that the series of actions established by the 

organization (represented by the corporate and business strategy) and its structure have to work 

together to achieve goals. In other words, these must be aligned. However, the task of strategy 

and structure alignment has evidenced difficulties. Specifically, it has been signaled that this task 

lacks of concrete tools to assist managers in this endeavor. Regarding this point, the VSM has 

proved its utility. In a recent intervention within a Latin American multinational, organizational 

cybernetic principles and the VSM were used to assist this company in the process of facilitating 

second order learning regarding its structure’s redesign. The work aimed to build an adaptive 

be taken. An example being when one encounters a new experience e.g. ‘What will

happen when I touch an open flame?’, the obvious result is that one is burnt.

Therefore upon the second encounter of an open flame our learned experience

informs us to avoid the fire and prevent being burnt. What seems inherent to

this analogy is the concept of personal experiences as it does not appear to be

su�cient to observe others being burnt.

One of the core aspects of cybernetics is its capacity to understand the recursive

nature of nested viable systems. This is achieved through the principle that a viable

system belongs to and consists of other viable systems; is organisationally recursive

(Beer, 1981). The concept of the Russian Doll metaphor, initially presented

by Sta↵ord Beer (Beer, 1979), highlights the ideal interconnectivity of systemic

recursion (Midgley, 2000). Figure 2.2(a), provides a clear visual representation of

how the similar structure of each object makes each level of recursion easier to fit

within the whole collection.

(a) Ideal Interconnection of Systems (b) Typical State of Interrelating
Systems

Figure 2.2: Russian Dolls.

Each doll is structurally identical to the others enabling each smaller/lower level of

recursion to easily fit into its larger/higher counterparts. Figure 2.2(b), depicts the

structure of many real-world organisations whereby the general characteristics of the

observed systems meet the same criteria i.e. each have a head, arms, face, dress,

etc, but are inherently di↵erent. The prime di�culty of nesting such systems is

the lack of consistent patterns/interpretations of the core organisational structure.

Communications between each level of recursion must account for the di↵erent

structure of other levels.

68
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structure to respond to issues in its environment and to align it with its new strategic plan 

(Espinosa et al., 2015). In this context, an enhanced version of the “Methodology to support 

organizational self-transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2013) was applied. This methodology 

used the VSM as a hermeneutic tool to engage organizational members in a process of 

organizational redesign. Through the intervention, the organization could be able to understand 

those learning obstacles among employees that had to be overcome to build an organizational 

structure able to implement the designed strategic plan. Additionally, the methodology 

demonstrated that it was possible to achieve a holistic understanding of the processes and 

functions developed within the organization as well as to increase commitment among 

employees with the redesign process. The authors showed evidence that allow them to suggest to 

others the use of the VSM and their methodology in organizational processes related with 

organization’s strategy and structure alignment. 

In this research project, it is considered that the “methodology to support organizational self-

transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2013) offers a strong basis where to build the required 

knowledge. Taking advantage that this methodology is based on the VSM, it would be used for 

this current project to support organizational members’ understanding regarding its 

organizational structure, processes, and interactions. Thus, members would be able to analyze 

which are subject of improvement to achieve goals in the context of corporate sustainability. 

However and given the fact that, in this research project, the focus is on implementation of 

projects, it is desirable to give stronger support to this issue by complementing the methodology 

with insights from other soft OR models and tools specially designed for this endeavor. It is 

expected to ensure that all efforts devoted to the implementation process are actually translated 

into concrete actions.   

v. Soft OR models to support strategy implementation 

While the “methodology to support organizational self-transformation” (Espinosa & 

Walker, 2013) would be the ideal tool for the alignment of strategy and structure, it is desirable 

to adjust this methodology and complement it with specific aspects that could give stronger 

support to issues like communication and control, something indispensable for implementation. 

According to Atkinson (2006), this would allow, in the short run, that organizational members 

know exactly what to do and stay focused on the plans, and in the long run, keep current actions 

developed in line with future goals.  
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In this regard, in the systems thinking field, it is open the discussion about the use of the 

VSM to support a process of strategy implementation (Espinosa et al., 2015), and in this research 

project, this path is further explored in the context of corporate sustainability. Within the systems 

thinking field, a specific model about the implementation of management process that inform, 

shape and support strategic decisions within an organizations already exist. Particularly, in the 

context of this research project, this model gives hints about how to carry out the process to 

make strategy a corporate reality. 

Operation research (OR) is an approach that aims “to develop a scientific model of the 

system, incorporating measurement factors such as chance and risk, with which to predict and 

compare the outcomes of alternative decisions, strategies and controls. The purpose is to help 

management to determine its policy and actions scientifically” (Dyson, 2000). Within this field, 

the “strategy development process” (SDP) (Dyson, Bryant, Morecroft, & O’Brien, 2007) is 

considered very relevant because it is a model that can serve as managerial guidance for the 

development of an organizational strategy.  

This model understands that strategy development is a process where strategic actions 

must be rehearsed and assessed to be able to make adjustments in case the actions undertaken do 

not give the expected results. The model signals feedback loops (inner and outer ones), which 

allow the managerial team to get information about the achievement of expected advances. This 

assessment is done through the use of feedback loops that evaluate the strategic actions in real 

time. According to the results obtained from this feedback, new strategic initiatives can be 

created and can be taken forward to implement strategic changes or to make incremental 

adjustments to rehearse strategy. The whole model allows the company a fast evaluation of a 

strategy, and to learn best from experience. Additionally to the idea of feedback loops, 

performance, and essential elements of the system (these last something that has been previously 

studied by Stafford Beer and that he called as essential variables) are also other ideas that this 

model studies as relevant to strategic systems. In Figure 6 shows the SDP.  
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Figure 6. The Strategy Development Process (Dyson et al. (2007)) 

Notwithstanding the importance that the principles behind the SDP could have to achieve 

the goal of this project, the SDP by itself needs to be supported by models that help in the 

rehearsal and assessment of strategic options, and this is where the VSM gives strong support. 

For this reason, building synergy between the “methodology to support organizational self-

transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2013) and the SDP (Dyson et al., 2007) could result 

fruitful in the context of corporate sustainability project implementation. 

vi. Main insights from the systems thinking and organizational cybernetics review 

regarding the challenges behind the implementation of corporate sustainability projects 

In summary, there is strong evidence that systemic thinking has already contributed to the 

study of corporate sustainability from several different perspectives, introducing concepts related 

to sustainability and viability. These perspectives have addressed issues like complexity, self-

organization, emergence, and viability. Given that in the context of this research project, 

corporate sustainability is understood in a similar way to what is proposed in the organizational 

cybernetics approach, that this approach counts with a conceptual framework that could support 

understanding among organizational members about what is needed in the context of the 

implementation of sustainability inside a firm, and the fact that the VSM has proven its utility to 

12 The Strategic Development Process

and seek to specify, say in the form of a demand function, the price elasticity of
a product, then this is a model of the market concerned and can be used to test
the profitability of alternative strategies which might be suggested by different
factions within an organisation. Link a number of such relational models together
and the more complex response of a dynamic and uncertain marketplace could be
represented by a system dynamics model. Nor have all models to be quantifiable. We
subscribe to Pidd’s description of a model as ‘an external and explicit representation
of a part of reality as seen by the people who wish to use that model to understand,
to change, to manage and to control that part of reality’ (Pidd, 2003). Returning
then to SWOT analysis, we can say that a map capturing the interconnectedness of
individual factors produced using the SWOT framework, particularly in relation to
how they combine to drive option development, for example, using the framework
of a TOWS matrix, is a model. One distinctive feature of the models that we refer to
in this book is that they are individual, localised and purpose-built. Each situation
is treated as special, and a model is built that refers to it alone.

THE STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT PROCESS MODEL

Figure 1.7 shows the whole strategic development process. A vital component of
strategic development is the feedback control model described earlier, but added are
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Figure 1.7. The Strategic Development Process



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 70 

address issues related to this topic, it is considered that organizational cybernetics is the 

appropriate systemic field to address corporate sustainability. Along with organizational 

cybernetics, it was found new ways to complement it in the context of corporate sustainability by 

using other insightful Soft OR models and tools. Dyson’s model, the SDP model with its 

feedback loops, performance and essential elements) results enlightening as a way to strengthen, 

in practice, the processes of strategy implementation and second order learning that the VSM 

already address. 

Specifically in organizational cybernetics, the relation between strategy and structure is 

taken into account in its very foundations. Given the fact that the VSM is a theory of 

organizational viability, it is easy to see how the rationale and structure shown by this model 

support all the elements needed to achieve the alignment between strategy and structure. Since 

environment and organizations are seen as co-evolutive (following Beer’s metaphor of living 

systems and organizations), this co-evolution requires, from the organization, to develop 

mechanisms to gather information about its niche (for sudden changes or disruptions), establish 

strategies to adapt, and develop the organizational structure to implement a strategy. This implies 

constant organizational adaptation and the creation of organizational abilities (adaptation and 

learning capabilities) that allows the firm to be viable in the long run, and in consequence, 

sustainable.  

Also, within this research project, organizational cybernetics, and more specially, the 

VMS model (1972, 1979) is used to achieve a new comprehension about the integration of 

adaptation and learning abilities that give foundation to the implementation of projects related to 

corporate sustainability. Given the fact that the developments within the theory of viability 

include specific organizational functions, interactions and homeostats that account for 

organizational adaptation and flexibility, these are used to tackle the issue of the specific 

organizational abilities needed to achieve this in the context of corporate sustainability projects. 

 Going into the details about organizational abilities to develop and learn, Table 3 shows a 

conceptual analysis where the original description of dynamic capabilities, founded on the 

strategic management field, is paired with what would correspond in terms of the VSM’s 

description.  
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Dynamic 
capabilities 

field's concepts 
Original description 

Corresponding VSM 
element that undertakes 

the mentioned 
description 

Organizational 
Cybernetic 
description 

Other important 
details advanced 

by 
organizational 

cybernetics 

Learning 
processes 

Processes dedicated to 
capture external 

knowledge as new 
situations arise 

System 4 

Mechanisms which its 
main function is to 
gather information 

about the future and 
external environment 
of the organization to 
be able to implement 
the needed changes to 

remain viable 

Identify changes 
in the 

environment and 
transmit it to 
perform the 

needed changes. 

Knowledge 
base 

The set of all that is 
known or understood by 
the organization and its 

members 

Sensing Processes to discover and 
create opportunities  

Seizing 

Processes to address 
opportunities through 

new products, processes, 
or services 

Re-configuring 

Processes dedicated to 
align continuously 

specific tangible and 
intangible assets 

System 3 
Optimizing the 

functioning of the set 
of systems 1 

Integrate the 
group of Systems 

1 to work 
harmoniously 

Assigning goals 
to Systems 1 

Share out 
available 

resources among 
Systems 1 
Determine 

accountability 
mechanisms of 

systems 1 
Table 3. Conceptual parallel between dynamic capabilities and the VSM 

 

Regarding the process of integration (Zahra et al., 2006) or asset orchestration process 

(Teece, 2007) that the dynamic capabilities framework suggests to make dynamic capabilities 

work effectively, organizational cybernetics also has its corresponding development. Table 4 

presents a parallel in this regard. The processes of integration are those set of processes 

(including coordination, selection and combination) that aim for the reconfiguration of functional 

capabilities. 
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Dynamic 
capabilities 

field's concepts 
Original description 

Corresponding VSM 
element that undertakes 

the mentioned 
description 

Organizational 
Cybernetic 
description 

Other 
important 

details advanced 
by 

organizational 
cybernetics 

Coordination 

Formal and informal 
efforts to resolve 

disputes, disagreements, 
or conflicts about the 
nature and scope of 

capabilities to be built, 
how to obtain needed 

resources 

System 3 - 4 homeostat 

Communication and 
coordination channels 
between the present 
functioning of the 

organization and the 
mechanisms that take 
care of the future of 

the organization  

System 2 
Mechanisms that make 
organizational units to 

work harmoniously 

Transmit 
information for 

coordination and 
interaction 

System 3* 

Obtain information 
about System 1 
functioning that 

cannot be obtained 
from communication 

channels between 
system 1 and System 

3, nor connections 
between system 2 and 

system 3 

 

Selection 

Induces coherence 
through the identification 

of those capabilities 
worthy of further 
refinement and 
development. 

System 3 
Optimizing the 

functioning of the set 
of systems 1 

Integrate the 
group of Systems 

1 to work 
harmoniously 

Assign goals to 
Systems 1 
Share out 
available 

resources among 
Systems 1 
Determine 

accountability 
mechanisms of 

systems 1 

System 2 
Mechanisms that make 
organizational units to 

work harmoniously 

Transmit 
information for 

coordination and 
interaction 

Combination 
Combine different 

capabilities to improve 
efficiency 

System 3 
Optimizing the 

functioning of the set 
of systems 1 

Integrate the 
group of Systems 

1 to work 
harmoniously 

Assign goals to 
Systems 1 
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Share out 
available 

resources among 
Systems 1 
Determine 

accountability 
mechanisms of 

systems 1 
Table 4. Conceptual parallel between processes of integration and the VSM 

From these analyses, it can be understood that organizational cybernetics has already 

addressed knowledge related to dynamic capabilities and processes of integration within 

organizations. Despite this fact, there are details and descriptions about the organizational 

abilities within the strategic management that have not been achieved in the organizational 

cybernetics field.  Thus, organizational cybernetics’ knowledge is used in the context of 

corporate sustainability implementation because it not only develops a consistent and strong 

conceptual framework to adopt the idea of viability in the long term within a firm, but also 

because this framework integrates the idea of adaptation and learning capabilities within its basic 

concepts. The VSM shows to firms all the elements needed to operate effectively and become 

viable, along with ideas bout how these elements work and interact between them. With the 

VSM, it can be assured that all organizational elements are in place and effective.  

Now, from the dynamic capabilities framework, the details and descriptions about these 

capabilities could complement, at a methodological level, the organizational cybernetics main 

tool. These two elements, the VSM and details about development and learning capabilities can 

configure a specific methodological lineament for the development of viable structures and can 

be used in the context of firms implementing corporate sustainability projects.  

Additionally, for strategy implementation, soft OR offers models, that in practice, could 

support this process: the Strategy Development Process (Dyson et al., 2007). The SDP would be 

also used at methodological level to strengthen the idea of second order learning among firm’s 

members, to keep activities implemented under coordination and control, and focused on long-

term goals. From this research project’s point of view, the feedback loops, the ideas of 

performance and essential elements found in the SDP could complement the VSM in practice. 

While the basic methodology allows the structure to respond to a specific strategy (aligning 

structure to strategy), the incorporation of feedback loops in a practical model (somewhat similar 

to what the SDP suggests) would permit the firm to learn from what is doing, and to make 

decisions or adjustments regarding the achieved results.  
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In general, it is considered that the elements mentioned along this review: organizational 

cybernetics and the VSM, the Strategy Development Process Model (SDP) and knowledge from 

the dynamic capabilities framework together can compose a strong theoretical context on which 

to found the implementation of corporate sustainability projects. It takes into account all the 

important elements in this context like strategy, structure, and processes while it supports 

adaptation and learning from experience. 
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3 Research methodology and design 

Conducting research in organizational cybernetics traditionally implies a series of 

assumptions, which this project must acknowledge. For this reason, this chapter is dedicated to 

discuss the philosophical assumptions on which this research project is supported, and presents 

the overall design of it. This chapter provides an overview of the adopted research paradigm, and 

it also details the methodology of it, or in other words, the way it was conducted the fieldwork 

and the way the data collected was analyzed.  

This chapter is structured in several sections. In the first part of the chapter, a review of the 

common philosophical assumptions is developed. In the second part, a discussion of the research 

strategy chosen, the different methodologies and research design is presented. The strategies for 

data collection, the instruments and the methods used to analyzed these are also explained. 

However, before going into the details of the research methodology, the following section 

will explain how reality is understood in the context of this project and it justifies in part the 

chosen approach.  

3.1 The way this project understands organization – environment relationship 

Jackson (2003) has exposed that the choice of a proper research approach and 

methodology is oriented by the nature of the problem context and the nature of the participants. 

The framework of System of systems methodologies (SOSM) (Jackson & Keys, 1984) provides 

a better understanding about which approach would result useful and in which contexts.  

Problem contexts are increasingly difficult to manage as these exhibit greater complexity, change 

and diversity. For systems thinkers, the increasing complexity, change and diversity comes from 

two sources: first, the relationship among participants (which could be Unitary, Pluralist and 

Coercive), and second, the systems where these interact (which could be Unitary and Complex). 

Participants varied from being in a unitary relationship (with similar values, beliefs, share 

common purposes and in some way, know how to achieve agreed goals), pluralist (do not share 

the same values and beliefs), and coercive (conflicting values and beliefs). These two dimensions 

give rise to a matrix where problem context are classified. Figure 7 shows this grid.  

 

 

 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 76 

 

Figure 7. Ideal-type grid of problem contexts (adapted from Jackson and Keys (1984)) 
Following these ideas, the problem context (or reality) that is faced in this research – the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects - can be categorized as complex-pluralist. 

Complex because the system where these interact is characterized by uncertainty, 

unpredictability, and where development is non-linear, and pluralist because participants within 

organizations participants normally have conflictive and contradictory values and beliefs as well 

as points of view regarding its organization.  

Additionally, it is worth to say that given the fact that corporate sustainability is the result 

of an on-going co-evolutionary process developed through the dynamic relationships between 

firms and their reality, the reality where this process develops is understood through maintaining 

a close interaction with it. In this respect, Espinosa and Walker have indicated that “organism 

and niche together (rather than organism interacting with organism in an environment) constitute 

reality in terms of the bounds of an environment specified by parameters laid down by the 

observer of it (or community of observers)” (2011, p. 32). This means that in the context of 

corporate sustainability, reality can be understood as a process of  “co-specification” where it is 

the dynamics between organization and its niche that configure it. In conclusion, in the context 

of this research project, reality is understood through the close interaction between researcher 

and the object of research. 
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3.2 Research philosophy  

In order to achieve validity with this research project, it is necessary to determine the 

philosophical approach to the research that goes not only according to the context where this is 

developed, but also with the researcher skills. The selection of the research philosophy underlies 

researcher’s assumptions about how is the world understood.  In this section, a brief review of the 

multiple approaches existent to business research, that are potentially relevant to this research 

project, is provided. 

Traditionally, organizations have been studied from two different approaches. At the 

beginning of the 19th century, organizations were viewed as rationally designed systems, and in 

consequence, the quantitative / objective approach was the research approach most used to 

analyze this phenomenon. With the increased acceptance of the idea that organizations are 

“historically constituted social collectivities, embedded in their environments” (Tsoukas & 

Knudsen, 2005, p. 10), the qualitative / subjective became prominent and more researchers 

started to adopt this approach to study organizations.  

However, these two approaches have been immersed in a series of strong debates regarding 

their validity to describe social phenomena. Two philosophical schools presented their arguments 

supporting one of the approaches: on the one hand, the positivists / realists (leaded by Newtonian 

ideas) argued for the construction of a body of knowledge through the application of “borrowed” 

methodologies from the physical sciences, aiming to construct a set of general causal theories 

that can be empirically validated using the scientific methods (J. Smith, 1983). On the other 

hand, the interpretive / constructivists / idealists that understand reality as a social construction 

and that remains in constant change (Sale, Lohfeld, & Brazil, 2002).  

Regarding the discussion about social sciences, and according to Smith (1983), this debate 

have created two polarized positions. Positivists argue that, in a quantitative research, the objects 

have no intrinsic meaning, and that the observer has a reality on its own. Reality exists 

independently of people. Thus, the relation between observer and research is objective. Under 

this approach, the research must be free of emotions, neutral. The results from this approach are 

laws and rules that determine cause-effect relationships between objects and therefore, facilitate 

predictive analysis. On the other side, the interpretive see the object of study as an outcome of 

the human mind, and in consequence, researcher and research study cannot be separated from the 

object. Under this approach, understanding is a process of interpretation that remains in constant 
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change, where there is no possibility to define something as “scientific” because there is a lack of 

referential criteria. The researcher is linked to the object in an interactive way such that the 

results are created in the context of the situation under study (N. Denzin & Lincoln, 1994a). 

These assumptions suggest that reality does not exist when researcher has no focus on it.  

The underlying assumptions of both of these approaches have a direct consequence on the 

researcher’s paradigm choice. According to Smith (1983) these are: 

i. The research methodology chosen is a direct result of how it is considered the 

relationship between the researcher and the studied object. While realists see the 

instruments as an accurate measure of an independent object, interpretivists see the 

instrument as something that cannot be independent of the object studied. In other 

words, the interpretivists would prefer a tool that allows them to be participant of 

the process of observation. 

ii. What is understood from objectivity varies.  Under a positivist approach, 

objectivity is afforded by the separation of values and worldviews from the object, 

and same results are obtained from the use of the same instruments. The 

interpretivists approach considers that objectivity can be achieved through social 

agreement of values and interests. Researcher conducts its study based on his / her 

values and taking into consideration his / her worldviews. Similar results are 

obtained from common perspectives. 

iii. The researcher look for different results. Positivists look for predictions, and 

explanations through the development of general and universal rules and laws to 

understand reality. Research under this approach is guided by predetermined 

categories, produces theoretical statements that are free of idiosyncrasies and that 

can be universally applicable, and finally, data is considered real, controlled, and 

depurated to be context free (N. Smith & Dainty, 1991). Interpretivists look for 

understanding and interpretation of the meaning that individuals give to their 

situation. Research here has no predetermined categories because they emerge 

during the process, generates specific knowledge about a situation, data and 

meanings are generated through direct contact of the researcher with the object.  



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 79 

3.3 Research paradigm  

Following the previous discussion, this research project deals with direct observation and 

interaction with business organizations, which are considered as open systems and social entities 

in constant co-evolution with its niche. In consequence, and knowing that “all theories of 

organization are based upon a philosophy of science and a theory of society” (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979, p. 1), it is important to understand which are the “inquiry paradigms” (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994) or the set of basic beliefs that determine, for researchers, what it is they are about, what is 

within the boundaries of legitimate inquiry and what is outside it.  

To achieve understanding about the different paradigms, Burrell and Morgan (1979) 

proposed an analytical framework to analyze social theories in the context of sociology, and 

create four paradigms or broad world views. The framework categorized the four paradigms in 

terms of a vertical and a horizontal axes. In the vertical axis, the position is between subjective – 

objective stands (which relates to the nature of the perception of the phenomena and how 

knowledge is generated), and in the horizontal axis the position is between radical change – 

regulation (which relates to the nature of social order). Each of these paradigms “identifies a 

basic structure of social thought, based on a cohesive set of underlying reality assumptions” 

(Morgan, 1993, p. 12). This four-fold classification is considered as suitable for this study 

because it allows a perfect definition of the stance for this research project. Figure 8 shows the 

analytical framework. 
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Figure 8. Analysis of social theories in the context of sociology (adapted from Burrell and Morgan (1979)) 

 

i. Functionalist (also called positivist): Under this paradigm, there is a specific 

language of organizational life that supports the structuration of the organizational 

reality. Here, controlled performance is possible. Knowledge generated under this 
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perspective is generalizable. Observer is objective, without values, and research can 

be done in separation of the object. 

ii. Interpretive: Certainty under this perspective is a socially constructed phenomenon, 

and reality is a product of the experience between people. The point of view of the 

participant is essential to understand the world.  

iii. Radical humanism: Given the subjective nature of the perceptions, this paradigm 

also understand that reality is a socially constructed phenomenon, but critiques that 

individuals get trapped into their constructions. Emphasizes the importance to 

transcend the limitations of the existing social arrangements. This paradigm takes a 

subjective stance of reality. 

iv. Radical structuralism: This paradigm advocates for radical change, emancipation 

and potentiality. The goal of this paradigm is to understand, explain, criticize and 

act on the existent structure in the organizational world with the aim to transform 

them through collective resistance and radical change. This paradigm takes a 

objective stance of reality. 

Despite the fact that Burrell and Morgan (1979) argued that these four paradigms are 

mutually exclusive because each of these offer different ways of understand the reality, in the 

context of this research project, these four paradigms were interpreted basically into three 

different positions. This interpretation is done to specifically clarify the ontology, epistemology 

and methodology that founded the project, and to be able to make the best decision regarding the 

research paradigm for this project. Figure 9 shows the interpretation developed in this regard, 

indicating the main goal of the paradigm when used in a research context. 

 
Figure 9. Interpretation of research paradigms for this research project based on Burrell and Morgan (1979). 
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Within this research project, understanding that the organizational context or reality 

where the implementation of corporate sustainability projects develops is complex, in both, the 

nature of the problem context and the nature of the participants’ relationships (which are 

normally conflictive and contradictory), the most suitable approach to follow would be the 

interpretative one (Jackson, 2003). It is important for this project to understand participants’ 

points of view in this context.  

Having done a first general analysis of the different paradigms existent to understand 

social phenomena, and having interpreted these paradigms in the context of this research project, 

in the next sub-sections the set of beliefs that underlie each of these approaches are analyzed, 

following the interpretation of Figure 9. The topics developed in the next sections are ontology 

(the nature of the phenomena under study), epistemology (how the researcher might begin to 

understand the world and communicate this as knowledge to others), and methodology (how the 

researcher investigates and obtains knowledge about the social world).  

i. Research ontology 

In this section and based on the interpretation shown in the Figure 9, an analysis of the 

ontology (or form and nature of reality) in each of the approaches is shown. Here, the focus is on 

understanding how the paradigms comprehend the world and what can be known through their 

lenses mainly because each of the assumptions has a direct implication on the selection of the 

research paradigm. The different positions about ontology are presented. 

i. Positivist: Under this paradigm, reality is assumed to exist, to objectively given. 

This reality is ruled by natural laws and mechanisms, and is measurable using 

properties that are independent from the researcher or the instrument used. Reality 

is independent of social construction. 

ii. Interpretive: Reality is understood as a mental construction, which is based on 

experience, and context-dependent. Under this perspective, there are multiple 

realities (dependent on the observer). Thus, constructions cannot be declared as 

“true” in absolute sense, but these can be seen as more or less informed 

iii. Critical: Reality was shaped by social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic and 

gender factors, creating a series of historical structures. In other words, the social 

reality is constituted by historic events, and it is produced and reproduced by 

humans.  
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As said before, in the context of this project, the interpretive ontology is the most suitable 

selection. Participants experience and their mental constructions are relevant to understand the 

integration of corporate sustainability initiatives within the business strategy.  

ii. Research Epistemology 

Regarding epistemology, it is needed to understand how we know what we know under 

each of the different research paradigms described in Figure 9. Epistemology deals with 

knowledge, its scope and foundations (Crotty, 1998), and how can be assured that this 

knowledge is legitimate. It has been indicated that there are two main perceptions regarding 

epistemology. The first one is associated with positivism (based on tangible facts, researcher – 

object independency, and cause-effect relationships to explain phenomena) (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979). The second is the one associated with interpretivist perceptions where the researcher is 

part of the observations, and its values and beliefs are the foundation for the interpretation. 

Under this epistemology, there is a need for the researcher to be part of the situation in order to 

understand it. Thus, epistemologies under each paradigm can be summarized as follows: 

i. Positivist: Under this epistemology, meaning and meaningful reality have an 

independent existence from any consciousness. Here, understandings and values 

can be objectified, and thus, researcher can obtain an objective truth. 

ii. Interpretive:  Given that this epistemology rejects the idea of objective truth, under 

this, meaning is developed in the mind of the researcher when there is an 

engagement with realities in the world. Meaning is constructed through the relation 

between subject and object.  

iii. Critical: Under this epistemology, the subject pretends to transcend those taken-for-

granted values, beliefs, and social structures by promoting self criticism and 

emancipatory consciousness in social members in general (Kincheloe & McLaren, 

2002) Under this paradigm, people is encouraged to search for the “truth” and 

“understanding within the social context” (Reeves & Hedberg, 2003, p. 33). 

Given that the research philosophy and ontology follows an interpretivist approach, the 

epistemology for the project should structure a set of methods relevant to gather the details of the 

reality where the implementation of corporate sustainability projects develop. In consequence, 

the research epistemology selected for this project is also the interpretivist one. Under this 

epistemology, the researcher would be able to participate in the construction of the observed 
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reality. However, this does not exclude the use (when necessary) of complementary research 

methods to strengthen the robustness of the research. 

Morgan and Smircich (1980), when talking about social sciences and qualitative research, 

have developed a more detailed classification of epistemological perspectives through which 

social scientists have tried to capture the nature of the social world. This classification is a 

continuum that ranges from an objectivist perspective (named as “reality as a concrete structure” 

and which follows a positivist tradition), goes through other stages like reality as a concrete 

process, reality as a contextual field of information, reality as a symbolic discourse, reality as a 

social construction, and finishes in a subjectivist perspective, where reality is considered a 

projection of the individual imagination and where the importance lies in the fact that observer 

must understand processes through which this relates to its world.  

3.4 The adopted research approach 

As it was stated before and following Jackson (2003), for this research, it is considered 

that the most suitable approach would be the interpretative one. By having adopted this 

approach, the researcher will be able to understand the reality where the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects develops. A problem context where the nature of the situation 

and the nature of the participant’s relationships are complex, suggested the choice. Additionally, 

in the field of organizational cybernetics, the most recent research developments regarding 

sustainable development using the VSM have followed an interpretative tradition (Raúl Espejo, 

1989a; Espinosa et al., 2008a; Espinosa & Walker, 2011; Pérez-Ríos & Schwaninger, 1996). 

This fact also supports the choice, as these authors’ frameworks and methodologies would serve 

to build up the current work. 

Under the umbrella of an interpretative philosophy, and in particular of a systems 

thinking approach, this research project will focus upon the understanding of the organizational 

reality surrounding the implementation of corporate sustainability projects. It is assumed that 

sufficient understanding about the construction of viable structures, specifics about adaptive and 

learning capabilities and the development of proper processes for strategy implementation can 

positively affect the way organizational activities can be displayed towards the achievement of 

goals related to corporate sustainability. In line with this idea, it has been identified that the 

implementation of sustainable development in a firm implies to build a viable structure while at 
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the same time, create the adaptive and learning mechanisms that respond to economic, social, 

and environmental issues related to the specific firm’s context and stakeholders. Within this 

context, to be able to understand the reality around corporate sustainability it is needed to 

analyze the product of the interaction and experience between people and firm’s environment and 

how firms build mechanisms to adapt to their context requirements and stakeholders’ interests. 

Given the previous thoughts, and knowing that the business reality around corporate 

sustainability depends on the experience and context where the organization is embedded, this 

project assumes an ontology that goes in line with the interpretive approach.  

Regarding the epistemological approach, the same interpretative perspective is assumed 

because it is considered that the researcher will gain understanding about the implementation of 

corporate sustainability only by participating in the construction of the observed reality. 

Additionally, it is important to recognize that the description of those patterns of interaction and 

processes related to the implementation of corporate sustainability depends on the firm, and the 

way its members interact. Though, mapping firm’s context results indispensable to understand 

how this and environment evolve together.   

3.5 Research strategy 

According to Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991) the purpose of the methodological 

assumptions is to indicate the methods, tools, and instruments that will support the researcher to 

gather data from fieldwork. There are several ways of conducting research in social sciences that 

includes experiments, surveys, history, archival analyses, case studies (Yin, 1984). Yin (1984) 

indicates that the choice must take care of (i) type of research question, (ii) the control that the 

researcher has over behavioral events, and (iii) the focus on contemporary rather than historical 

phenomena. 

Within the management field, several authors have highlighted case studies as a 

methodological tool that could produce new theoretical and methodological developments. 

Eisenhardt (1989, 1991) defines case studies as one research strategy that focuses on 

understanding the dynamics within particular or singular contexts. In all the cases, the author 

stressed the importance to keep methodological rigor.  

Regarding the research method, this can be quantitative or qualitative. Stake (1995) signals 

that there are three main differences between these two types of research. First, the purpose of 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 85 

the inquiry is explanation or understanding. Second, the research role that could be personal or 

impersonal, and third, the difference between knowledge discovered and knowledge constructed.  

According to what is being stated about the main philosophical position assumed by the 

researcher in this project, and given the epistemological position that is followed, a qualitative 

research methodology seems to be appropriate to be used in this research. Within it, the research 

strategy that seems more appropriate to study the phenomenon of the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects is case study. Case study is a research strategy dedicated to 

understand the dynamics present within a single setting (Eisenhardt, 1989). According to Yin 

(1984), case studies could involve either single or multiple cases as well as several levels of 

analysis. These studies could be quantitative, qualitative or both and use different data collection 

methods. Also, case studies can be used to provide description, test or build theory (Eisenhardt, 

1989). 

Following the case study’s classification suggested by Yin, for the current research 

project single case study (Yin, 1984) is the strategy chosen. Through this research strategy, it is 

expected to build theory by studying an important phenomenon within firms (implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects) that lacks of plausible methodological guidance to achieve it in 

a successful way. Following Yin’s reasoning, single case study is an appropriate research 

strategy for this project because it expects to examine corporate sustainability phenomenon in its 

real-life context something desirable to understand how firms approach these situations. This 

project includes two different cases. The first case is a company where corporate sustainability 

has been already implemented, and the second case is a company where there have been 

managerial intentions to implement projects in this context, but these projects have remained 

without producing long-term results for this company. In both cases, corporate sustainability is 

studied within the day-to-day firm’s operations. However the advantages when using case 

studies, Eisenhardt (2007) signals that this strategy has difficulties with theoretical sampling of 

cases. The case choice is based on the possible contribution that the case could give to theory and 

not in its uniqueness.  

Yin (1984) has classified case studies in three types: Exploratory, explanatory and 

descriptive. The exploratory case study is developed in order to define research questions and 

hypotheses; the explanatory case study is applied when the main goal is to understand influence 

relationships between variables in a situation, finding causes and effects. Finally, the descriptive 
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has the goal to explain an event within a specific context. For this research project, and following 

this classification, the case studies that are part of it are explanatory and descriptive. Having in 

mind that it is not expected to find cause-effect relationships, what it is estimated is to explore 

existent relationships between the concepts mentioned and if these relationships can be found in 

contexts like the ones suggested for the cases.  

In sum, the strategy chosen for this research project is single case studies: The first case 

(ORG-X) a firm that has already implemented a corporate sustainability project, and the second 

case (ORG-Y) a firm that has not implemented a corporate sustainability project despite its 

demonstrated intentions to do. By having chosen these two cases, it will be possible to study 

relationships between strategy, structure, adapting and flexibility abilities and the results 

obtained in the context of the implementation of corporate sustainability projects. Additionally, 

these two cases would allow the researcher to adjust and test a methodological guidance (derived 

from organizational cybernetics) that could result in a practical and useful tool for the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects.  

Finally, and given that for this research project, understanding the reality where 

interactions take place, action research is used as the intervention approach for the selected cases. 

In the next sub-section, this approach is explained. 

i. Action research approach 

Shani and Pasmore have defined action research as an “inquiry process in which applied 

behavioral science knowledge is integrated with existing organizational knowledge and applied 

to solve real organizational problems. It is simultaneously concerned with bringing about change 

in organizations, in developing self-help competencies in organizational members and adding to 

scientific knowledge. Finally, it is an evolving process that is undertaken in a spirit of 

collaboration and co-inquiry” (1985, p. 439). This definition satisfies the characteristics of this 

research project, and the actions that it pretends to undertake in an organizational context and 

within the topic of corporate sustainability. Also, given the focus that this project has on action, 

and the specific aim to create a methodological guidance for firms in the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects, the purpose of the research is to understand, explain, and even 

change organizational patterns of behavior and processes (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009).  

According to Coghlan & McDonagh (1997) there are several characteristics that 

distinguishes action research: (i) it focuses on research in action rather that research about action 
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which means that it uses a scientific method to work on organizational issues together with those 

involved in the situation; (ii) it is a collaborative and democratic process where the individuals 

involved in the situations, actively participate in the process; (iii) it is a process that looks for a 

more effective sequence of actions; (iv) and finally, it is a method that applies a scientific 

method while, at the same time, looks for collaboration and co-operation of the members of the 

organization. This particular method has been signaled to be an important tool for intentional 

change in a collaborative environment (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). The expected results are 

learning for the organization and a contribution to knowledge. The knowledge created under an 

action research approach is constantly affected by the actions followed during the process of 

research. Knowledge, under this approach depends on the context and experiences lived. The 

issue that the characteristics of the knowledge generated under this method are relevant for this 

research project, and the fact that action research has been signaled as a method that converge 

with systems thinking (Flood, 2010), gives more support to the idea that this particular method is 

suitable for this project.  

However the evident advantages that this approach brings to this research project, it is 

important to recognize its limitations. Reason and Bradbury (2006) have shown that these 

limitations have to do with generalization and validity. Regarding generalization, it is stated that 

the knowledge generated in these types of projects is limited in the sense that it is produced in a 

specific context and cannot be replicated. Regarding validity, it has been signaled that action 

research lacks of impartiality because of the fact that the researcher is involved with the object 

under study. Even for many academics, action research is “consulting masquerading as research” 

(Baskerville & Wood-Harper, 1996). To overcome the limitations regarding validity, it is 

expected to follow a strict research design just like Baskerville & Wood-Harper (1996) suggest. 

To enact an action research project, it has been indicated that it follows a cycle where 

four activities are developed: diagnosing, planning, taking action and evaluating (Coghlan & 

McDonagh, 1997). Figure 10 shows the basic action research cycle. 
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Figure 10. Action research cycle (Adapted from Coghlan & McDonagh (1997)) 

In parallel, the researcher learns while he is involved as an actor in the action research cycle. 

According to Coghlan and McDonagh (1997), this “experiential learning” (as they call it) is 

framed in an inquiry-reflection process that is repeated in each of the activities of the action 

research cycle. The reflection process is also a cycle that undertakes a set of core activities: 

experiencing, reflecting, interpreting, and taking action. This accepts the idea that the knowledge 

generated from the action research project can be adapted and embedded in the organization, 

helping in the achievement of goals (Saunders et al., 2009). In Figure 11, the complete scheme 

(the standard action research cycle and the “experiential learning” cycle) is presented. 

 
Figure 11. The experiential learning in an action research project (After Coghlan & McDonagh (1997)) 

As mentioned earlier, organizational cybernetics would be used as a conceptual approach to 

understand patterns of interaction that could lead to achieve goals towards corporate 

sustainability; based on the above arguments, this research project will be framed in an action 

research setting, using this systemic ground to understand organizations. Action research can be 
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positively grounded on systems thinking, specifically by constructing “meaning that resonates 

strongly with our experiences within a profoundly systemic world” (Flood, 2010, p. 282). With 

systems thinking as the foundation for the action research project, it is expected to broaden 

action and to deepen research, just as Flood (2010) suggested.  

To make a description of the action research project, the suggestion made by Checkland and 

Holwell will be followed. These academics created what is called as “model of any piece of 

research” (Checkland, 1995) where the main goal was to explain the importance of making 

explicit the framework of ideas (F) from which the methodology (M) is derived and through 

which they interact with an area (A) of interest. Figure 12 shows the general Checkland’s 

representation for this model. 

 
Figure 12. “Any piece of research” model (Adapted from Checkland (1985)) 

This model has received some criticism, principally regarding the framework. According to 

West and Stansfield (2001), this criticism has to do with the fact that researchers set the 

framework of ideas before the empirical part of the project, at the beginning of the study. If this 

occurs, then the researcher will be restricted and limited by the direction established for the 

framework. However this is not true, and these academics indicated that these ideas could result 

from a misunderstanding of the concept of research cycle and learning, basic for action research. 

In this context, it is important to know that the framework of ideas is not static (as some have 

misinterpreted). In words of West and Stansfield “it is simply a statement at a point in time of 

one’s awareness of the theoretical underpinning of the methodological approach being adopted in 

the research” (West & Stansfield, 2001). The framework of ideas sets the starting point, and this 

develops as the study advances and the researcher reflects on this framework. Further on the 
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research project, the adapted framework appears to be the new starting point for later action 

(Checkland & Holwell, 1998).  In fact, without a clear initial framework, it is almost impossible 

to understand and learn from the findings, interpretations, and reflections obtained during the 

research project (West & Stansfield, 2001).  

In the following section the (M)ethodology (that is used during the first case study and that 

inspired the final version of the methodology suggested in this project) is now described since 

the (F)ramework, and the (A)rea of research have been extensively revised along this document. 

3.6 Methodology to support organizational self-transformation  

This methodology was originally designed to support redesign and re-structuration within 

different types of organizations. According to Espinosa (1995), and Espinosa and Walker  

(2011), this methodology allows the researcher to guide a process of critical thinking within an 

organization, where its members debate around the current organization and its performance 

(self-diagnosis stage). This methodology aims towards the identification of barriers that people 

operating within an organizational structure have on their organizational learning processes. This 

diagnosis process uses the VSM language as a “hermeneutic enabler” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011, 

p. 99) to these organizational members’ learning processes. This process of critical thinking 

about an organization allows the actors to analyze it from an alternative point of view, and to 

discuss and design improvements, or to put in place agreed actions (self-transformation). Finally, 

the process goes up to the point where things are analyzed in terms of how they worked, re-

evaluate the situation, and make decisions on new issues for development and re-start the 

learning cycle (self-reflection). The cycle described can be repeated as many times as required 

(and not necessarily covering each stage each time), to strengthen people’s learning. 

Under this methodology, the researcher is a facilitator that will introduce learning tools, and 

act as a coach to facilitate the debate among organizational members. These actions will result 

into a shared diagnosis and suggestions for improvements. Figure 13 shows the original 

framework, and Table 4 the analytical tools used to support the framework and a description of 

the activities carried by each of these tools. 
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Figure 13. Methodology to support self-transformation (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 

 
Analytical tool Description 

Agreeing on identity Identify the identity ‘in use’ and the ‘espoused’ identity. 

Recursive analysis Identify the recursive levels of the organization and the primary activities 

VSM diagnosis – variety 

engineering 

Diagnosis structural barriers to organizational learning. Identify communication 

breakdowns, bottlenecks and performance gaps, identify management problems, 

establish level of autonomy of primary activities to make decisions and effectiveness 

and quality of service activities. 

Strategy – structure 

analysis 

Identify critical success/failure factors for strategy implementation. Identify adjustments 

to achieve it. 

Design of performance 

management systems 

Identification of performance indicators and development of management support 

system based on essential variables. 
Table 4. Analytical tools for the methodology that supports self-transformation (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 

In the next section of this research project, a complete explanation about how this 

methodology was used in the context of the first case is presented.  

3.7 The stages of the research project  

This research project will be framed in an action research setting grounded on systemic 

thinking, just as Checkland suggested. The empirical part of the project is developed in two 
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single case studies (Yin, 1984). These studies aim to find answers to the central research 

question formulated for this project.  

This research is carried out following specific stages that are described below. Table 5 

describes the process of design and development of the project. It follows the roadmap suggested 

by Eisenhardt (1989) for the execution of this type of research, and relates each stage with the 

activities and methodologies that are used in the context of this research project.  

 

Stage Activities Methodologies	used 
1. Getting started Define research question  

 
 
 
Review a priori constructs 

Writing chapter 1: 
Introduction and research 
question 
 
Writing chapter 2: Developing 
a literature review regarding: 

a) Sustainable development 
b) Corporate sustainability 
c) The implementation of 

corporate sustainability 
projects and its challenges 

d) Mainstream research 
regarding the challenges 
behind the implementation 
of corporate sustainability 
projects  

e) The research about 
sustainable development 
and corporate sustainability 
from a systems thinking 
approach 

f) Systems thinking and 
organizational cybernetics’ 
research answers to the 
challenges behind the 
implementation of 
corporate sustainability 
projects 

2. Selecting cases Determine cases based on 
purposive modes  

Theoretical sampling of cases: 
 
• Select a case to gain 

understanding regarding 
the implementation of a 
corporate sustainability 
project 

• Select a case where there 
are intentions to 
implement a corporate 
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sustainability project but 
have not done it yet. 

 
3. Crafting instruments 

and protocols 
Consolidate a set of data 
collection methods  

a) Protocol development for 
semi-structured interviews 

b) Methodology for 
organizational self-
transformation 

c) Required adjustments to 
suggest the ‘Methodology 
to support the 
implementation of 
corporate sustainability 
projects’  

d) Protocol for workshops 
development 

e) Workshop assessment 
questionnaire 

f) Status-quo assessment 
questionnaire 

4. Entering the field, 
analyzing data and 
shaping hypotheses 

Overlap data collection and 
analysis, including field notes.  
 
 
Flexible and opportunistic 
data collection methods 
 
Within case analysis 
 
 

Develop experiential learning 
cycles in two action research 
cases. 

a) Understanding the 
implementation of a 
corporate sustainability 
project: Facilitate second 
order learning regarding a 
successful implementation 
of a corporate sustainability 
project, observe and 
analyze organizational 
structure and patterns of 
interaction behind this 
implementation.  

b) Making sense regarding 
the implementation of a 
corporate sustainability 
project: Develop a within 
case analysis guided by the 
supporting questions, and 
make adjustments to the 
“Methodology to support 
the implementation of 
corporate sustainability 
projects” if any. 

c) Implementing corporate 
sustainability project:  
Facilitate second order 
learning regarding what a 
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firm needs for the 
implementation of a 
corporate sustainability 
project, and gather 
empirical evidence that 
could support the fact that 
the “Methodology to 
support the implementation 
of a corporate sustainability 
project” could be used as 
guidance for firms that 
wants to do this. 

5. Enfolding literature  Cross-case patterns analysis  
 
Comparison with similar and 
different literature 

Writing chapter 8: Discussion 
and conclusions 

Table 5. Research project roadmap 
Regarding stage 4 of the research project, it is important to detail the three elements in it. In 

the first step, the “Methodology to support organizational self-organization” (Espinosa & Walker, 

2011) will be used; and in the third step the “Methodology to support the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects” designed within this project will be used. According to 

Espinosa and Walker (2011), their methodological framework includes analytical tools that can 

be used either in diagnostic or design modes. Thus, this research project takes advantage of the 

two modes in order to, first, understand the context and relationships executed by a firm while is 

implementing a corporate sustainability project, and to, second, give support to the idea of 

positive effects when facilitating second order learning regarding the implementation of a 

corporate sustainability project within a firm.  

In stage 4 step 1, the goal is to achieve understanding about an existent implementation of a 

corporate sustainability project through the lenses of the VSM, reviewing the existent 

organizational structure, the patterns of interaction developed within this firm, the relationships 

established with its niche and between the elements of the firm, and finally, aspiring to identify 

existent organizational abilities (including adapting and learning mechanisms). Additionally, the 

review will also be used to identify how the firm uses, updates and adjusts these mechanisms 

according to the changes in its environment and social requirements. The researcher wants to 

obtain insights, directly from the actors involved in these types of processes, about how they 

have been working towards the construction and implementation of those mechanisms, and also 

identify possible improvement in these processes. In this case, the Colombian firm has been 
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already implementing actions towards the achievement of goals related to its corporate 

sustainability project, working in the three sustainability dimensions: economic, environmental 

and social. In this step, the results expected should be reflections and conclusions from the 

overall process.  

In stage 4 step 2 (named “making sense regarding the implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project”), and once the within-case analysis of the data obtained in the first action 

research project has been completed, the suggested “Methodology to support the implementation 

of corporate sustainability projects” will be revised according to the results found in the first 

case, and adjusted if needed. During this second step, the set of supporting questions will guide 

the researcher’s reflection process regarding the initial intervention. Here, and inspired by 

dynamic capabilities’ developments, details about organizational capabilities related to 

adaptation and learning will be part of the analysis in order to study the possibility to incorporate 

these into a new version of the methodology that is suggested. This improved methodological 

framework, inspired in the original “Methodology to support organizational self-transformation”, 

is expected to serve as future firm guidance to support an actual implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project.  

In stage 4 step 3, named “implementing corporate sustainability project”, the new version of 

the methodology will be implemented in a Mexican firm, aiming to facilitate second order 

learning regarding the integration of corporate sustainability goals along to gather evidence that 

can support the fact that this methodology could be used as guidance for firms that wants to 

make this integration. This Mexican firm has shown its interest in the integration of a corporate 

sustainability project, however it has not find the right way to do it.  

3.8 Research instruments and protocols  

The researcher’s choice concerning the instruments and protocols that are going to be 

used for data collection is central for the project because these determine how the researcher will 

be engaged with the project and how the researcher will analyze data. The researcher pretends to 

gain understanding about business processes behind the implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project, and relying on this understanding, develop and refine a framework to 

facilitate second order learning about this issue. Also, to create a methodology that could serve 

as guidance for the implementation of corporate sustainability projects. In this context, the use of 
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case studies and theoretical research is needed. For data collection, interviews, questionnaires 

and specially designed workshops will be used as part of the action research design.  

As it was stated before, given the fact that the researcher is aiming to develop a 

framework, the researcher will need to be immersed in the reality of the firm under analysis. If it 

is expected to achieve structural changes according to a strategy, this issue must be covered. 

Thus, the researcher would be capable of discussing specific topics or give opinions about 

certain aspects.   

For stage 4 (steps Understanding the implementation of a corporate sustainability project 

and implementing corporate sustainability project), data collection will start with the 

development of interviews, which will provide different organizational perspectives regarding 

aspects related to organizational structure including coordination, learning, adaptation, and 

operation mechanism. The semi-structured technique will be used for the whole set of interviews 

developed. This type of technique would allow the researcher to ask generic questions and 

connect specific topics into the discussion to get additional knowledge and experiences from the 

interviewee (Longhurst, 2003). However this type of technique requires large amounts of time to 

analyze the rich data into a coherent account of social behavior, the researcher is ready to assume 

the time required.  

Along with interviews, the workshop technique will also be used. These workshops will 

allow members of the organization to find spaces where discussions, active learning and 

planning strategies can be developed. Following this discussion, for the use in this project and 

regarding protocols, two protocols development for semi-structured interviews (Appendix 1 and 

2), and two agendas for workshops development (Appendix 3 and 4) were designed. The 

protocols for the development of semi-structured interviews are two different documents that 

guides the discussion processes for formal and informal interviews. The first protocol (Appendix 

1) was already developed in the context of the “Methodology to support organizational self-

transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011). In this research project this protocol will be used as 

it was originally designed. The second protocol (Appendix 2) is an adjustment of the first one 

just mentioned. This last protocol will be used during the “implementing corporate sustainability 

project” step. Now and regarding the two agendas for workshop development, the first one 

(Appendix 3) follows the workshop agenda developed in the context of the “Methodology to 

support organizational self-transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011).  
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As well as the first protocol for interviews related to the mentioned methodology, its 

agenda for workshop development would also be used. However, for this intervention, this 

workshop was minimally adjusted (these adjustments are explained below). The second agenda 

(Appendix 4) for workshop development included some adjustments identified during the 

“making sense” step. These adjustments are also explained below. 

Additionally, for stage 4 of the research project’s roadmap questionnaires would be used. 

These questionnaires would be used for the workshop’ assessment (identifying if second order 

learning was achieved among participants), and to establish a base line regarding organizational 

structure to be able to assess if implemented changes resulted in any organizational change. 

Questionnaires would be concise to assure that the information gathered can be translated into a 

valuable statistic, and to increase the probability that respondents answer all thee questions.  

These questionnaires would be applied at the end of each workshop and during a specific step in 

step 4.3 of the same research project’s roadmap. The questionnaires that would be used are the 

Final workshop evaluation questionnaire (Appendix 5), and baseline questionnaire (Appendix 6). 

Based on the data collected with the application of these instruments, and documental review, it 

will be possible to achieve dependability in this research project.   

Despite the fact that this research project follows an interpretivist epistemology, in this 

context it is used a multi-methodology approach. Following Mingers and Brocklesby(1997), 

Mingers and Gill (1997) and Midgley (2011) suggestions, for the systemic action research 

interventions developed within this research project, there is a combination of methods derived 

from different paradigms at practical level in order to increase research design’s consistency and 

robustness. This issue leads to both qualitative analyses (i.e. narrative analyses of workshop and 

semi-structured interviews) as well as to more objective type of analyses (i.e. performance 

management system measurement). 

3.9 Trustworthiness of the research project: Research assessment  

As it has been signaled before, this research project will be based on two case studies 

addressed using an action research approach.  The first case is a large Colombian multinational 

company dedicated to produce dairy food. The second case is a large Mexican company 

dedicated to offer cleaning services to several companies in different industrial sectors.  

In management, case studies are considered tools to generate and test theory. Actually, 

important scholars have indicated that case studies are more appropriate in early phases when 
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management theory is being explored (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1984). On the one hand, 

Eisenhardt (1989) has defined the case study as a research strategy where the focus is on gaining 

understanding about dynamics in specific contexts. On the other hand, Yin described case studies 

as “the preferred strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the investigator 

has little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some 

real-life context” (1981, p. 1). It has been suggested that case studies are ideal methodologies to 

create relevant knowledge for managerial use (Amabile et al., 2001). Despite this fact, case study 

has been signaled for showing some deficiencies where the most salient one is that these suffered 

from lack of rigor. Scandura and Williams mentioned that “without rigor, relevance in 

management research cannot be claimed” (2000, p. 1263). 

Gibbert, Ruigrok, and Wicki (2008) suggested some strategies to increment rigor in case 

studies using the four criteria used to assess the rigor of field research: internal validity, construct 

validity, external validity, and reliability. Each of these is described along with a description 

about how each is complied within the context of this research project.  

Regarding internal validity, these authors explain that the researcher must provide a 

causal argument that would be enough to support the research conclusions. First, the researcher 

should formulate a clear research framework that gives support to a plausible chain of cause and 

effect, a framework that demonstrates that variable x leads to outcome y. In this research project, 

it is through Chapter 2 that all the variables involved in the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects are reviewed. However, in the research project it is not intended to draw 

chains of cause and effects, only to study relations between variables. Second, the researcher 

must achieve pattern matching that refers to compare empirically observed patterns with 

predicted ones or patterns in previous studies. This is done in Chapters 5 and 7 where detailed 

case analyses are developed using the support questions to compare results with theoretical 

concepts. Third, the researcher should do theory triangulation through which it could be possible 

to verify findings by adopting multiple perspectives. This verification is done in Chapter 8 where 

a cross-case patterns analysis is developed. 

Construct validity refers to the extent to which a study investigates what it claims to 

investigate (Yin, 1984). According to Gibbert, Ruigrok, and Wicki (2008), in the context of case 

studies, researchers must establish a clear chain of evidence to allow the reader to reconstruct all 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 99 

the research process (from initial inquiry to final conclusions) along with triangulation that refers 

to the different data collection strategies and data sources to understand the phenomenon. In this 

research project, construct validity is achieved through the construction of the conceptual 

framework that gives support to this thesis, and the description and analyses of the cases 

developed in the document.  

Regarding external validity, Eisenhardt (1989) argues that case studies need cross-case 

analysis involving between 4 to 10 cases to be considered as a good starting point for 

generalization, and in consequence theory building. Additionally, the researcher needs to provide 

a good rationale for case study selection and details about the case context to be able for the 

reader to comprehend researcher’s sampling choices (Cook & Campbell, 1979). However it 

cannot be assured that this research project would achieve external validity in these terms, what 

can be said is that it is a good starting point for theory building. This project considers 2 case 

studies, and in consequence, it will be needed more studies similar to this to be able to achieve 

external validity. Despite this fact, in this research project, detailed analysis involving both cases 

is performed along with a detailed description of each of the case’s rationale and context. With 

these, it is expected to give the reader a complete background about the case sampling, and work 

towards the achievement of external validity.  

Finally, reliability refers to the absence of random error to be able for subsequent 

researchers to arrive at same insights if they conduct the study following the same steps again 

(N. Denzin & Lincoln, 1994b). Here, it is expected to demonstrate transparency and replication. 

Transparency is achieved by the development of a case study protocol and replication is 

accomplished by creating a case study database. This database should include documents, 

narratives, qualitative evidence that can be consulted by other researchers, and that must be 

organized in a way that further researcher could replicate the study. In this chapter, the different 

protocols that are utilized in this research project were mentioned and in the appendixes, these 

are included. And the case study database is also included in the appendixes.   

3.10 Conclusions 

In conclusion, this research project will adopt an interpretive paradigm. This is chosen 

basically following Jackson (2003) description regarding the problem context under study 

(which is a complex problem) and the nature of the participants (which are participants having 

multiple viewpoints). Also because the characteristics that this paradigm has regarding the 
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ontological and epistemological stances of the reality. Regarding the research strategy, the 

project will use a qualitative research where two single case studies will be analyzed. The 

interventions will be addressed through an action research approach, where a combination of 

methods (including questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, mind maps, and specific indexes) 

will be applied, following Mingers and Midgley suggestions. A detailed research project’s 

roadmap was presented. There are going to be analyzed two cases: a multi-national Colombian 

company and a Mexican one.  

To finish this chapter, the first version of the “Methodology to support the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects” is presented. The first version of the 

methodology, and according to findings from the first case analysis, will be adjusted to produce a 

final version if necessary.  

3.11 Methodology to support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects 

Drawing on the one hand on the “Methodology to support organizational self-

transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011) which is a methodology based on the VSM and that 

has already been used in several different contexts to support strategic organizational changes 

(Espinosa et al., 2015; Espinosa & Walker, 2006, 2013; Espinosa, 1995) but never in the context 

of corporate sustainability, and taking ideas brought from the SDP model (Dyson et al., 2007) 

relative to strategy implementation as inspiration, an adjusted methodology is proposed to 

support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects.  

The adjusted methodology follows seven phases. The next sub-sections show the phases 

and the primary activity performed in each phase. An important characteristic of each phase (that 

goes implicit in each of these) is that every activity undertaken has to be performed with as many 

as firm’s representatives from as many recursive levels as possible as suggested by Espinosa and 

Walker’s methodology. This is because there is evidence that a democratic and participative 

process will lead to commitment in the firm’s employees to implement any change proposed. As 

well as in the “Methodology to support organizational self-transformation”, despite the diagram 

for this research project’s methodology shows a cyclical disposition, the cycles can take several 

routes depending on the results obtained from what is called as “learning from progress 

measurement system”   

The initial stages of the methodology are proposed to gather information about the 

organization under study and follows some of the stages suggested by Espinosa and Walker 
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(2011). Specifics about its identity, the way it manages its environment’s complexity and the 

strategic direction established give a general overview of it. Several stages will be focused on the 

use of cybernetic tools for strategy / structure alignment and structure design following Espinosa 

and Walker’s methodology. Some stages were added in this first version of the methodology to 

give strong support to the points indicated by diverse scholars regarding effective strategy 

implementation (Andrews, 1971; J. R. Galbraith & Nathanson, 1978). It has been signaled that 

besides the alignment between strategy and structure, the adoption of objectives at operations’ 

level, and the establishment of control mechanisms to follow implementation plans are other 

aspects that have to be taken into account relative to effective strategy implementation. The ideas 

suggested by Dyson et al. (2007) in relation to these points (creating strategic initiatives, 

assessing strategic ideas, learning from virtual and current performance) were used as inspiration  

to support implementation process within the first version of the methodology proposed within 

this research project.  

It is important to remind that the suggested methodology for this research project is 

inspired on Espinosa and Walker’s one and follows the same circular diagram suggested in this 

methodology. Figure 14 will show the general schema of this methodology. 

 

 
Figure 14. Methodology to support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects 
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From this diagram, it can be highlighted that the stages in yellow were the ones adopted 

from Espinosa and Walker’s methodology. The green and orange ones were inspired in the SDP 

model and respond to the issues indicated by scholars regarding strategy implementation. The 

green ones respond to the issue of the establishment of objectives, and the yellow one respond to 

the issue of the establishment of control mechanisms to support implementation process.  

The dotted lines have to do with that loop signaled by Dyson regarding management’s 

learning from current performance, which may lead to adjustments in the plans followed. 

Employees are not the only ones that actually learn from its own activities, management also do 

this and could modify plans (even from the initial stages) as new events appear or current 

practices diverts from determined goals. Thus, this element does not represent a specific stage in 

the methodology but it is signal given its importance and may indicate ways for further research. 

Phase 1: Specify the system of interest  

To be able to implement a corporate sustainability project within a firm, it is needed to 

know exactly the system where the process is going to take place. For that reason, the first phase 

of this methodology is to determine the system-in-focus (Beer, 1979). The objective is the exact 

delineation of the system upon where the rest of the methodology will be applied. Along with the 

system’s identification, the identity of it must be established. With the agreed identity, it is 

possible to achieve a superior understanding about what the firm actually do. As Beer signaled 

“the purpose of the system is what it does” (Beer, 1985).   

Phase 2: Determine the recursive levels  

The second phase proposes to do the identification of the nested viable systems existent 

in the firm. Here the main goal is to identify the primary activities at different levels of the 

organization. It is through this phase that complexity is unfolded to be able to have a much better 

appreciation of the core organizational issues related to firm’s viability. 

Phase 3: Clarify strategic direction regarding corporate sustainability 

 To implement a corporate sustainability project within a firm, it is important to know 

exactly what is the strategic direction that the organization wants to follow in this regard. This 

includes not only the goals related to sustainability but also how these goals interact with the 

main strategic goals related to its business. Thus, the main goal of this phase is to understand the 

main strategic direction of the firm (encompassing vision, mission, strategic objectives and 

goals), the strategic direction of it in the context of sustainability (sustainability objectives and 
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goals) and how these two directions relate to each other. It is suggested that if a specific direction 

regarding social and environmental dimensions does not exist, within this stage, this could be 

developed. However, these activities are also contemplated within Espinosa and Walker’s 

methodology, in the context of corporate sustainability, it is considered that these deserve to be 

taken apart and use a period of time exclusively to this activity. Given that in this context it is 

expected to achieve goals related to economic, social and environmental dimensions, there is a 

need to have the strategic direction of the firm very clear. 

Phase 4: Design / adjust a progress measurement system 

 To be able to assess a real advance towards the implementation of corporate sustainability 

projects, it is necessary to measure the advances that the firm does while implementing actions. 

For that reason, the main propose of this phase is to establish a progress measurement system 

based on those essential elements (essential variables in Beer’s terms) that could be identified 

and defined for the system. In the context of this methodology, this progress measurement 

system would be the main control mechanism to follow plans, something that has been signaled 

for effective implementation. This measurement system would help organizational members to 

evidence real changes while implementing and keep track of the plans designed. Thus, real 

actions towards the achievement of goals can be performed while assuring organizational 

viability.  

Phase 5: Structural analysis and diagnosis 

This phase is dedicated to identify the mechanisms through which the system’s identity is 

achieved and to identify structural constraints that impede evolutionary learning. In this phase, 

the VSM criteria and those characteristics related to viable structures are used to study in detail 

the organization. It is expected to gain understanding regarding the organization’s essential 

managerial functions, levels of autonomy and cohesion, and what are the mechanisms used to 

make decisions. Additionally, it is projected to find if the structure in-focus is as effective as 

expected to achieve the strategic direction. Here, the identification of communication 

breakdowns, gaps in the structure that causes bottlenecks, performance problems, and issues 

related to inadequate complexity management is developed.  

Given the importance that adapting and learning capabilities have theoretically 

demonstrated in the context of corporate sustainability, it is suggested (i) to include some 

questions regarding these capabilities in the diagnosis activity in order to be able to identify them 
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and (ii) to support a process of reflection about these capabilities in the context of the 

organizational reality where corporate sustainability project is being implemented. However, 

specifics about activities that could be included in this phase are going to be analyzed after the 

analysis of the first case study. Proposals or suggestions will be studied during the Making Sense 

stage of the research project. Thus, possibly new aspects will be included to this methodology. 

Phase 6: Strategy/structural alignment 

This phase is dedicated to make the necessary structural adjustments according to what in 

the previous phase was identified. The main goal is to achieve agreement and commitment 

among the organizational members using participative and democratic processes to do so.  

In the case of this phase as well as the previous, an analysis will be performed during the 

Making Sense stage of the research project to see if this suggested methodology needs any 

adjustment in regards to dynamic capabilities issues. 

Phase 7: Learning from the progress measurement system 

It is through this phase that feedback from the actual results from implementation 

activities and the process of alignment are analyzed. The main objective of this phase is to make 

decisions regarding the action plans suggested according to the results obtained from the 

progress measurement system, and finally, adjust actions in any area that, from participants’ 

criteria, are impeding the achievement of goals. This phase would lead to iteration to phase 3 or 

4 depending on where the adjustments have to be implemented.  
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4 Understanding the implementation of a corporate sustainability project 

4.1 Purpose and rationale of ORG-X’s case study 

In this section, the process followed to gain understanding about implementation of a 

corporate sustainability project is described. It explains a first action research case study that 

aims to review the setting where an organization has achieved goals when implementing 

corporate sustainability projects. This exploration includes an analysis of how the firm faced the 

main challenges identified in the context of this research project.  

This chapter aims to support a within-case analysis, as Eisenhardt (1989) suggests for case 

analysis, which will be developed through several sections. The first part of this chapter 

describes the firm under study in terms of its business architecture, and offers arguments that 

support the choice of the case: specifically why, in terms of the research project, this case results 

an important space to gain knowledge in the context of the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects. The concept of business architecture that is adopted within this research 

project follows what Beer suggests as the structural conditions that allow a system to increase its 

probability of survival and that Gharajedaghi has recently advanced. Gharajedaghi defines what 

he calls as business architecture which is the general description of the system that identifies its 

purpose, active elements, vital functions, and critical processes (Gharajedaghi, 2011, p. 181) 

ideas that are aligned with Beer’s ones. The second part describes the research activities 

developed with the chosen firm during the period April 2013 to the end of February 2014. The 

third part describes the findings and results obtained during this first intervention. 

4.2 ORG-X business architecture 

i. ORG-X’s history and context  

ORG-X is a multinational organization that produces dairy food and beverages since 

1945. However, in its beginnings the company was a firm with two Swiss shareholders, by 

1970s, new investors came to strengthen the managerial area of ORG-X. Initially, its operations 

were situated in a small Colombian town (near Bogotá) called Sopó, focusing the production on 

cheeses. By 1980, ORG-X grew and became a national company, building production facilities 

in several Colombian areas, developing new products in areas different than chesses (e.g. dairy 

derivatives, yogurts), and increasing its presence around the Colombian territory. Since then, the 

company started to consolidate as one of the most important dairy companies, not only in 

Colombia, but also in the Latin American region. Currently, the firm has industrial presence in 
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Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, USA, a joint venture in Peru, and commercial presence in 

several American countries. Additionally, it has sales around the $879 million dollars and more 

that 5.000 employees. 

ORG-X is a leader company not only in its sector, but also in all the manufacturing sector 

of Colombia. ORG-X has been recognized for the quality of its products, its innovation 

capacities, and the processes developed around corporate social responsibility and environmental 

management. Additionally, it has also been recognized for its efforts to achieve sustainable 

development. Regarding this point, it is a firm that has assumed commitment with sustainable 

development principles beyond compliance with Colombian and other country’s laws. All its 

industrial facilities are awarded with quality certifications like ISO 9001:2000, ISO 14001:2004, 

HACCP (Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points) and BASC (Business Antismuggling 

Coalition). Beyond that, ORG-X developed policies, processes and an organizational structure 

dedicated to achieve long-term sustainability mainly guided for its senior management intuition. 

Taking into account the idea of long-term sustainability, ORG-X’s proposed a series of 

commitments to work towards its sustainability: (i) generate economic value in the geographies 

where they operate, (ii) take care of their consumers providing a healthy diet, (iii) ensure that 

their employees feel comfortable working for this company, (iv) develop products with raw 

materials of the highest quality and align their suppliers with socio-environmental criteria and 

development initiatives, (v) produce more with less resources and less pollution, (vi) sell and 

deliver successfully meeting the expectations of our customers, and (vii) invest in the 

communities in which we operate.  

ii. ORG-X structure and general processes  

To achieve these commitments, in 2011, the firm implemented a visionary business 

structure, which transform it from a hierarchical one into a more specialized type of structure, 

based on collaborative networks and where business units work with support of areas of 

centralized processes and following goals and strategies determined by a corporative center. 

Under this new architecture, ORG-X wanted to have faster decision-making processes, optimize 

the use of its facilities, and increase innovation and entrepreneurship in its organizational culture. 

In Figure 14, ORG-X’s business structure is shown. 
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Figure 14. ORG-X’s business structure 

 

Regarding Figure 14, the “Business units” area corresponded to all the units that developed 

ORG-X’s operation. Each of these units has a general manager who is on charge of the integral 

management of the supply chain as well as implementing local strategies. The “Centralized 

processes” area corresponded to all the units that offered services common to the business units 

and corporative center (e.g. financial control, financial resources, administrative services, 

technology operations, human management, processes and productivity, international commerce, 

engineering and infrastructure, quality and environment, excellence center). This area was built 

with the intention to devote efforts to increase the efficiency of the services given to the 

operational units and corporate center. Finally, the “Corporative center” area represented the 

strategic center of the organization. Here, the formulation of new plans for the future, creation of 

new capabilities, monitoring, control and follow-up of the operation were developed. This 

corporate center was composed by innovation and marketing, finance and new businesses, and 

corporate affairs vice-presidencies.  

Under the supervision of the vice-presidency of corporate affairs, the sustainability manager 

was working. From here, policies and guidelines related to sustainability issues were created and 

then communicated to the entire organization for its implementation. Each business unit had the 

required autonomy to implement these policies and guidelines according to their own 

requirements and with their own resources.  
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It was noticed by the researcher that ORG-X evolved its organizational structure up to a 

point where, without much more than managerial intuition and experience, started to develop 

some features similar to what is being signaled for viable structures.  

Regarding specific details about how ORG-X develops its operations and how units 

integrate and work are issues described later in this chapter. The diagnosis achieved through the 

intervention (using the “Methodology to support organizational self-transformation” as a 

hermeneutic enabler) allows the researcher to understand in depth ORG-X processes. 

From the initial evidence gathered before the intervention began, the researcher identified 

that ORG-X has demonstrated its sufficiency to attend different sustainability issues 

(environmental, social, and economic), that it has implemented effective projects towards it, and 

that it has accumulated experience during several years regarding corporate sustainability. With 

this information, the researcher concluded that it would be worth the effort to diagnose this 

organization using the “Methodology to support organizational self-transformation” (Espinosa & 

Walker, 2013), studying the details of its structure, and analyzing each aspect indicated in the 

supporting questions (formulated for this research project) to be able to gather insights about 

how to improve the first version of the methodology regarding the implementation of corporate 

sustainability . The analysis performed will give information about possible adjustments that the 

methodology suggested in chapter 3 will have to undergo if it is going to be used in the context 

of corporate sustainability implementation.  

4.3 The action research project beginning 

The interest in study this case started when the researcher heard from the corporate 

sustainability project that was implemented by the company. A series of meetings with its top 

management allowed the researcher to get a general idea of what they were doing and to have 

permission to study in detail how this company achieved results with the implementation of its 

corporate sustainability project. It was noticed that the actions implemented benefited not only 

the company, but also the communities where the firm had operations.  

As it was stated in the previous section, ORG-X’s sustainability project has guided a 

consolidation of a novel business architecture that demarked characteristics similar to the VSM. 

However, and given the expansion that the company was experiencing, top management and 

corporate affairs vice-presidency realized that they needed more tools to manage the challenges 

that the implementation of this project was showing. The vice-presidency and the sustainability 
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manager realized that it was very difficult for them to transmit the ideas and goals stated within 

its corporate sustainability project plan to every employee in the company, and to assure that 

each of them developed the indicated actions within the project. At that time, what they were 

doing was that the sustainability manager held meetings with several business unit managers and 

middle managers explaining what they expected to achieve and the actions that they had to 

implement. From these meetings, it was expected that these business unit managers 

communicated the message and initiated actions with their own employees to make plans 

happen. However, there were communication and plans to be followed, these had not evidenced 

effects on the actual way of doing things in the company. Top management realized that this had 

caused that organizational responses to the new environmental requirements and demands from 

communities had not received fast responses, as they wanted. In this case, the researcher 

considered that a process of self-reflection would help the firm to understand what they were 

doing well in relation to their corporate sustainability initiative implementation, and what they 

would need to improve to achieve the desired results. It was expected that through this self-

reflection process the researcher would be able to facilitate the understanding of the processes 

and interactions behind the firm’s corporate sustainability project implementation.  

This research project offered the company several advantages. First, it offered the 

possibility to learn from what they were doing by going through a process of reflection where 

their own experiences were revised. Additionally, the project would give the company 

conceptual tools to critically think and learn about those processes and interactions performed in 

relation to its corporate sustainability initiative, and to establish action plans to address possible 

problems or bottlenecks that they would encounter. The information resulted from the critical 

reflection would be used by the researcher to understand how a firm actually implemented its 

corporate sustainability project, and what processes and interactions put in action to achieve the 

goals. Under these conditions, the researcher received permission to develop its intervention, and 

top management determined that they would designate some people to accompany the process. 

It was on April 2013 that the project started formally within the company, and from this 

moment until the end of June 2013, a series of activities to set the adequate foundation for the 

project were developed. After several meetings with top executives and sustainability manager to 

have a general vision of the organization and the context where the corporate sustainability 

project was working, a group of employees was designated to accompany the process. The 
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employees designated were people from the human management department, where the 

organizational development area was located. Despite the fact that the sustainability area was the 

natural appointed leader to accompany the process, top management established that since the 

focus was going to be the analysis of organizational structure and processes and its future 

adjustment, organizational development area was a more appropriate leader than sustainability 

one. However, sustainability area will be also accompanying the process. 

Thus, a Project-Leading Committee (PLC) was conformed including one person from 

organizational development, two from sustainability area, and the researcher. The committee also 

determined each PLC member’s functions within the project. The person from organizational 

development was appointed as the main project leader, the one in charge of following up the 

project along with the researcher, and also the one to consolidate the results obtained. The people 

from sustainability area were assigned to learn how the methodology actually works and the 

theory behind it in order to replicate this effort in the other areas of the firm without the 

intervention of the researcher. The researcher, on the other hand, would instruct the PLC’s 

members on the theory behind the methodology applied, would design the research instruments 

and protocols used during the intervention, run the surveys, videoconferences, the workshop, and 

the final meeting. All these activities would be advanced in close relation with the rest of the 

members of the committee in order to assure that they could learn how to carry out the activities 

related to the intervention. 

For this case study, it was on the PLC’s first meeting that the goals to achieve during this 

intervention were clarified. Based on an initial proposal that was presented by the researcher to 

the company, the final goals agreed for the entire intervention included: (i) Understand the 

company’s strategy, business structure that were used by ORG-X and identify the main 

opportunities for improvement that will lead to the consolidation of processes needed to support 

a more effective implementation of the corporate sustainability project, (ii) Identify 

capabilities/functions/roles that exist in ORG-X and that could be improved or developed aiming 

to increase the efficiency in the management of its corporate sustainability project, (iii) develop a 

transformation plan that would allow ORG-X to implement the needed adjustments within the 

organization.  

This case study would follow the methodology to support organizational self-transformation 

(Espinosa & Walker, 2013), using it for diagnostic purposes. A series of activities and the 
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development of a workshop to generate the process of self-reflection and learning regarding the 

organizational structural limitations and strengths to achieve long-term viability were proposed. 

Along with the already existent stages established in this methodology, one additional activity 

was performed in order to gather relevant information about the implementation of the corporate 

sustainability project. Thus, the methodology finally used involved six stages: (i) identify the 

system-in-focus and study the corporate strategy and the details of the corporate sustainability 

project (this last is the new suggested activity), (ii) map the relevant recursions, (iii) develop 

structural diagnosis looking for weaknesses in the system’s viability by reflecting on the meta-

questions, (iv) reflect on strategy vs. structure gaps, and finally (vi) agree on the required 

changes. It is worth to signal that the original methodology included a final stage where the 

situation was monitored and reviewed. However, given the fact that this intervention was agreed 

to do with the goal to diagnose and self-reflect, this final stage was going to be performed 

outside the context of the research project and without the direct involvement of the researcher. 

In consequence, this stage was not included for this first intervention. 

The researcher analysis started in May 2013. During this month, the researcher developed a 

general immersion into the company aiming to study how ORG-X achieved this structure, what 

went through to implement it, and how the corporate sustainability project was initially 

integrated into the firm’s operation. The researcher also learned from ORG-X’s production 

processes and organizational culture. Finally, the researcher revised published and confidential 

data of the company trying to understand this firm’s history, environmental management, and 

corporate sustainability project. With this knowledge, the researcher could build a general view 

of the company consolidating a solid foundation where to base the following activities. 

4.4 Stages, dates and instruments utilized 

In this section, the series of analytical tools that were used during each stage of this 

intervention are described in Table 6 (inspiring on the “Methodology to support organizational 

self-transformation”). Along with the tools, specifics about the dates were activities were 

accomplished are also included.   

 
Stage Activities Date Analytical Tools 

Identifying 
system-in-

focus 

Achieve agreement on the 
perceived organizational 

identity and purpose. 

June 2013 ‘TASCOI’ (Raúl Espejo, 
1989a; Espinosa & Walker, 

2013; Espinosa, 1995) 
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Study 
corporate 

strategy and 
the details of 
the corporate 
sustainability 

project 

Understand the corporate 
ORG-X corporate and 

business unit’s strategy. 
Additionally, to understand 
how the firm has integrated 

strategic goals with its 
corporate sustainability 

project. 

June - July 
2013 

 

Recursive 
analysis 

Identify the nested viable 
systems existent in the firm 
and responsible for primary 
activities at different levels. 

June 2013 Recursive Analysis (Beer, 
1972; Raúl Espejo, 1989a; 
Espinosa & Walker, 2013; 

Espinosa, 1995) 
Structural 
diagnosis 

At each recursion level, the 
VSM meta-questions are used 

to identify: 
• Structural problems 

within System 1 
• Limitations: in the 

capacity to deal with 
core issues related to 
sustainability, in the 

ability to support 
autonomy to self-

regulate, to link local 
and global governance 
issues, and to agree on 
desirable and feasible 

structural changes 

August – 
October 2013 

Interviews using 
‘Framework to assess 

sustainable governance’ 
(Beer, 1972, 1979, 1985; 

Espinosa & Walker, 2011, 
2013) 

Strategy 
structure 
alignment 

Analyze required 
organizational adjustments to 
achieve the implementation of 

the corporate and business 
strategy 

December 
2013 - 

January 2014 

(Raúl Espejo, 1989a; 
Espinosa & Walker, 2013; 

Espinosa, 1995) 

Achieve 
agreement 
regarding 

organizational 
changes 

Agree on organizational 
changes and suggest action 
plans to achieve the self-
transformation process 

 

February 
2014 

 

Table 6. ORG-X research stages, activities, dates, analytical tools 
 

4.5 Analysis if ORG-X’s work regarding the challenges related to the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects 

In this section and before going into the description of the actual intervention, an analysis 

of ORG-X in relation to the challenges that it faced during the process of implementation of its 

corporate sustainability project is presented. Here, the researcher wanted to understand how 
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ORG-X has worked in the context of corporate sustainability having to overcome the mentioned 

challenges.  

From the literature review, the challenges in the context of corporate sustainability refer to 

the following issues. First, it is important to establish a close relation between corporate 

sustainability goals, corporate and business strategy, structure, and firm’s processes to have a 

successful implementation of the formulated project. Along with this, it is important for firms 

that this organizational structure gives the needed support to the formulated strategy (at corporate 

and business levels), and connects strategic ideas and issues with processes and actions within 

the normal operation of the firm. Second, this structure must support the creation of specific 

organizational abilities to respond to the external requirements and learn from experience. Third, 

firms must address the difficult issue of strategy implementation in this context assuring its long-

term survival. In this context, firms are pushed to find ways to develop an organizational 

structure that could address the three dimensions of corporate sustainability and evolve while 

responding to external requirements.  

Having these issues in mind and from the information gathered up to the moment where 

the process of diagnosis was going to start, the researcher made an initial analysis in relation to 

how ORG-X had addressed each of the challenges indicated. First, ORG-X’s business 

architecture that its leader had intuitively guided to organize is one of the key aspects that had 

given more support to the implementation of the corporate sustainability project. This structure 

showed aspects very different from the hierarchical and traditional one. The specialization of 

units, the existence of a unique center where strategic and future alternative businesses were 

analyzed, along with a particular area where supporting services were coordinated and 

controlled, are issues that evidenced an evolution towards alternative business architectures, 

something more similar to the features that viable structures show. The second key aspect found 

within ORG-X was that its top management took into account important issues related to the 

identified stakeholder’s groups and included them into their strategy. Thus, issues in the 

economic, social and environmental dimensions where taken into account while adjusting the 

corporate strategy, and later, corporate strategy was aligned with business unit strategy following 

a proposed plan. The Sustainability area concerted a unique roadmap, which indicated a plan for 

strategy deployment. Figure 14 shows the roadmap designed by sustainability area for the 

strategy deployment.  
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Figure 14. ORG-X roadmap for strategy deployment 

 

The roadmap showed started with actions at the level of corporate strategy. Here, all the 

expectations gathered from the stakeholder’s groups where integrated into the corporate strategy. 

When this was completed, the roadmap indicated challenges, relevant issues and certain 

corporate sustainability indexes that had to be established in relation to the corporate strategy in 

the context of sustainable development in order to work on these. The next steps had to be 

performed at the level of business units. Here, sustainability indexes, goals and key actions had 

to be established in order to align actions according to the corporate strategy within the business 

units. On the other hand, and regarding development and learning organizational abilities, the 

corporate center was on charge of these and specifically worked to have these abilities in place 

and operating. There were employees specifically appointed to dedicate its time to scan the 

environment and found new possibilities in the market (marketing area), to gather information 

from stakeholders (public relations area), and to be attentive for changes and requirements of the 

environment (sustainability area) within the corporate center.   

A third aspect, which responded to strategy implementation, is where some problems were 

evidenced. As it is going to be shown in a later section, and despite that sustainability area and 

top management leaded actions for strategy implementation, results were not evidenced. At the 
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time when the diagnosis was performed, at business unit level, planned actions and the activities 

developed did not achieve the results expected. Despite these were the results at the beginning, it 

was recognized by leaders that before, when the implementation of their corporate sustainability 

project started, top management found high levels of motivation among their employees and 

interest to make corporate sustainability a reality. At that time, people felt engaged to accomplish 

results and rapidly, the plans returned visible results. Yet, among the sustainability area and top 

management, the sudden and positive changes that the organization initially showed, at the time 

when the intervention initiated, this same ambience was not longer present and they were 

questioning what happened that the organizational dynamics in this context were lost.   

Now that a description of the context where the intervention was going to be developed 

was performed, a detailed description of the diagnosis process that was followed within the 

organization is presented in the next section. Events occurred during each stage of the 

methodology is described.  

4.6 The methodology in action 

Given the identified problems that ORG-X had in relation to its corporate sustainability 

project implementation, a process of diagnosis was suggested, expecting to increase employee’s 

understanding regarding bottlenecks and obstacles in their structure and processes that could be 

inhibiting the process mentioned.   

Stage 1: Identify system-in-focus: The main activities that composed the used 

methodology began to be accomplished in June 2013. The initial identification of the system-in-

focus was performed inside the PLC committee during the first days of this month. In the 

meeting, the group developed a discussion about what was going to be the system under study. 

The discussions lead to the issue that the selected area to be intervened had to be one where there 

were positive results regarding all the dimension of the triple-bottom line. Thus and given the 

results accomplished up to that moment, in the PLC it was established that the main focus of this 

intervention was going to be ORG-X’s main production facility located in this geographic area. 

Sopó’s facility was the appointed system to be analyzed. This facility was the biggest one 

in ORG-X, where most of the product lines were produced, and it was appointed as the perfect 

scenario to see how the entire business architecture actually works. Almost all areas in the firm 

had to do with some area within the facility, thus firm’s architecture and operations could be 

analyzed without intervening the whole company. The final decision made within the PLC was 
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that the system-in-focus for this intervention would be the Fermented, desserts and fat production 

line at this facility. Given the complexity and impact that an intervention of this type would have 

over the entire plant, the group decided to advance the work in the context of the more complex 

production line in ORG-X. The firm wanted to test the methodology, learn from its application, 

and if positive results were achieved then they will implement it in other areas of the facility and 

later, in other areas of the company. 

Regarding the activities and results developed within the context of its corporate 

sustainability project, all of the dimensions demonstrated structured plans and results. At the 

economic level, this facility has achieved good efficient indicators producing higher quantities at 

lower costs year by year. The facility manager jointly with the excellence center had 

implemented plans to improve production flows, to make more effective operation’s work 

(reducing costs and expenses in a 7% between 2011 and 2013) while responding to ambitious 

production plans (which in Colombian pesos represented an increment of 14% in the same period 

of time). Regarding the social dimension, the small Colombian town called Sopo had recently 

being recognized as the first Colombian zone free of extreme poverty, which it was an 

achievement attributed to a public-private alliance where the private part of the alliance was 

leaded by ORG-X. Through the Foundation ORG-X, which was the NGO created by the 

company, the sustainability area were able to deploy the corporate and business unit strategies. 

Thus, employees were able to participate in their activities to help Sopo’s surrounding 

community, contributing to the construction of small schools and health posts. Additionally, this 

facility privileged people from this and other closed communities when recruiting employees. 

These actions have made that the overall surrounding community had increased their average 

income and social stability in several aspects. Regarding the environmental dimension, at general 

level, there were a substantial number of environmental policies within ORG-X that guided 

actions at facility’s level. Thus, these policies were amply observed and followed. Additionally, 

the corporate structure included a robust group for environmental management, which at 

facility’s level, included 25 people dedicated to fulfill this role. This group was on charge to keep 

operations under a strict environmental control following a scorecard what they called as “eco-

indicators”. These indicators (amount of water used, amount of drinkable water, amount of 

treated water, and amount of solid residues) were measured daily using production information 

systems and controlled in real time. Along with this, Foundation ORG-X also had a big influence 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 117 

over the way public environmental policies were developed in Sopó. Its important role in the 

region allowed the company to influence the way these were established and also the Foundation 

was able to involve facility’s employees in activities of environmental education that were 

developed by this foundation. All these activities have increased environmental community 

education and organizational reputation, not only at regional level, but also at national level 

where ORG-X had been recognized and awarded for these achievements.  

Once this production line was chosen, the process to agree on a unique identity statement 

for it was developed. To achieve this, a specific meeting was held with the members of the PLC, 

the facility manager, production line managers, and quality manager. During this meeting, the 

main discussion went around the production line’s primary transformation, and to keep focus on 

this point, the TASCOI tool (Raúl Espejo, 1989a; Espinosa & Walker, 2013; Espinosa, 1995) 

was used. The mnemonic TASCOI helps the organization to have insights into the interactions 

relevant to a system, in this case, Fermented, desserts and fat production line. Thus, the identity 

is defined following T (transformation), A (actors), S (suppliers), C (customers), O (owners), I 

(Interveners).  

Following this discussion, the agreed identity stated that “Fermented, desserts and fat 

production line is a manufacturing unit of Sopo’s production facility of ORG-X, which aims to 

transform raw materials of natural origin into innovative and quality food to meet the needs of 

customers and consumers, reflected in a monthly production program, achieving personal and 

professional development among employees, meeting the criteria of generating social and 

economic value established by the board of the company, and caring for and respecting the 

environment in which it operates, always within the context of rules and laws established for this 

type of production units”. 

Stage 2: Study corporate strategy and details of the corporate sustainability project: By 

the time when this stage had to be performed, the researcher had already studied some 

documents regarding corporate strategy, quality, supply chain management, operational 

excellence, innovation and sustainability areas. From these documents the researcher was able to 

understand the path that was going to follow the company in terms of its business units and what 

it was looking to achieve in the social and environmental dimensions. However, at that moment, 

these documents were carefully analyzed to completely understand the strategy defined for 

ORG-X. 
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From the analysis, it was understood that, in general, ORG-X was looking to improve on 

dimensions involved with how it competes and operates. Having a global goal that involved 

financial objectives and guided for what they called as the “Propósito superior” (or 

organizational statement of purpose), several key actions were designed and implemented in 

areas related, on the one hand, to customers, and innovation (regarding with how the firm 

competes), and on the other hand, to operational excellence and sustainability (regarding with 

how it operates). However and given the fact that key actions in the customers and innovation 

areas impacted the most financial objectives in the short-run, these areas received more resources 

(in terms of money and people) than the others. Additionally, the percentage of the employee’s 

performance indicators related to how the firm competes, represented more (in percentage terms) 

than the indicators related to how the firm operates. This issue has caused that despite the efforts 

that top management and sustainability area has made to give equivalent importance to goals in 

the three dimensions of corporate sustainability, economic dimension resulted more relevant than 

the others. 

 Stage 3: Recursive level analysis: In this stage an analysis of the nested viable systems 

existent in the entire firm was performed. Within the PLC, it was decided to make this analysis at 

every level of the organization and not only at the level of the production lines aiming to have a 

complete study of the primary activities at different levels. Once the entire analysis was finished, 

the focus would go over the selected production line. The structural diagnosis would be done on 

analyzing it. For this stage, the recursive analysis would be used as the main tool to make this 

study. Figure 16 shows the final diagram in this regard. 
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Figure 16. ORG-X’s recursive levels 

 

 The recursive level analysis showed four basic organizational levels (it is important to 

signal that the size of the circles means the complexity that each of these handles in terms of the 

number of employees working. However, for confidentiality reasons, it is not possible to show 

exact numbers).  

The first level was business level, where corporate top management was located. The 

second level was region where Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, International, and the USA were 

identified. The third level was industrial operation where the different production facilities 

including Chichina, Facatativa, Sopo, Caloto, Entrerríos, Villa del Cura, Machachi, and San 

Gabriel were located. The fourth level was production line where three main lines were 

identified (Aseptics, Fermented, desserts, and fats, and Cheesery). Thus, for the diagnosis, the 

analysis would include the facility management (Recursion 0) and production line levels 

(Recursion 1). In this case, facility management level was included within the analysis, given its 

close relation with the production line performance. 
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Stage 4: Structural diagnosis: During a period of three months, the researcher developed a 

series of semi-structured interviews with different employees working in the mentioned facility. 

Parallel, the researcher also went deeper into production processes performed within the facility 

and the specific production line, knowing the activities performed at each production step (See 

Appendix 1 to see ORG-X’s interview questionnaire). A total of 30 people were interviewed 

(See the Appendix 7 for roles interviewed). The interviews were dedicated to understand the 

processes and interactions that existed within the facility, and to identify problems and 

bottlenecks that were behind the processes here (The details of the interviews are not included 

because of confidentiality agreements. However, these are available in case these wanted to be 

consulted). As a result of this work, an initial analysis of the firm was concluded, having a 

complete understanding of ORG-X’s strategy, processes, and structure that support its work. 

The researcher processed the qualitative data obtained from the interviews according to 

each of the recursive levels identified for the manufacturing facility. Once this data was 

processed, particular points of diagnosis were identified in every of the recursive levels. These 

points were used to complete a pre-diagnosis report that would be used as the information to 

enrich the discussions that would be held during the workshop (for more details about analyses 

included in the pre-diagnosis report, a summary of the initial exploration can be found in 

Appendix 17).  

The pre-diagnosis report included the information gathered up to that point regarding the 

project. An introduction was included which advanced a description about the work performed 

before June 2013. Also, this report included a description of the goals that the report pretended to 

achieve along with the details of the methodology used. The next section presented an 

explanation about how the VSM would help the organization to reflect about its long-term 

viability. Finally, the compilation of all the researcher’s work was included, arranging the section 

according to each of the VSM’s systems. Under each sub-section, the main problems and 

bottlenecks were explained.  

To have a participative discussion about the points identified within the pre-diagnosis, it 

was proposed to develop a workshop where members of several levels and areas of the 

production facility would give their points of view and validate the analysis (See Appendix 3 for 

workshop agenda). Additionally, after the workshop, the researcher proposed to have a follow up 

meeting with the PLC where the results from the entire process would be revised and validated.  
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Before the workshop was performed, members of the PLC revised the pre-diagnosis 

report jointly with the research aiming to understand every issue found. The goal was to solve 

any doubt regarding how the surveys were run, and what were those aspects relevant that were 

attended while the analysis of the surveys was done.  

Regarding the research tools, several were used to build useful elements to support the 

discussion during the workshop and the proposed follow up meeting. Following the tools 

developed for a previous intervention (Espinosa et al., 2015), for this workshop’s discussions, 

the researcher generated some mind-maps, created with the assistance of specialized software 

(MindManager v.9). These MindMaps represented the diagnosis (organized according to each 

VSM system) in every recursion level. Specifically, these maps were used as tools to facilitate 

discussion in small groups of every diagnosis point (See Appendix 8 and 9 to see the MindMaps 

developed for the workshop at ORG-X). On the other hand, an ideal production and distribution 

flow chart (this cannot be included because of confidentiality agreement) would also be 

generated, created with the assistance of OmniGraffle professional software, to be used in the 

follow up meeting with the Implementation Committee (which would be consolidated just after 

the workshop). The use of this flow chart during this meeting (which will include the proposed 

action plans and improvement suggestions identified during the workshop) would allow the 

participants to see how these suggested plans would remove the obstacles or bottlenecks that 

were identified. The use of this tool would give the experience to the participants to see in a 

practical way, how the suggestions would work in the context of their operation.  

Despite the fact that the researcher builds this flow chart while she was doing the 

interviews, just before the workshop, the initial version of the flow chart was validated with the 

PLC to make sure it represented the real production and distribution flow. After the workshop, 

the final version was created, adding action plans and suggestions. This flow chart, as well as in 

previous interventions where this was used (Espinosa et al., 2015), resulted in a very useful tool 

to build shared understanding of the whole problems experienced within the production and 

distribution processes and how the suggestions would allow them to improve the situation.  

The workshop was conducted on November 18, 2013. For the workshop, a total of 26 

people from several areas of the manufacturing facility and the PLC were invited. Additionally, 

two academic consultants (not directly related to the intervention) were invited to take part in it: 

one senior and one junior consultant. The goals established for this workshop were (i) to 
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communicate to the PLC and facility’s management the diagnosis achieved, (ii) to capture 

feedback and validate the diagnosis, (iii) to gather ideas about how to guide the redesign 

proposal, (iv) to identify those problems in the diagnosis that affected the production line’s 

adapting and learning capabilities. 

During the workshop, the group of consultants facilitated discussions among the 

participants to validate the diagnosis. The workshop started with a theoretical overview of the 

VSM after which the participants were divided in four groups. Two of these groups focused on 

systems 1 and 2, and the other two in systems 3, 3*, 4, and 5. Every group went over each 

diagnosis point described in the mind maps and utilized the “visual applause” and post-it notes’ 

techniques to validate them.  

In this stage, it was at this point where an additional activity was introduced to the 

methodology. The main goal was to generate second order learning among participants about its 

corporate sustainability project. The research project wanted to gather employee’s opinions about 

what had went according to the sustainability area plans, what had went wrong, and what issues 

were affecting the development of adaptive or learning responses of the facility to the new social 

and environmental requirements. Also, it would suggest an action plan to improve the process of 

implementation of its corporate sustainability project more effective. The aim was to take 

advantage of the VSM’s diagnosis points in the context of corporate sustainability and generate 

new ideas about how to make improvements. 

After the initial activity of validation using “visual applause” techniques, the participants 

were asked to assess each point identified in the MindMaps according to its influence over the 

facility’s adapting and learning capabilities. By using the MindMaps with the corresponding 

assessment, participants were asked to suggest specific plans to improve the problems identified. 

Thus, each point received a suggested solution. After the assessment, each group presented their 

findings and action plans in a plenary. A final workshop’s evaluation was applied to every 

participant, which gave us the information to assess the achievement of second order learning 

among the participants. 

All the action plans suggested were consolidated into a final report where solutions about 

how to solve problems, and to achieve an alignment between supporting processes, interactions 

and goals related to the corporate sustainability project.  
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Stage 5: Strategy – Structure alignment: During this stage, a “Diagnosis report” was 

developed. In this document all the findings and suggestions created during the workshop were 

summarized. This report was reviewed in the follow up meeting with the Implementation 

Committee (IC) consolidated just after the workshop. The members of this IC would be the 

people from the PLC and key representatives from several areas of the facility. A total of 9 

people conformed it including PLC’s members (beside the researcher), 2 production line 

managers, 2 quality supervisors, 2 production supervisors. All of them, together, would be the 

group responsible to make the implementation of the agreed plans. The actual implementation 

would be accomplished after the intervention finished since the researcher agreed with top 

management to help them to gather a complete diagnosis report and an action plan to follow, and 

finish the intervention at that point. ORG-X would implement action plans as established and 

would contact the researcher when needed. 

During the follow up meeting, the researcher presented the main action plans suggested 

based on the information recollected during the workshop and additional suggestions proposed 

by the consultants. By using the production and distribution flow chart, the IC members 

understood the whole set of suggestions and how each of these impacted the way they develop 

activities and improve the situation while the organization could understand about its own 

adapting and learning abilities. Additionally, some new suggestions were also gathered in this 

meeting regarding the action plan. 

Stage 6: Achieve agreement regarding organizational changes: This intervention ended up 

with the presentation of the consolidated report that included all the findings and suggestions 

made during the workshop and in the follow up meeting. The presentation included a detailed 

explanation of the action plans proposed describing how these activities could lead to changes in 

their production line (a new version of the flow chart was presented with indications where plans 

would effect). The IC decided to keep on with their meetings in the future to coordinate all the 

required work, and possibly, invite more employees from other areas of the manufacturing 

facility to participate and help with the implementation of the action plan. It was at this moment 

that the project concluded. 
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4.7 The intervention results 

i. Action plans proposals  

This section presents some examples of the suggested plans that emerged from the 

workshop. Workshop participants and IC members suggested some plans for every area in the 

facility. From their point of view, these plans directly affected the implementation of the 

corporate sustainability project.  

In general, participants considered that coordination between planning processes for every 

area within the facility should improve. First, they suggested that the facility management in the 

company jointly with its production line managers must built a unified procurement budget, 

where each line’s budget must be disaggregated. They considered that this could be an useful 

mechanism to coordinate demand and input needs. Second, this mechanism was also suggested 

to schedule basic raw materials. Third, the group recommended building a series of management 

indicators and systems to improve production control in every line. Moreover, for the 

improvement in the planning processes, participants manifested the need to improve the 

reliability of the information available to all because this information (which most of it was not 

real time one) had impeded them to make better decisions. Finally, participants signaled the need 

to standardize meetings where people from different areas related to production gathered 

together to coordinate actions, procurement of production inputs, basic raw materials and 

production personnel. They saw that these meetings would help them to respond to changes in 

demand or new requirement for the facility.  

ii. The relation between diagnosis points and organizational development and learning 

As it was stated before, given the fact that in this case it was expected, beside other goals, 

to reflect about those problems in the diagnosis that were affecting the manufacturing facility’s 

abilities to develop and learn, in this section, a summary of the participant’s analysis is 

presented. Table 7 shows some of the suggestions made by the participants. 
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Diagnosis points Actions plans Ability affected 
 
Employees within the 
facility have mobility and 
ability problems 

 

 
In the short run, there is a need to 
reduce physical effort in their 
works. 
In the medium run, the company 
has to develop a plan to have 
these people rotating or resting 
during their shifts. 
In the long run, the company 
needs to make more technological 
investments 

 
These problems are related to 
development ability 

 
Employees have constant 
claims about the physical 
effort that have to be done 
while working 

 
The company needs to develop 
production plans that aim to 
reduce physical effort that have to 
do the employees. 

 
These problems are related to 
development ability 

 
The company works with 
very old production 
machinery that presents 
numerous problems. 

 
The company needs to have a 
provisioning budget dedicated to 
increase machinery renovation. 

 
The existent machinery has to be 
exploited in the best way possible 
by production lines 

 
These problems are related to 
development ability 

 
There are problems 
controlling the production 
flow. 

 

 
The company needs to improve 
the production controls by 
developing specific indicators at 
every stage in the production line 
and listening the suggestions 
made by production workers. 
 
 

 
These problems are related to 
development and learning 
ability 

 
There are problems with 
cream inventory: sometimes 
production has more than 
needed while in other 
moments there is less. 

 
Production planning has to take 
into account the available cream 
inventory to adjust this plan. The 
available raw material (in this 
case the milk) varies according to 
the weather conditions. 

 
These problems are related to 
development and learning 
ability 

 
There is no real time 
information about inventory 
levels available for 
production. Production 

 
One person in the warehouse can 
transmit the information about 
inventory levels using a simple 
excel file or through a mail. 

 
These problems are related to 
development and learning 
ability 
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levels do not matches with 
the actual needs 

 
Production lines generally 
do not know much about 
where is going the company 

 

 
The manufacturing facility needs 
to have updated information 
about business strategy to be able 
to react to the needs or new 
requirements 

 
These problems are related to 
development and learning 
ability 

 
Sometimes, new products 
are lunched to the market 
without the necessary 
validation within the plant. 

 
The company needs to improve 
the new product design 
procedure. 

 
These problems are related to 
development and learning 
ability 

Table 7. Diagnosis points and dynamic capabilities relationship 

iii. Assessing second order learning 

Several tools were used to achieve the goals established for this intervention regarding 

the generation of second order learning among the members of the organization about their 

corporate sustainability project, to see what had went well according to the sustainability area 

plans, what had went wrong, and what issues were affecting the facility and production line’s 

development and learning abilities. By using the interviews at the beginning of the project, the 

researcher was able to have a deep understanding about the production line processes, and how 

different people in different levels of the facility give support to the process and the achievement 

of goals. Additionally, information regarding bottlenecks that were impeding the facility and 

production line to achieve their goals (in the economic, social and environmental dimensions) 

was also gathered. During the workshop and the follow up meeting, the whole team found and 

agreed on solutions about the problems and bottlenecks identified.  

At the end of the workshop, a Final evaluation questionnaire was applied to all 

participants (Appendix 5). The evaluation asked in a 1-7 scale (where 1 is completely disagree 

and 7 completely agree) regarding several points. The analysis of the responses to this 

questionnaire showed that the participants considered the topics discussed to be relevant (73%), 

valued very positively their learning about these topics (77%), and felt highly committed to the 

implementation of agreed upon changes (81%). Figure 15 shows how the responses were 

disaggregated. 
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Figure 15. ORG-X’s Final questionnaire evaluation (questions 5, 6 and 7) 
In the next chapter, the researcher will present the reflections that this case brought to the 

topic of corporate sustainability project implementation. The analysis will be performed 

following the support questions presented in early chapters.  
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5 Making sense regarding the implementation of a corporate sustainability project 

5.1 Introduction 

Through the initial action research case, the researcher have presented a detailed 

application of a systemic methodology aimed at facilitating a self-reflection and second order 

learning processes in an organization seeking to understand those business processes and 

interactions that support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects. The 

“Methodology to support organizational self-transformation” was complemented for ORG-X’s 

intervention by designing specific questions that were going to be used during the suggested 

workshop in the adjusted methodology. Those questions aimed to help in the reflection about 

business processes and interactions that were executed within the production line (and within the 

facility) and that affected the production line’s development and learning abilities.  

This intervention shows evidence that demonstrate that the VSM could be an useful tool to 

support second-order learning and a group self-reflection process regarding businesses processes 

and interactions related to the implementation of a corporate sustainability project. The adjusted 

version of the methodology shows good potential to contribute to enhance the firm’s 

understanding about the processes and interactions needed for the implementation of a corporate 

sustainability. More specifically, this VSM intervention facilitated self-reflection processes about 

current facility and production line’s activities. It helped to identify on the one side, learning 

constraints and bottlenecks that impeded a successful implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project; and on the other side, to recognize those organizational aspects that 

supported positively this implementation.  

This VSM intervention has also contributed to learn more about the set of business processes 

and interactions needed to achieve viability in the long run. The information gathered from this 

action research case (specially the information from the semi-structured interviews and the 

workshops indicated that if a firm wanted to have success in the implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project, this would need to develop a business architecture based on the 

characteristics signaled for viable structures (suggested from the organizational cybernetics 

field). Detailed analyses of these points will be developed in the rest of this chapter by going 

over each of the suggested support questions.  



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 129 

5.2 Analysis of ORG-X’s characteristics in relation to viable structures  

In this section there is an exploration regarding the connections between the support 

questions indicated in chapter 1 and empirical evidence gathered from the case. This analysis 

goes in line with a within-case analysis (just as Eisenhardt (1989) suggested for case study 

analysis) aiming to verify if the characteristics signaled for the viable structures and the 

mentioned organizational abilities (features theoretically related to corporate sustainability 

project’s implementation) could be found in an organization that has successfully implemented a 

corporate sustainability project. Each of the questions is independently studied. 

Support question 1: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, a firm organized in several levels, each of which attends different external challenges, 

could increase the probability to achieve a satisfactory complexity management? 

From a first impression, there is evidence that ORG-X has being able to respond to the 

numerous requirements of the contexts where it develops activities. The economic results have 

exceeded the expectation of the board of directors, achieving the consolidation of operations in 

different geographic areas and in several markets. At the same time, ORG-X has also been able 

to help the surrounding communities and has established actions to protect the environment in 

those areas. The projects developed by Foundation ORG-X demonstrate these facts. A detailed 

analysis of each of the recursive levels found at ORG-X would give insights about how the firm 

has been able to arrange its organization to deal with the complexity in the context where it 

works. 

To achieve this and by using information from the initial meetings, the researcher 

developed a pre-diagnosis (details from pre-diagnosis can be consulted in the Appendix 17) and 

consolidated an initial diagram where this analysis was presented. The diagram was used during 

the workshop to gather insights from actual employees and adjust the initial recursion level’s 

analysis to the current organization. During the workshop, participants confirmed the proposal 

presented. The organization has been able to put in place a business architecture that has 

supported its actions to deal with the complexity inherent of the context.  

The arrangement achieved deals with the context’s complexity by generating levels 

according to the needs. It has a level that deals with geographic regions. This level manages the 

differences found between countries including consumer tastes, preferences, specific distribution 

arrangements and requirements. The next level deals with manufacturing facilities. This level 
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manages the production according to the consumer demand or to a specific raw material’s offer. 

Thus, the organization places a manufacturing facility in a region taking into account aspects like 

its closeness to regions where main raw materials are easily accessible (knowledge, people, dairy 

inputs, availability of specific ingredients like fruits) or to specific areas where the firm could 

gather benefits for its supply chain (e.g. to reduce transportation or storage costs). In ORG-X 

case, both reasons were taken into account to decide where to locate the facilities. Their location 

decisions were based on the availability of raw materials (e.g. Chinchiná, Sopó, Caloto, 

Entrerrios, Batavia) as well as its closeness to distributors or availability of storage warehouses 

(e.g. Facatativa, Villa del cura, Machachi, San Gabriel).  

The next recursive level deals with production lines. The manufacturing facilities were 

designed to attend specific needs in production or in geographic regions where it is going to be. 

The decision about which lines have to be included in the layout of a manufacturing facility takes 

into account these issues. Thus, for example, Sopó was chosen initially as a perfect spot for a 

facility given its closeness to the available raw materials. However, it grew and became a very 

important site for industrial development given its closeness to important distributors, customers, 

and storage warehouses. Thus, this manufacturing facility has grown through time in the number 

of production lines operated. In fact, this has become the most important facility of the company 

where almost all products of the organization are manufactured. Each of the production lines was 

designed to attend some specific types of products either Aseptics (processed milk), Fermented, 

desserts, and fats, and cheeses.  

In addition, within the structure, it has established specific areas to deal with social and 

environmental issues. Organizational development (along with HR and ORG-X Foundation 

associates at all organizational levels), and Sustainability (along with associates from 

manufacturing facility management and quality) has been on charge to implement the 

mechanisms and processes related to achieve goals in these two dimensions. 

So, in the context of this case, it can be stated that the well-established recursive 

organizations has allowed the firm to manage the complexity of its business while responding to 

social and environmental challenges. It has developed a structure that look for efficiencies in the 

manufacturing facilities, dealing with issues at each geography where it is present. Also, this 

structure has managed the production of all firm’s products and has been able to manufacture 

them by specializing operation lines, and has established the required recursive levels to deal 
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with social and environmental goals by having people at different levels performing tasks related 

to these dimensions. In conclusion, the answer to this question is yes. A well-established 

recursive organization could allow a firm to satisfactorily manage the complexity of its business. 

Support question 2: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, is there at each recursive level, a well-configured meta-system responding to the needs 

of the operation while assuring the resources to effectively deal with the variety of the 

organizational tasks? 

Question 2 signals that an organization aiming to implement a project towards corporate 

sustainability needs to develop certain managerial functions at every recursion level articulating 

and interconnecting them to deal with the variety of its tasks. The analysis of this question 

requires a description of the actual organizational structure to see if within it, essential 

managerial functions can be identified and how each of these functions are articulated and 

interconnected. Thus, Table 8 a description of the organizational structure in terms of the VSM is 

developed complementing it with the evidence gathered from the pre-diagnosis (Appendix 17).  

 

 Recursion level 0 Recursion level 1 

Operational 

function 

(S1) 

à Existent coordination mechanisms: 

manufacturing committee 

à During the last months, employees 

hardly work on sustainability actions. 

Overwhelmed with daily problems within 

S1 and coordination activities with S2. 

 

à Well-structured operation in terms of its 

purpose. 

à System–in-focus working jointly under the 

“Propósito superior” 

à Positive impacts over social and 

environmental dimensions 

à Information systems not reliable with 

information outdated 

à During the last months, employees hardly 

work on sustainability actions. Overwhelmed 

with daily problems within S1 and coordination 

activities with S2. 

Stability 

function 

(S2) 

à S1 feels that S2 remain far from 

operations daily reality (coordination 

problems) 

à Many times, solutions offered by 

à Operators and supervisors could not act 

directly on the problems. Depended directly 

from action implemented by production line 

managers. They did not have coordination 
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centralized processes’ representatives to 

the problems were not definite and there 

were a need to recur to higher recursion 

levels (HR has problems with 

recruitment, purchasing do not keep-in 

inventory of spare parts for machinery, 

provisioning does not have the raw 

materials needed for the production, IT 

area did not fix effectively the problems.) 

à Information systems not reliable with 

information outdated 

à S2 recognized that S1 did not comply 

with all the procedures to ask for S2 

services and this issue has caused 

coordination problems between these 

two. 

mechanisms with these areas. 

à Local support of S2: representatives from 

finances, technology, human management, 

engineering and infrastructure, quality and 

environment 

à There is a need to establish a committee 

where production and storage could get 

together.  

à Information systems not reliable with 

information outdated 

Operations 

management 

function 

(S3) 

à High levels of direct intervention in 

operative activities. S3 function felt 

overwhelmed by complexity and daily 

problems. 

à A very strong management team 

looking to increase efficiencies, gathers 

resources, and allocates them. 

à Strong mechanisms to coordinate 

activities and available communication 

mechanisms. In general, areas of the 

facility gather together to coordinate or 

debate specific aspects of production, 

logistics and provisioning. However, 

there is a generalized feeling that these 

need to be improved. 

à Information systems not reliable with 

information outdated 

à S3 gives support to actions suggested 

à High levels of direct intervention in 

operative activities. S3 function felt 

overwhelmed by complexity and daily 

problems. 

à Working team felt empowered and 

autonomous 

à They were able to be accountable for the 

production line results. 

à Some of the team recognized that they were 

able to allocate resources as needed 

à Working towards to make stronger the 

mechanisms to coordinate activities and 

available communication mechanisms  

à Information systems not reliable with 

information outdated  
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by sustainability area and gives 

orientation to dedicate resources and 

allocate them to respond to these actions.  

 

Auditing 

function 

(S3*) 

à Available constant inspection’s 

function 

à Revises how operations are done and 

suggests action plans to improve. 

à Local support of S3 

à Information systems not reliable with 

information outdated 

 

à Available constant inspection’s function 

à Revises how operations are done and 

suggests action plans to improve. 

à Local support of S3 

à Information systems not reliable with 

information outdated 

 

Long-term 

development 

function 

(S4) 

à There is a strong S4 at higher 

recursive levels:  

à 40 people working in R&D 

area 

à Advanced new innovative 

center  

à Marketing and innovation 

personnel works together in a 

formal committee to coordinate 

actions toward new context 

challenges (Homeostat 3-4) 

à “Fundación ORG-X” working 

jointly with production facility to 

develop actions in the social 

dimension: Working with Sopo’s 

community  

à Sustainability area and 

“Fundación ORG-X” working in 

projects to achieve improvements 

in the way the communities live 

and how these took care of the 

environment 

à Experienced the same problems than 

recursion level 0  

à There were no formal activities to gather and 

store knowledge originated within the facility 

and that is developed through the experience 
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à System-in-focus personnel have low 

motivation to participate in innovation 

activities because local personnel were 

not directly involved with these. 

à R&D activities suggested by higher 

recursion levels sometimes are imposed 

and did not involve personnel from this 

or other low recursion levels. 

à The homeostat 3-4 existed to 

implement and adjust production to the 

new requirements. 

à There were no formal activities to 

gather and store knowledge originated 

within the facility and that is developed 

through the experience 

 

Ethos 

function 

(S5) 

à Strong S5 that kept motivated and 

working towards a unique goal. 

à Committed board of directors as well 

as top management. 

à Policies and normative are 

communicated along the entire firm 

à In general, people recognized that there was 

a strong and well-organized S5. 

 

Table 8. ORG-X’s structure in VSM terms analysis  
In ORG-X’s case, there is evidence that the managerial functions suggested by the VSM 

are found in the organizational structure. Without doubt, ORG-X has generated a well-designed 

operational system that up to that moment had been able to achieve the economic results 

established by its corporate and business unit strategy, while at the same time, having positive 

impacts over the contexts where it develops operations, specially in the social and environmental 

dimensions. It has established a system configured by operational units organized according to 

geography and product type. Now, and analyzing the system-in-focus in depth, Fermented, 

desserts and fat’s production line has developed an operational system similar to what the VSM 

indicates (despite the problems and bottlenecks identified), an operational system dedicated to 

implement the organizational purpose. Furthermore, at each of the organizational levels 
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identified within this manufacturing facility, it can be found the same replicated characteristics. 

Regarding specifics about social and environmental aspects, when the sustainability area was 

established, motivation to implement the suggested actions in this regard was present within each 

of the employees. These had the time to actually work on these because the company had the 

control over its production. However, the last initiatives to expand to other geographies and 

increment their production levels while keeping costs under control, had incremented daily 

operational problems that, at the facility’s level, have affected the way social and environmental 

goals are attended and the motivation that every employee has to implement actions toward 

these.  

Regarding the stability function, in general, ORG-X’s business architecture shows clearly 

a system that has the purpose to act as an anti-oscillatory mechanism for the production plants. 

The area of centralized processes offers to every production line the services needed to achieve 

the planned results in their operations. The services regarding finances, technology, human 

management, engineering and infrastructure, quality and environment offered the needed 

assistance to operational units and allows the reduction of oscillations between these. Every area 

in centralized processes has its own representatives inside the plant, attending directly any 

problem at the production lines. However the existence of these representatives, many times 

solutions were not definite and higher recursive levels had to act directly into the problems 

causing unconformity within production employees.   

On the other hand, the services offered by the excellence center area, which is also under 

the supervision of the centralized processes unit, has an auditing department, which was on 

charge to develop constant inspection directly to every production line. These inspections had the 

goal to revise how the operations were being done, and suggested action plans to improve the 

situation either by reducing costs (fixed or variable) or increase efficiency. As well as the 

previous areas, this auditing department had also representatives working directly inside the 

production lines to make direct inspections over the production processes. 

Within the manufacturing facilities, ORG-X had assured a very strong management team 

where prepared people with the required experience to run the operations were on charge of 

these. These people were able to implement the adjustments needed to achieve operational 

efficiency, gather the resources to develop activities and allocate them according to the needs. 

Also, they had been accountable for what the facilities do. At the production line level, there was 
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a capable management function on charge that allowed it to maintain things under control and 

self-regulated. Additionally, activities developed at the production line teams were coordinated 

with activities at facility level. The same strategies, procedures, meetings, and communication 

mechanisms were utilized at both levels. In fact, production budgets, planning, schedules at the 

level of production line were consolidated to get these at facility level.  

ORG-X had distinguished itself during the last years for being a very innovative and 

pioneer organization, where traditional dairy products were transformed into food full of added 

benefits to its consumers. The company has explored different markets than Colombia and 

opened operations in the Ecuador and Venezuela. It was able to develop products according to 

the new market’s requirements, studying customer’s preferences and tastes. Additionally, it has 

developed products according to age, and social statuses. At the moment when the research 

project was developed, ORG-X recently had opened operations in the USA with a manufacturing 

facility and an innovation center. These features that has characterized the organization under 

study and that has allowed the firm to stand out from any other organization, showed the 

importance that the long-term development function has had in ORG-X. In addition, the firm 

through its “Propósito superior” (or its statement of purpose) declared itself as a very innovative 

and intelligent one, and top management has managed to achieve it. Its “Proposito superior” 

states: “In ORG-X, we are committed to healthy feeding. We strongly believe that life generates 

life. We are an intelligent organization that persistently manages collective prosperity”. 

The research and development mechanisms established within ORG-X involved a robust 

innovation area. There was a large department with around 40 people working in the creation of 

new products and processes that could increase the company’s portfolio as well as the efficiency 

of the manufacturing plants. An interdisciplinary team composed this area where food and 

industrial engineers, as well as chemicals worked together. With the recently created innovative 

center in the USA, ORG-X consolidated new processes oriented to research with raw dairy 

materials and ingredients to create new products. Innovation area worked very closely with the 

marketing one because it was directly from them that new ideas about processes or products 

were received. People from both areas constituted a committee that permanently met to discuss 

the information recollected from the environment.  

Along with its economic dimension, ORG-X has also worked to innovate in the social 

and environmental dimensions. The company has its own foundation called “Fundación ORG-
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X”. This foundation is committed to the development of the communities where the company is 

present, implementing specific projects within these to achieve prosperity (as it was showed in 

previous sections). Within the foundation, not only social projects are implemented but also 

projects related to the environmental protection, teaching to the surrounding communities 

practices that allowed them to take care of their environment.   

Now, regarding the system-in-focus of this intervention, all these previous company wide 

systems had its representatives at the facility and production line levels. At the facility level, 

there was an innovation supervisor, which was on charge to tests and implement new products or 

processes. This innovation supervisor had tried to work directly with production line managers 

and supervisors putting in practice what they needed to do. However, in this area, there were 

some problems. The way of working at higher recursive levels was not equally organized at 

lower ones (people that had to produce prototypes never get involved in the creation process) 

causing low motivation problems within employees. Regarding environmental goals, from 

Foundation ORG-X there were representatives that sent people from the plant to work jointly 

with the communities to achieve improvements in the way the communities live or how they 

took care of the environment.   

Despite the fact that during several months before the intervention, top management had 

detected some weakening in this system, there was evidence that ORG-X had generated a strong 

long-term development function. The company had been able to quickly detect changes in the 

contexts where it as developing operations, and to gather the necessary external information to 

respond to any environmental change.  

Regarding the ethos function, ORG-X’s structure and procedures showed that this was 

also covered. The structure exhibited a board of directors, and different committees at every 

recursion level. Actions in each of these specific instances were aligned according to what the 

company’s strategic planning had signaled (which was the future and external perspectives), and 

specific actions at every level (which was the present and internal perspectives) were 

implemented to respond to that vision. To make this aligning happening, detailed operational 

planning was performed. Thus, there was a tactic planning (which took care of sales and 

operations planning) and a subsequent demand planning (which took care of the demand, raw 

materials, production, and distribution planning) responding to the overall strategic planning.  
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On the other hand, ORG-X had largely worked in its identity as well as in the set of 

norms and policies that rule the organization. First, regarding the identity and despite the fact 

that ORG-X had not declared an identity following the mnemonic TASCOI tool, it had declared 

a sentence that they consider described the organization and what it did. Top management had 

decided to call it as “propósito superior” and every employee knew and recognized it as the 

perfect description of its organization. Since the induction process, employees got used to it and 

assumed this statement of purpose as part of its working life.  

Now, regarding interconnections, recursive levels had achieved some coordination and all 

employees at every level knew their goals and how these were related to strategic ones as well as 

with its “propósito superior”. Regarding production plans, these were disaggregated according to 

each of the levels and there were spaces to coordinate them. For example, the national 

production plan is disaggregated into facilities plans and these, into production line plans. 

Nevertheless the existence of some coordination mechanisms, there were some problems in this 

regard (as it was in the previous chapter explained).  

In conclusion, at each of the recursion levels existed all the indicated elements of a meta-

system responding to the needs of the operation. There were identified anti-oscillatory 

mechanisms attending problems within the production line (as well as other levels), auditors 

inspecting operations. Also it was found an experienced management team which gave support 

for resources consecution and allocation, as well as it was on charge of the production-line 

accountability. Additionally, there was a strong management on charge of keeping system’s 

identity and establish general policies and normative to be able to maintain the whole system 

joined. Regarding long-term functions, there was also evidence that this existed within the 

structure.  

In general, it is remarkable to say that the visionary work of ORG-X’s top management 

had allowed the firm to configure an organizational structure that showed features according to 

what the VSM signals, without much more than intuition and experience. Second, that ORG-X 

had developed meta-systemic functions at every level that were working to respond to the 

operational needs and to assure the resource consecution and allocation. Additionally, it is worth 

to say that these managerial functions were articulated and interconnected through a web of 

specific meetings and plans (production and demand ones). This set of functions and 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 139 

interconnections had managed to attend not only economic goals, but also social and 

environmental ones.  

Nevertheless all the achievements, problems were detected within the meta-systems of 

the system-in-focus analyzed where some of the functions were not developed and coordination 

mechanisms were not present at some points. These problems go against what the supporting 

question signaled, a well-configured meta-system. Through these evidences, the researcher can 

say that the meta-system is a very important element for effective implementation of corporate 

sustainability project. That it is not only important to have the needed elements in place but its 

configuration (interconnections and coordination mechanisms) are also as important to be able to 

deal with the variety of organizational tasks. 

Support question 3: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, is there a balance between local autonomy and cohesion in the organization? 

Regarding the production line under study, it evidenced some autonomy. While it has the 

freedom to act according to its own production plans (that are framed within the overall 

production plan of the company), some of the diagnosis points showed that the autonomy 

observed within the production line is not the same than at other recursion levels.  

On the one hand, and regarding evidence about autonomy, the facility manager 

explained: “Sopó’s manufacturing plant responds to the company’s production budget and plans. 

It aligns its actions with demand planning to be able to produce the required products according 

to the sales budget. Once this is done, our production team (composed by production line 

managers, quality supervisors, and provisioning) develops its own monthly capacity planning to 

have the machines, raw materials and people needed to achieve the period results”. On the other 

hand and having the monthly capacity plan, the production line managers developed the weekly 

production program, which was agreed at the beginning of the month and was adjusted weekly 

according to the adjustments signaled by demand planning. The Fermented, desserts, and fats’ 

production line manager signaled: “We (production line managers) have to talk permanently with 

demand planning because we have a weekly production meeting where production budgets are 

discussed. In these meetings we have to commit our plants to achieve the production budgets. 

Provisioning, inventories, and storage assist also to these meetings. We (production line 

managers) have to work closely with our supervisors and employees to make this possible. It is 

our responsibility to make the decisions needed to deliver the products according to the plans”. 
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Despite the existence of these coordination mechanisms, daily problems with production line 

affected constantly the final plans and autonomy to make decisions. When employees felt that 

they could not act to solve a problem because there was a need to involve other higher instances, 

employees resigned to its autonomy to make decisions and brought the problems to these 

instances. Thus, daily operational problems were being attended for levels that should not had to 

do this. 

On top of these problems, there was evidence that the levels of autonomy expected for all 

the areas were not the same. For example, the problem in the innovation area (where people from 

the production lines expressed that they did not feel that they were taken into account when new 

product developments were done) was just one situation that reflected this issue. People from 

innovation asked them to make tests with products already developed, but they never got asked 

for suggestions about these during previous stages. In this case, autonomy seemed to be 

restricted. 

However, regarding autonomy, this characteristic was constantly reinforced among all the 

ORG-X employees. Organizational development had signaled that ORG-X’s employees were 

assessed once a year using a balanced scorecard for every one of them. The assessment 

parameters included one that evaluates the way people made decisions and valued how 

employees resolved problematic situations. In words of organizational development: “We look to 

have employees that have the criterion to make adequate decisions at their works. Directors, 

managers, and supervisors have to delegate work on their people, and this can only be done if 

their employees make sound decisions. From organizational development we promote and 

encourage the autonomy through all the company”.   

Concerning cohesion, ORG-X had achieved a structure with features related to this 

characteristic. There was an operations vice-presidency at the level of geographic areas, which 

was on charge of all the facilities existent in each region. It was this vice-presidency that 

establishes the main rules to run the manufacturing plants and to build a strong team to 

accomplish production goals for each region. Additionally, this vice-presidency managed the 

regional production planning, and along with plant managers, consolidated an overall regional 

planning made up from individual ones. At this level, there were communication channels that 

shared information between the plants to be able to coordinate actions and achieve the 

established goals. It was through the production plan that the organization attained a joint 
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organization and in consequence, cohesion. To accomplish the objectives established under the 

production plan, the operational system dedicated all its resources to work for it. All areas were 

mainly evaluated using performance indicators aligned with the production plans. Despites the 

vice-presidency’s closeness with plants, this entity respected local autonomy levels that each had 

achieved. Each facility manager was free to develop its operations planning in the best way it 

considered.  

Now, and going directly to the system-in-focus, at production line level, there was 

evidence that the same structure observed at geographic area was configured at this level. At the 

facility, the manager and production line managers, together, established a facility’s production 

planning which was disaggregated into individual production line plans. As well as in the 

geographic level, the facility’s production plan consolidated all the areas of it, fixing 

performance indicators of each area and production line aligned with the overall objectives of the 

facility. As well as in higher levels, at the production line level there was cohesion in the way it 

develops its activities to attain goals. 

In sum, in the context of this case, the answer for question 3 is that there is some balance 

between local autonomy and cohesion within the system-in-focus. Autonomy resulted a very 

valued characteristic within the firm and top management supported the development of it along 

the entire organization. Regarding cohesion, it can be said that there are structural couplings 

among ORG-X’s elements that align interactions of all levels to achieve purposes. However, if a 

more detailed analysis were performed, it is observed that not all the employees had the desirable 

levels of autonomy. Centralized decisions are taken regarding innovation and this could cause 

problems for the manufacturing facility. ORG-X has achieved some balance between autonomy 

and cohesion despite the fact that there are some areas where could be improvements.  

Support question 4: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, are decision-making processes supported by close-to-real-time available information 

and decision-making mechanisms? 

Within ORG-X, the information available to make decisions was not as expected. 

Contrary to what theoretically was indicated, within the company, people suffered from not 

having up-to-date information. During the diagnosis and workshop, employees signaled that 

there were constant problems for not having it, mainly problems that had to do with production 

planning (sometimes it was produced more than it was needed while in other opportunities the 
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case went the contrary), with inventories (sometimes there were no available space at the 

warehouse to storage the new production), with provisioning (sometimes production did not have 

the raw materials to produce while in other moments, there were inventories that went beyond 

what was needed), between production lines (products that came from one line that were used as 

input in other lines sometimes were available, in other opportunities exceeded the quantity 

needed, and in others there were a lack of these). In summary, there were evident coordination 

problems between the different areas within the system-in-focus that were due to the lack of up-

to-date information. In fact, employees suffered this lack of information, causing that their 

performance did not fulfill the production and related plans. At the end, the production goals 

were completed, but the results constantly showed overproductions and overruns that affected 

the final production outcomes.  

Regarding effective decision mechanisms, within the production line there were the 

spaces (committees) where these could be done. Also, production line participated in committees 

at facility level where decisions were made. Several distinct committees actually existed within 

the manufacturing facility: A manufacturing committee (where the overall facility’s production 

was agreed), a production-line committee (where production-line production was agreed), 

provisioning committee (where decisions regarding the raw materials for production was made), 

industrial maintenance committee (where decisions regarding the machinery for production was 

made), human management committee (where decisions regarding operators for production was 

made). However, one additional committee was still lacking at that moment, and it was one 

where employees from production and storage could get together to talk about production 

storage within the warehouse. Warehouse manager signaled that from his area, they had been 

asking for this discussion space, but up to that moment, there were no a specific committee in 

this regard.  

As it can be seen, the lack of close-to-real-time available information (to support 

decision-making processes) affected how things were done in the production line, and in 

consequence, within the manufacturing facility. This fact could be one of the causes why the 

company was not adapting neither responding as fast as before to the new requirements of the 

context. Corporate top management, and other levels had noticed this lack of adaptability but up 

to that moment, they had not figured out what was the reason for it. This could be one of those 

reasons.  



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 143 

Therefore, it can be stated that the evidence from ORG-X’s case showed that there was a 

necessity to have up-to-date available information to made effective decisions, as well as suitable 

spaces to achieve worth discussions to successfully accomplish goals. For that reason, and 

despite the fact that in the context of this case the updated information was a problem, the answer 

for the question 4 is yes. There is a need to have updated available information as well as spaces 

for decision-making to achieve success in the implementation of a corporate sustainability 

project, mainly because it is with this information that the firm would be able to change, respond, 

and adapt constantly.  

Support question 5: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate 

sustainability project, is there evidence that development and learning capabilities as well as 

processes of integration exist across the structure and at every recursion level involved? 

The results regarding question 5 are going to be disaggregated according to the evidence 

found that goes in line with the capabilities mentioned in chapter 2. One of the main goals of this 

research project is to take advantage of the descriptions and details originated in the dynamic 

capabilities field to identify if these exist within a firm that has successfully implemented a 

corporate sustainability project, and to analyze if this knowledge results useful when making an 

organizational cybernetics diagnosis in the context of corporate sustainability.  

The insights developed by Teece and the interactions described by Zahra et al.’s model 

suggest specific elements and processes needed within the organization that, in conjunction with 

operational capabilities, could support the endeavor to adapt and learn. There has to be 

interactions between learning processes, operational capabilities, dynamic capabilities and 

knowledge base to produce an impact over firm’s performance. What this knowledge offers to 

organizational cybernetics and corporate sustainability is a clear conception about those specific 

organizational abilities to develop and learn and the way these interact with operational abilities 

to affect the organizational performance, and in this context, the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects. It is important to remind that within this research project, the ideas just 

presented follows C. Helfat and Peteraf (2003) and Zahra et al. (2006) developments (something 

that was explained in the literature review chapter). This means that the results from the 

identified abilities and interactions will be observable not only in financial indexes, but also in 

the improvement of other key processes indexes.  
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Given that the issue of integrating ideas from the dynamic capabilities field into the 

organizational cybernetics one has never been done before, in this first case study an exploration 

of the organizational context (oriented by the theory) and employee’s reflection regarding these 

within the organizational structure was the approach used. If the qualitative results obtained from 

this case give insights similar to what the theory suggests, for the adjusted version of the 

methodology these will be taken into account to specifically include stages / activities in this 

regard.  

Now, and going into the details of dynamic capabilities, the first issue reviewed is 

learning processes. Regarding learning processes, and as it was previously indicated, ORG-X has 

configured an organizational structure based on innovation. Here, learning is a basic activity. For 

example, together, innovation and marketing areas had developed synergies to collect 

information from the context, analyze and translate it into new processes or products for the 

company. The committee constituted by these two areas had been the perfect scenario to develop 

sensing and seizing activities to generate internal processes to respond to the needs. However 

these mechanisms that were robust at higher recursive levels, at facility and production line 

levels were weaker. Here, there were evident problems with learning processes. Employees 

received instructions from higher recursive levels about what to implement but employees never 

got involved in the actual process of learning or sensing the environment. Also, these employees 

complained because they felt far from the innovation area processes.  

The second issue reviewed is the available knowledge base. Within ORG-X this did not 

formally exist. Knowledge remained in people occupying certain positions and if they left the 

organization, other employees had to learn from experience what others had developed. In fact, 

employees had signaled that within the production line or manufacturing facility, there were few 

areas that stored knowledge from the company. For example maintenance and engineering had 

manufacturing plant and production lines’ manuals and blueprints. Also, the information system 

gathered information about processes developed within the system-in-focus. In sum and 

regarding learning processes, there is evidence that these were present at higher recursive levels. 

But, these did not work as expected at the level of the system-in-focus. Regarding knowledge 

base, there were few knowledge store processes. In fact, knowledge that had gained through 

experience had not formally or informally being stored. However, the firm used its information 

system as well as other areas (i.e. maintenance and excellence center) as knowledge repositories.  
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Other issues reviewed were sensing and seizing capabilities. Regarding these, within the 

ORG-X’s structure, there were processes implemented to discover or create new opportunities 

(e.g. under the guidance of the marketing area, focus groups with consumers or product 

prototype trials), and to address opportunities (e.g. under the excellence center leading, new 

processes for the facility and product lines are created; under ORG-X’s foundation guidance, 

new opportunities to help communities or environment are addressed). Despite the problems 

encountered (low motivation or lack of communication among personnel), there was evidence 

that ORG-X showed sensing and seizing capabilities. 

The fourth issue reviewed has to do with re-configuring capability. In this sense, the 

company had shown features that seemed to be in line with it. ORG-X had been able (in some 

cases) to quickly respond to changes in its context, more rapidly in projects related to new 

products according to new demands or consumer tastes than with projects related to the social or 

environmental dimensions. For example, ORG-X has pioneered certain markets in Colombia 

(e.g. baby food, neutraceutics or functional foods which benefits human health), aligning 

resources as needed. However, as it was signaled before, top management considered that there 

was some weakening in the system that implemented organizational changes because they 

noticed that the speed at which changes were achieved inside the organization had slowed down. 

They evidenced that plans regarding production processes as well as new activities with 

surrounding communities were not showing results as fast as before. For example, by the time 

where the intervention happened, production line had the objective to develop 3 new products in 

a period of six months. They only developed 1 product. In words of the facility manager, 

compared to previous similar plans (one year before), production line could easily create 4 to 6 

new products. At that moment, top management did not understand what had happened, and they 

were looking for solutions. Nevertheless the current problems, there is evidence that indicates 

that ORG-X certainly has some features related to re-configuration. 

 Final issues have to do with the coordination mechanisms. Regarding these processes that 

were analyzed following Zahra’s propositions, there was evidence that suggested that these 

mechanisms were present within the ORG-X structure. There were coordination mechanisms 

between systems 3 and 4 (e.g. innovation committees, demand meetings), within system 2 (e.g. 

tactic planning meetings), between recursion levels (e.g. overall demand plan and its 

disaggregation into each manufacturing facility’s production plan). Regarding the processes of 
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selection and combination, manufacturing facility’s management constantly receives suggestions 

from the excellence center regarding improvements, combinations and refinements that could be 

implemented within the production lines to improve overall efficiency. However, not all 

suggestions could be executed neither communicated to all areas in the manufacturing facility. It 

was identified that sometimes employees on charge of the implementations lacked of knowledge, 

time or even resources to make them. For example, many action plans that had been created by 

sustainability area and that were discussed with facility’s management hardly got translated into 

concrete actions within the facility.    

In sum, there is evidence that suggests that within the manufacturing facility studied, 

there were features that could be related with the existence of development and learning 

capabilities as well as with processes of integration. In the case of ORG-X, the way this firm 

develops activities and how the firm internally arranges to try to improve its performance, shows 

similar features not only to Teece’s details and descriptions but also Zahra et al.’s model of 

creation of dynamic capability. Within this firm, it seems that development and learning 

capabilities are interpreted in the way this research project has supported which is that dynamic 

capabilities, learning processes, and knowledge base work together with processes of integration 

to improve operational capabilities, and in consequence, firm’s performance. Facility’s manager 

signaled this issue during its interview where he emphasized that “… if the facility would learn 

and develop in a way that it could adapt and improves the way it operates, its overall 

performance would also improve”. Thus, the answer for question 5 is yes, there is evidence that 

dynamic capabilities as well as processes of integration exist along the ORG-X system-in-focus’ 

structure and that in the context of corporate sustainability implementation, these could be 

understood following Zahra’s model.  

Having evidences that could give support to Teece’s and Zahra’s models, in the adjusted 

version of the methodology, this knowledge will be used to complement existent frameworks 

specifically in this topic. This kind of understanding would help participants of a future 

intervention in the reflection processes about firm’s current operation and find deficiencies or 

problems within its own reality that affected the processes of creation and development actions 

to overcome the problems. Thus, it could be possible to complement the “methodology to 

support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects” with these insights regarding 

dynamic capabilities. 
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5.3 The adjusted methodology to support the implementation of corporate sustainability 

projects 

Now that the analysis of ORG-X case is completed, the methodology to support the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects will be revised, expecting to improve the first 

version, which was inspired in already developed methodologies and adjusted according to 

insights derived from theory and the results gathered from the first case study. 

According to the analysis developed in the previous section, which was guided by the set 

of support questions suggested, it can be stated that in the context of this case there is a positive 

relation between the characteristics of a viable structure identified within the ORG-X and the 

effectiveness in the implementation of its corporate sustainability project. As it was described, 

there is evidence that the organizational structure configured by ORG-X remains very closely to 

what theoretically Beer proposed, as well as what other academics (Raúl Espejo & Stewart, 

1998; Espinosa et al., 2015; Espinosa & Walker, 2011, 2013; Martínez-Suárez & Pérez-Ríos, 

2014; Pérez-Ríos, Martínez-Suárez, & Velasco-Jiménez, 2012; Pérez-Ríos & Martínez-Suárez, 

2012) have suggested regarding viable structures. However these last suggestions have been 

done in different contexts. From the current findings, the identified characteristics could be used 

as guidance for managers to establish a well-suited organizational structure to support the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects. Finally, and more important, the analysis 

leads to support the idea suggested in the context this project, and in previous works, that 

sustainability can be understood as viability in the long-term.  

For this project, not only the analysis performed regarding the characteristics related to a 

viable structure was important, but also to evidence the usefulness that the knowledge regarding 

dynamic capabilities have in the empirical identification of specific organizational capabilities to 

develop and learn, and to confirm that these capabilities result relevant in the context of a 

corporate sustainability projects. For these reasons, it is considered that the “Methodology to 

support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects” must suggest work that 

addresses them directly. It is suggested that phases 4, 5 and 6 of this methodology should be 

adjusted to the new requirements. Figure 16 shows the changes proposed.  
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Figure 16. Adjusted methodology to support the integration of corporate sustainability 

 
As it can be seen in Figure 16, there are two phases that were adjusted to explicitly 

include the analysis of development and learning capabilities and that the original version of the 

methodology did not have. The phases adjusted correspond to phases 5 and 6. These phases were 

renamed as follows: Phase 5: Structural and capabilities analysis and diagnosis, and phase 6: 

aligning strategy, structure and capabilities.  

During the phase 5, an identification of development and learning capabilities within the 

organization has to be developed. First, during the diagnosis, specific questions will be included 

in the interview’s questionnaire to identify the existence or lack of these capabilities within the 

organizational structure. Second, and through a specific guided activity during the workshop -

that was already tested during ORG-X’s case, - members of the organization are asked to think 

about these capabilities in the context of descriptions done in theoretical developments (Teece’s 

and Zahra’s knowledge); and finally, they will be asked to analyze how the structural 

weaknesses and strengths identified impact the development of these dynamic capabilities. 
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Finally, participants are motivated to suggest action plans to improve the situation of the 

organization under study.   

With the improvements made to phase 5, during phase 6 agreements about those action 

plans suggested have to be achieved and implemented. Along with these action plans, specific 

indicators to measure the system’s progress have to be designed at this time. With these 

indicators it is expected to assess action plans’ progress regarding the implementation of 

corporate sustainability project. Appendix 2 and 4 show the adjusted versions of the interview 

questionnaire and the initial workshop agenda.  

In the next chapter a second case study is presented where the adjusted methodology 

produced within this section is tested in a real firm’s context. 
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6 Implementing corporate sustainability project 

6.1 Purpose and rationale of ORG-Y’s case study 

This section describes the process followed during a second action research case study that 

aimed to test the usefulness of the adjusted version of the “methodology to support the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects” suggested in the previous section. Through 

this case study, the researcher wants to see if the methodology proposed in this research project 

can actually: (a) facilitate second order learning within an organization regarding the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects, and (b) can be used as methodological 

guidance for firms that wants to implement corporate sustainability projects. However, it is 

important to signal that given the short time that the researcher had for the intervention, and that 

in some cases, organizational changes take long periods of time to show results, there is a 

possibility that permanent organizational changes could be not evidenced while the intervention 

last. Despite this issue, the researcher would be attentive of any positive result coming from the 

methodology been implemented while working in this action research study. The methodology 

used includes assessments (that would be developed at the beginning and the end of the 

intervention) aiming to found evidence of changes. 

This chapter develops following the same structure proposed for the ORG-X’s case, 

describing the organization under study as well as its regional context, the research activities 

performed during the period September 2014 – March 2015, and finally, the results obtained. 

6.2 ORG-Y business architecture 

i. ORG-Y’s history and context 

ORG-Y is a Mexican firm dedicated to offer cleaning services to the Mexican industry in 

general. The company was originally founded in the city of Santiago de Queretaro, in Queretaro 

State, which is located at around 300 km from Mexico City. Querétaro is characterized for being 

one of the most attractive cities for industry in México given its security levels, infrastructure, 

central location in the country, and the high living conditions offered to its population. For that 

reasons, during the last years, the city has grown exponentially compared to other cities in the 

country, and several national, as well as multi-national firms, have decided to bring their 

headquarters to the city. Industrial parks and free zones have been appearing very fast as a 

consequence of the rapid growth. This context thrusts two friends to get together and to start up a 

new project in 2005.  
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The created company (that will be called ORG-Y) started offering cleaning services for 

offices. But the rapid growth that Querétaro showed and the increasing industrial activity in 

nearby cities (e.g. like San Luis Potosí, Mexico city, Irapuato, Puebla, León, Guadalajara, 

Aguascalientes) required the company to offer cleaning services for food, electronics, 

automotive, and other industries. From its beginning in 2005, when 5 people were initially hired 

to clean offices, have grown up to the point where in 2015, it has more than 1,200 employees. 

From this group of employees, around 650 are working in the state of Querétaro. Currently, 

ORG-Y is a well-recognized company that offers specialized cleaning services, adjusting to the 

needs of its clients (specialized cleaning services means that the firm has learned practices from 

different industries, adapting the standard way of cleaning to specific requirements and 

processes, using specialized cleaning products, machinery or special procedures (e.g. cleaning 

procedures established for food industry which are very strict and usually follows international 

normative)). Additionally, it has established presence in 5 different cities including: Mexico 

City, Toluca, Aguascalientes, León, and Querétaro offering its service’s portfolio. Also, ORG-Y 

has started to think about offering industrial maintenance to its clients as well as cleaning and 

maintenance services to residential market. Company sales go around U$10 million dollars a 

year, and the future perspectives remained interesting given Queretaro’s growth perspectives for 

the years to come.  

Despite the interesting economic perspectives for the future, the facilities’ services industry 

(which is the industry to where ORG-Y belongs) is not an easy industry to work in. The biggest 

problem faced by companies in the industry is the lack of people. Most of the workforce at 

operating levels in Mexico is people with low education levels (and even much of them with zero 

literacy) that come from poor communities where social problems like drug addiction, gender 

and sexual violence abound. In addition to it, salaries in the industry are very low causing that 

these people change works permanently (they usually look for the highest salaries changing 

works even when the differences do not go over $0,50 dollar per week). Additionally, they 

usually do not care if in one company receive social security and in the other do not. They only 

care for weekly pays. ORG-Y has taken these issues into consideration and has constantly 

implemented specific actions in this regard, and had always offered extra benefits for they 

employees.  
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Other important problem that industry was starting to face is the issue of water 

contamination because of industrial usage of different chemicals. Queretaro is a state where its 

water supply depends mostly from deep wells which, given the rapid industrial growth and the 

increased water consumption, are raising its contamination levels. State environmental policies 

are very strict in this regard and authority gives high fines to those companies that are discovered 

violating the law. The firm is aware of this fact and has required from its employees to follow 

strict rules about the use of its cleaning chemicals as well as to assist to several trainings about 

good environmental practices and the use of dangerous liquids.  

Despite the impressive growth that the company has shown during the last 3 years (more 

than 50% in sales each year) and the demonstrated intentions and actions to implement plans 

regarding the challenges faced, the company continues without observing major internal 

improvements or advances. Besides concrete actions with their employees (like trainings, 

motivation programs, extra compensations) to try to improve employee’s performance in all 

areas, from the third quarter of 2013, top management had been working closely with Human 

Resources (HR) department in the consolidation of an organizational structure that could respond 

faster to new requirements, and specifically to the increasing demand of its services given the 

growth of the industrial sector in Mexico. However, taking these changing plans into practice 

had been designated as a major task that, up to that moment, top management and HR had not 

been able to accomplished completely.  

Additionally, regarding economic situation, the situation from June 2013 until the 

beginning of 2014 had not been easy. First, customer complaints regarding services offered 

increased drastically which meant that operations department was experiencing problems in the 

fulfillment of their services. The increasing complains had leaded some customers to hire 

services with other companies. Second, coordinators, supervisors, directors and managers were 

suffering high stress levels and direct involvement in the day-to-day operations was growing 

compared to previous years. Regarding these problems, top management had expressed that “… 

we have put into practice several plans and programs, but currently, we feel disappointed about 

the results what we are getting, and kind of desperate because any of the actions undertaken 

seems to work or last…”  

Regarding social and environmental situation, and until June 2014, despite the resources 

oriented to obtain specific results in the social or environmental dimensions, any long-term 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 153 

achievement had been observed. In general, top management has indicated that the main reason 

why the goals established for the social and environmental dimensions have not been addressed 

is the fact that the firm, in general, does not have enough time and resources to respond to other 

tasks different than the ones related to services. For the company, keep clients and services under 

reasonable standards was first priority. First because ORG-Y’s financial stability depended on 

them and because all current operations’ indicators were oriented towards them. None of the 

social or environmental actions were measured or leaded permanently by specific people within 

ORG-Y. 

ii. ORG-Y structure and general processes  

Several individual changes have been made to the structure in an attempt to improve the 

situation. At the beginning of 2014, the company created a new customer service area, 

established new geographic divisions, and hired more supervisors to improve the services 

responses. Despite these efforts, top management remained overwhelmed by day-to-day 

operations and signaled that what the firm has implemented has not been enough to handle the 

increasing complains for services as well as the demand for services from new clients. However 

the difficulties, ORG-Y has demonstrated its commitment to standardize its procedures and offer 

quality services by having certifications like ISO 9001:2008. Currently, it is in process of being 

certificated in ISO 14001:2004. In fact, the decision to undertake this last certification process 

responds to top management’s interest for the environment.  

Regarding the strategic aspect of the company, it was just at the beginning of 2014 that the 

company developed the first formal strategic planning exercise (Before it, strategy was defined 

in small formal meetings where the owners were the only ones taking part of these). As a result 

of this exercise (where participants included shareholders, top management, and some 

coordinators) not only corporate strategy was updated, but also strategies regarding social and 

environmental dimensions were integrated. The goals established for these last two dimensions, 

according to one of the directors, represented “the first formal attempt of ORG-Y to start to think 

and act responsibly”. However the high motivation levels that ORG-Y demonstrated regarding 

this exercise, top management expressed their worries about how to put into practice the plans 

established given the previous experiences with specific organizational changes that have not 

lasted or that have never taken in the long-term. First, they felt that the way they organized their 

firm was just starting to consolidate, and that the new corporate strategy would lead several areas 
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within it to implement actions that top management considered these were not prepared to take 

care (explicitly regarding social and environmental goals). Second, they felt also that the current 

employee’s motivation levels (given the high stress levels experienced by all of them) were not 

ideal to ask them to implement more changes. Top management did not know how to increase 

commitment among employees with the renewed strategy. Despite the context, top management 

decided to assume the risk and follow the new corporate strategy. What they expressed was that 

ORG-Y needed someone or something that could help them to organize in such a way that could 

deal with the actual situation and integrate new challenges. 

In sum, despites that ORG-Y has shown good economic results, top management was 

requiring for the firm guidance about how to deal with the complexity in its businesses, while at 

the same time responding to challenges in areas like social and environmental dimensions. Up to 

that moment, they considered that the task to deal with the challenges imposed by its business in 

the economic dimension were complex enough to leave them without the time or resources to 

attend the other dimensions. In their own words “… if we (ORG-Y) aim to consider the 

implementation of projects in other areas (areas different than economic dimension), we (ORG-

Y) would need to master new abilities to do so”.   

From the described situation, the researcher observed that this company could be an 

interesting case to study given that, within it, there were formal intentions to implement projects 

related to corporate sustainability. To address this case study, the researcher suggested the 

implementation of the adjusted version of the methodology to support the implementation of 

corporate sustainability initiatives projects described in the previous chapter. 

6.3 The action research project beginning 

The researcher started the intervention in August 2014. During this month, two 

introductory meetings were held with top management and HR personnel. It was on these 

meetings that details about the problems, and the attempted solutions that the company has been 

experiencing were gathered. One additional meeting were held with the three owners (some of 

them were also part of ORG-Y’s top management) to have insights about the company’s history, 

their intuitions about the business in the future, and their vision about what they aspire to achieve 

through this project. Additionally, the researcher had access to documents related to financial 

position, projects plans in the social dimension, quality system’s documents and procedures, and 

of course, the new strategic planning for the company. The review of this information along with 
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the direct contact that the researcher achieved with key employees (e.g. directors, service 

coordinators, supervisors, administrative staff) allowed her to build a general view of ORG-Y. 

This research project presented the company the opportunity to learn about how to 

redesign the organizational structure to be able to adapt to actual and future requirements, and to 

put in place mechanisms that could give the firm the effective mechanisms to achieve goals 

related to its corporate strategy. The company would go through a self-reflection of its own 

structure and processes, establish goals, design a performance system, implement changes, and 

monitor and adjust what has not going according to the plans. Also, through this reflection 

process, which was something new for them, ORG-Y could think about how they were operating 

and understand where they were having problems. It was suggested to follow several cycles of 

the methodology, expecting to see some positive changes in the structure and progress system 

indicators, while going deeper into the diagnosis and alignment phases.  

 The research activities officially started in September 2014. After the introductory 

meetings, top management and the researcher determined the Diagnosis Committee (DC) 

members. Top management designated that HR manager would be the company’s leader for the 

intervention. With her, 1 HR employee, 1 auditor and the researcher would complement the 

group. The HR employee and the auditor would be assigned to learn about the theory behind the 

intervention and to work very closely to the researcher to see how tools were used and applied, 

and how diagnosis and analyses were performed. HR manager would be on charge of making 

decisions (consulting previously with top management) regarding the resources needed for action 

plans’ implementation and supervising the DC work. As well as in the first case study, in this 

case, the researcher would instruct the DC’s members about the theory behind the methodology 

applied, would design the research instruments and protocols used during the intervention, ran 

the surveys, interviews, workshops, and would lead the process regarding the design of the 

performance measurement system. 

 For the current case study, during the DC’s first meeting, the researcher presented the 

“methodology to support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects” to the team, 

some of the theoretical concepts behind it, clarified each phase, and solved doubts about it. 

Additionally, the goals expected to achieve during the intervention were also clarified. These 

included: (i) Identify the main opportunities that ORG-Y has for improvement that will lead to 

the consolidation of processes needed to support the implementation of goals in the economic, 
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social and environmental dimensions, and that would increase the probability that ORG-Y could 

achieve viability in the long-run, (ii) Identify capabilities/functions/roles that exist in ORG-Y 

that could be improved or developed aiming to increase the efficiency in the management of its 

organizational structure, (iii) Develop a transformation plan and performance indicators that 

would allow ORG-Y to integrate the needed adjustments within the organization and achieve its 

goals. Finally, an intervention schedule was jointly designed.  

i. Stages, dates and instruments utilized 

In this section, the series of analytical tools that were used during each stage of this 

intervention are described (Table 9). Along with the tools, the final schedule for the intervention 

activities is also included.   

 
Stage Activities Date Analytical Tools 

Specify the system 
of interest 

Achieve agreement on the 
perceived organizational 

identity and purpose. 

Early 
September 

2014 

‘TASCOI’ (Raúl Espejo, 
1989a; Espinosa & Walker, 

2013; Espinosa, 1995) 
Determine the 

recursive levels 
Identify the nested viable 

systems existent in the firm 
and responsible for primary 
activities at different levels. 

Early 
September 

2014 

Recursive Analysis (Beer, 
1972; Raúl Espejo, 1989a; 
Espinosa & Walker, 2013; 

Espinosa, 1995) 
Clarify strategic 

direction and goals 
regarding corporate 

sustainability 

With the DC members, 
review the main strategic 
direction of the company, 
economic goals as well as 

the goals related to the 
social and environmental 

dimensions. Study possible 
connections between goals. 

Early 
September 

2014 

 

Design / adjust 
progress 

measurement system 

Design the progress 
measurement system based 
on the essential variables of 

the system identified. 

September 
2014 

 

Structural and 
capabilities analysis 

and diagnosis 

At each recursion level, the 
VSM meta-questions are 

used to identify: 
• Structural problems 

within System 1 
• Limitations: in the 

capacity to deal with 
core issues related to 
sustainability, in the 

ability to support 

October – 
early 

November 
2014 

Interviews using 
‘Framework to assess 

sustainable governance’ 
(Beer, 1972, 1979, 1985; 

Espinosa & Walker, 2011, 
2013) 

Appendix 2. Modified 
interview questionnaire 
Appendix 4. Workshop 

agenda 
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autonomy to self-
regulate, to link 
local and global 

governance issues, 
and to agree on 
desirable and 

feasible structural 
changes 

• The existence of 
adapting and 

learning capabilities 

 

Aligning strategy, 
structure and 
capabilities 

Analyze required 
organizational adjustments 

to achieve the 
implementation of 

organizational strategy. 
Agree on organizational 

changes and suggest action 
plans to achieve the self-
transformation process 

 

November 
2014 – 
Early 

January 
2015 

(Raúl Espejo, 1989a; 
Espinosa & Walker, 2013; 

Espinosa, 1995) 

Learning from 
progress 

measurement system 

Review advances in the 
implementation of action 

plans while at the same time 
check the indicators of the 

progress measurement 
system. 

January -
March 
2015 

 

Table 9. ORG-Y research stages, activities, dates, analytical tools 

6.4 The methodology in action 

Stage 1: Specify the system of interest: It was on early September 2014 that the three initial 

stages of the methodology were developed. Given that during August 2014, several meetings 

were held with ORG-Y’s top management, HR manager, and owners, much of the information 

that were needed for these three phases was already gathered. Despite this fact, jointly with the 

rest of the DC members, each of the phases was followed strictly.  

For this project, there was an introductory meeting where DC members, ORG-Y general 

manager and operations director assisted. This people were invited because there was a need to 

define the company’s identity. In this meeting, it was agreed that the system-in-focus for the 

intervention would be the entire company. The intervention will study the 5 cities where ORG-Y 

had operations.  
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Once the system-in-focus was defined, the process to agree on a unique identity statement 

for it was developed. During the discussion, the TASCOI tool (Raúl Espejo, 1989a; Espinosa & 

Walker, 2013; Espinosa, 1995) was used to keep the focus on the primary services offered by the 

company. Thus, the agreed identity stated: “ORG-Y is a company that provides services in the 

facility services’ industry using cutting edge technology that aims to reach the industrial and 

residential sector hoping to optimize the client’s operation, fully complying with legal 

framework, working under international quality standards, offering excellence in its work, 

respecting the environment and creating value for the community”. 

Stage 2: Determine the recursive levels: In this stage, an analysis of the recursion levels 

existent in the entire firm was performed. The analysis of the recursive levels showed three 

levels established for manage its complexity: national, regional, and service. Figure 17 shows the 

final diagram in this regard. 

 
Figure 17. ORG-Y’s recursive levels analysis 

The first level identified was the national level (recursion level 0) which was the level 

where firm’s top management is located.  The second level was the regional level (recursion 
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level 1) where the five locations where the company was making presence are. This level 

includes Queretaro, Mexico DF, Guadalajara, Aguascalientes, Leon, and Toluca. Finally, the 

third level identified was services (recursion level 2). At this level, each service represented a 

client. There were identified a total of 36 different clients. 

Stage 3: Clarify strategic direction and goals regarding corporate sustainability: The 

activities indicated for this phase, started during the initial meetings with top management when 

some details regarding strategy were reviewed. However, at this moment, specifics about the 

main strategic direction of the company were deeply examined in a meeting where DC members, 

and ORG-Y general manager assisted. During this meeting, the discussion went into the details 

of the strategy at economic, social, and environment dimensions, as well as on topics about how 

these strategies related or complemented each other.  

Also, during the meeting, the strategic plans were revised. Given that ORG-Y had 

recently made a strategic planning exercise, the group went over all the already existent plans. 

Each of these went under scrutiny to see if there were a complete set of plans according to what 

the strategy signaled or if the group considered that there were some one left that needed to be 

included.  

Stage 4: Design / adjust progress measurement system: Right when this phase started, it 

was defined the set of indicators based on key performance indicators identified for the system 

(or in organizational cybernetics terms, the essential variables) with all the members of the DC. 

With the use of these indicators, the DC would hope to see how the viability of the system was 

behaving in real time, as well as the business status. These variables would be finally confirmed 

with top management before put the system to work. During the following iterations of the 

methodology, the measurements of the system would be used to check that overall firm’s 

performance is going according to what is expected, and to make the decisions needed to achieve 

the results.  

Stage 5: Aligning strategy, structure and capabilities: During October 2014, the 

researcher, the HR employee and the auditor worked hand on hand developing the semi-

structured interviews with employees working at the services, in the different regional offices (at 

the 5 cities mentioned), as well as with employees at the national level. A total of 25 people were 

interviewed (See the Appendix 10 for roles interviewed). The main goal was to understand how 

the operation of the services was developed, how was its management, and what were the 
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functions developed by top management in the company. Additionally, the interviews aimed to 

understand processes and interactions at every level, and to identify problems and bottlenecks 

along all the company. Finally, a complete picture of ORG-Y operation and the processes behind 

it was completed (The details of the interviews are not included because of confidentiality 

agreements. However, these are available in case these wanted to be consulted). 

The data obtained from the interviews was processed to obtain qualitative data according 

to the three-recursion levels existent in ORG-Y. The analysis constituted a unique document, 

where specific points of diagnosis were identified at the three levels. With this analysis, a pre-

diagnosis report was completed. This information would enrich the discussions that were going 

to be held during the initial workshop. 

This pre-diagnosis report followed the same structure of ORG-X’s report: a description of 

the goals aimed to achieve, the details of the methodology used, an explanation about how the 

VSM helps the organization to develop organizational abilities, a complete description of all 

diagnosis points (problems and bottlenecks) arranged by the VSM’s systems and recursion 

levels. Finally, an initial version of the ideal service provision flow chart was included (this flow 

chart is not included because of confidentiality agreements). As well as the previous 

intervention, the information to develop the flow chart was gathered during the interviews. The 

discussion regarding the pre-diagnosis points would be developed in the initial workshop where 

employees from the services, regions and national level would be present (See Appendix 4 for 

workshop agenda).  

The same tools used for the first case study were also used for this current case study. 

This intervention included the development of several workshops. An initial workshop was the 

one where the central discussions regarding diagnosis points and action plans were held. For the 

initial workshop discussions, mind maps were crafted using the same software (MindManager 

v.9). In those mind maps, diagnosis points were represented according to each VSM system at 

every recursion level (See Appendix 11, 12, and 13 for the corresponding mind maps). Also, for 

this phase, an ideal service provision flow chart was generated, created with the assistance of 

OmniGraffle software, to be used in the follow up meeting with the Implementation Committee 

(which would be consolidated during this workshop). As well as in the first intervention, with the 

use of this flow chart, members of the committee would be able to see in practice how the 

suggested action plans would work removing obstacles and bottlenecks identified. This flow 
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chart was validated with members of the DC to ensure that it represented the way ORG-Y 

provided services to its clients. Also in this case, the flow chart was a very useful tool to build 

shared understandings about the problems experienced in the provision of services and how the 

suggestions and action plans would allow ORG-Y to improve the situation. 

One method added to this case and that was not used in the previous intervention, is the 

application of a baseline questionnaire (See the Appendix 6 for the baseline questionnaire). The 

application of this questionnaire had the goal to gather a general vision about the perception that 

employees had about ORG-Y operation. Through this analysis (which was going also to be 

applied at the end of the intervention), the researcher would be able to determine if the actions 

implemented brought positive results to the overall performance of the company. The application 

of the questionnaire would be done before the implementation of the action plans and during the 

closing meeting of the intervention. 

Within this phase, an initial workshop was conducted on November 11, 2014. For it, the 

same 25 people interviewed were those invited to the workshop as long as the DC members. In 

this intervention, the researcher was facilitating the workshop. In this opportunity, the goals for 

the workshop were somewhat similar to what was proposed for ORG-X’s intervention. These 

were: (i) to communicate to workshop participants the diagnosis achieved, (ii) to capture 

feedback and validate the diagnosis, (iii) to identify those problems in the diagnosis that affected 

the firm’s adapting and learning capabilities, (iv) to make suggestions about mechanisms that 

could support the development of new capabilities, (v) to gather ideas about how to guide the 

redesign proposal toward. 

During the workshop, the researcher facilitated the discussion among participants to 

validate the pre-diagnosis. The workshop started with a theoretical overview of the VSM after 

which the participants were divided in four groups. All of the groups went over the pre-diagnosis 

points in the mind maps available. During this workshop, it was also utilized the “visual 

applause” and “post-it notes” techniques to validate all the points, following Espinosa et al. 

(2015). 

Before beginning the discussion in the four groups, HR developed an initial presentation 

of the corporate strategy recently renewed, focusing on the social and environmental aspects of 

it. Thus, participants were informed about the corporate strategy, explaining to them what the 

company wanted to achieve. Additionally, this presentation included aspects regarding 
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organizational capabilities and its role in the achievement of goals. Then, workshop participants 

were asked to suggest action plans related to each of the pre-diagnosis points, and to assess how 

each of these affected the implementation of a corporate sustainability project within the firm. 

For this activity, the mind maps were used aiming to receive suggestions about action plans in 

this regard.  

Specifically for the workshop’s goal “to identify those problems in the diagnosis that 

affected the firm’s adapting and learning capabilities” two slides were build aiming to support 

understanding among participants about these abilities (to build these slides, knowledge from 

Tables 3 and 4 was used). Using the VSM model as the organizational diagram, these both slides 

identified Teece’s capabilities and processes of integration within it to serve as the main enabler 

to achieve the goal. Thus, with these diagrams participants were able to actually understand how 

the capabilities work and where these were located in the current organizational structure, 

something that the dynamic capabilities knowledge did not offer as explicit as it is shown here. 

Figure 18 and 19 show the slides. 

 

 
Figure 18. Workshop’s slide regarding dynamic capabilities (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 
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Figure 19. Workshop’s slide regarding dynamic capabilities (2) (Adapted from Espinosa and Walker (2011)) 

 

After the activity, groups presented, in a plenary, the suggestions generated in each 

group. Finally, from the participants, an Implementation Committee (IC) was consolidated. This 

committee would be responsible for the implementation of the agreed changes and would make 

follow up of the process. Finally, the IC was conformed by 7 people: operations director, 1 HR 

employee, 1 auditor, 2 service coordinators, 2 service supervisors. Also, each of them 

contributed to the final workshop’s evaluation. 

Stage 6: Strategy, capabilities, structure alignment: During this stage, the researcher 

consolidated a “Diagnosis report” which included all the findings and suggestions generated in 

the initial workshop. Then, in a first meeting after the initial workshop, the IC revised what this 

report included in order to understand all the action plans proposed. Additionally, by using the 

ideal service provision flow chart, the IC members understood where the suggestions would 

impact, and how the implementation of these would impact their work, solve the problems and 
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improve the support that the organizational structure and capabilities would have over the 

strategy (the results included in this diagnosis report would be detailed in the next section). 

Stage 7: Learning from progress measurement system: This phase corresponded to a 

process of review and adjustments according to what the progress measurement system was 

indicating at every iteration. Based on the measurement of the indicators established, a review of 

the results achieved from action plans’ implementation would be done. For this project, the IC 

met every 15 days (in a space that was called follow-up workshop), analyzed actual results, and 

made decisions / adjustments as needed.  

The progress measurement system included 7 variables in total (as it was previously 

signaled). These variables would be measured on a daily basis, and the overall measurements 

would be reviewed every 15 days in the follow-up workshops. To facilitate the review, a report 

was build where visual evaluations were established (this report is shown in next sections). The 

measurement would be done daily at each service, and the report would consolidate the 

measurements in an aggregated indicator. 

A total of 6 follow-up workshops were finally developed. In every one of these, two 

objectives were defined. The first was to review the progress system and make decisions to 

adjust the implemented actions. The second goal was to make new reviews about the diagnosis 

points using the original mind maps built for the initial workshop. It was expected to see if the 

implemented actions were having positive results over the diagnosed points.  

The intervention ended up with the second application of the baseline questionnaire to the 

same 25 people initially consulted. From this second measurement, the researcher had the 

intention to see if any of the actions implemented had shown any positive result in relation to 

participants perception about the way each of them work at ORG-Y.  

6.5 The intervention results 

i. Action plans proposals  

In this section, some of the action plans suggested during the initial workshop are 

presented. The actions identified were related to all of the recursive levels in the company (that 

ORG-Y system’s viability diagnosis presents in Appendix 18).  

Before going into the details of the action plans, it was recognized by all participants that 

despite the fact that regional level existed (with people hired to fulfill all the required functions), 

it seems more an organization with two levels rather that three. Participants signaled that most of 
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the functions that had to be developed by regional level were not accomplished. At the end, 

discussion groups recognized that this was the main cause that had leaded the company to have 

serious problems with the way it handles the complexity inherent to the services mainly because 

services were working without much coordinated support from central regional offices. Given 

this discussion, the group concluded that the initial implementation action would be (i) to clarify 

roles and functions at all recursion levels and (ii) to create the needed functions (according to 

what is signaled by the VSM) at every of these levels. This plan would enlighten top 

management to act according to what is expected to do for their roles, and encourage them to let 

the operation (regional branches and services) to develop autonomously without taking part of 

the operational details of the business.  

At national level, the three main recommendations was: to empower and give autonomy 

to employees to operate according to their expected functions, to create an executive committee 

where strategic issues would be discussed and important decisions regarding the whole business 

would be made, to establish a formal system 4 to take care of the innovation and prospective 

functions of the company.  

At regional level, the most important recommendation was to make the functions 

developed within all regional branches more efficient. It was recognized that roles at this level 

corresponded to what the VSM recommended but the way they gave support to systems 1 did not 

achieved the minimum performance level expected (e.g. delivery on time, and quantity delivered 

that corresponded to what was required). Thus, several specific suggestions for those areas in 

charge of system 2 functions emerged, including: (i) improve material and uniform’s time 

delivery, (ii) improve recruitment process, (iii) implement meetings where coordination between 

operation’s supervisors, material provision, technical services, HR recruitment, payroll and 

treasury areas could be achieved. This last suggestion appointed to the fact that people from 

regional branches rarely communicated to each other. They suggested the creation of meetings 

where people could get together to discuss operational issues. For these meetings, it was also 

suggested that discussions would have to go around essential variables status aiming to keep 

efforts oriented towards service efficiency and client satisfaction.  

Regarding system 3 and 4 functions, all participants agreed in advising that regional 

branches would need to determine a clear leader with the legitimacy and power to manage their 

actions, to be able to distribute resources among services, and to be accountable for operations’ 
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failures. Additionally, there were also suggestions towards the development of a formal system 4 

with a designated person in charge that could depend from system 4 at national level, as well as 

the implementation of actions regarding the development of specific meetings where people from 

services could get together to share knowledge and information about their work. Concerning 

system 5 functions, in this level, there were proposed activities to improve the coordination 

between national and regional levels. Specifically, there was a recommendation that establishes 

that discussions have to go around the alignment of company’s policies with regional ones.  

At services level, there were several propositions. Regarding system 3, participants 

recommended to define a clear head of all small services that could determine the main actions, 

and give solutions to these. Some participants suggested that there could be a unique head for all 

the small services coordinating actions with system 2. Regarding system 4 functions, the 

recommendation was that services needed to get permanently together to coordinate actions, and 

share knowledge. Participants signaled that services could learn from each other about how to 

solve problems or to implement better practices to perform their job. Until that moment, these 

had never been done. Two specific plans regarding this point emerged: (i) to establish 

operational area meetings where services could share experiences, and (ii) to establish formal 

system 4 functions at this level. Regarding system 5 functions, the indicated action was that 

regional branches and services have to determine spaces to improve their communication and 

achieve coordination, spaces like meetings to determine joint lines of action.  

One recommendation that involved all the recursion levels was to improve the 

organizational information that supported general operation because this remained outdated. 

Three specific actions were implemented. The first consisted in the construction of a daily 

performance report based on the indicators chosen for the progress measurement system used in 

the intervention. To consolidate the information, a person in every regional office (help desk 

function) was designated for this function and a daily version of the report would be sent to 

every one related to the operation. Every daily performance’s report had to be updated with 

information obtained from the information system, and every employee had to keep the system 

updated. These plans were assigned to the directors (operations, finance, HR, administrative) 

who had to review, jointly with IT, these issues within their own areas. 
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ii. The relation between diagnosis points and organizational development and learning 

In this case, during the initial workshop, participants were asked to assess how diagnosis 

points affected the development of firm’s abilities to develop and learn. Additionally, they were 

asked to make suggestions about how to establish new mechanisms that could support the 

evolution of these abilities within the firm. By having the understanding generated with the 

slides used during the workshop, participants were specifically asked about each of the 

theoretically signaled dynamic capabilities and processes of integration.  

In this section, a summary of the participant’s suggestions in this regard is presented 

(Table 10).   

Recursion level Diagnosis points Actions plans Ability affected 
All recursion 
levels 

Top management has 
been performing 
functions different to 
what the VSM 
suggests.  

Create the needed 
organizational structure 
and establish formal 
divisions and roles to 
fulfill all the positions. 
 
Determine clear leaders 
with legitimacy and 
power to manage 
branches 

 
Sensing 
Seizing 
Re-configuring 
 
 
Coordination 
Selection 
Combination 

All recursion 
levels 

Lack of updated and 
reliable information 
to make decisions 

Revise and reinforce data 
collection all over the 
firm 
 
Create effective reports 
for top management 

Learning processes 
Knowledge base 
Re-configuring 
 
Coordination 
Selection 
Combination 

All recursion 
levels 

Lack of formal 
system 4 

Create the needed roles 
to develop functions of 
this system 

Learning processes 
Sensing 
Seizing 
Re-configuring 
 
Coordination 
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National level Top management has 
not been developing 
its main functions like 
defining firm’s 
policies and strategy, 
and give orientation 
for decision making 

Create an executive 
committee for strategy 
implementation 
monitoring, and 
organizational policies 
definition.  

Sensing 
Seizing 
Re-configuring 
 
Coordination 
Selection 
 

Regional level To make more 
efficient the functions 
performed by all the 
roles at this level  
 

To make deliveries on 
time and quantity 
requested by services. 

Re-configuring 
 
Coordination 
Selection 
Combination 

All recursion 
levels 

People in the 
company do not 
communicate  

Implement a series of 
meetings to coordinate 
actions, transmit 
information, transmit 
information with other 
areas of the company 

Re-configuring 
 
Coordination 
Selection 
Combination 

Service level Share knowledge 
between services 

Develop spaces where 
services can get together 
to interchange 
information and 
knowledge. 

Sensing 
Seizing 
Re-configuring 
 
Coordination 
Selection 
Combination 

National and 
Regional levels 

There is no clear 
division between 
levels and in 
consequence, there is 
no possibility to 
coordinate actions 
regarding the 
development of 
organizational 
policies  

Implement meeting 
spaces where levels can 
coordinate actions 

Coordination 
Selection 
Combination 
 
 

Table 10. ORG-Y diagnosis points vs. dynamic capabilities and processes of integration 

 With the use of the VSM as a hermeneutic tool, it was possible for participants to 

understand why organizations need to develop and learn in the context of corporate 

sustainability. From the action plans suggested and the attitude that participants had when talking 
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about dynamic capabilities, it seemed that they understood them as a natural and fundamental 

function that the firm should fulfill if it wants to survive.  

This activity complements the structural diagnosis in the sense that it supports more 

specifically the facilitation task that the “methodology to support the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects” wants to achieve in particular areas; It gives stronger focus to 

development and learning activities in the organizational context.  

iii. Progress measurement system results 

The methodology to support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects 

suggests a way to understand the strategic direction of a firm in the economic, social and 

environmental contexts, and based on this, design a progress measurement system that would be 

used to determine if action plans followed in the context of the implementation of the project 

have shown the expected results (in the way comprehended by this research project, improving 

organizational operational capabilities and finally, the organizational performance). This 

progress measurement system is designed within a specific stage within the adjusted 

methodology. Here, the firm agrees on those key performance indicators (essential variables) of 

the business and based on these, design indicators that would be used to evidence possible 

organizational improvements. 

In this case, for ORG-Y, there were agreed a total of 7 variables. From these, 5 variables 

were related to the quality of the services provided. Since company’s economic viability depends 

on the way the service is performed (given the fact that the services were those which brought 

the economic resources to the company and that without them, survival of the company would 

not be achieved) and client satisfaction, it was considered that these variables would be the most 

apt to compose part of this system. The variables defined were materials delivery, machinery 

status, payroll payments, complete recruitment, and percentage of client satisfaction. With these 

variables it could be determined which of the services were under a satisfactory level in the 

parameters and that could put on risk the economic goals.  

The other two variables defined (one in the social dimension and the other in the 

environmental one) were: percentage of alphabetized employees’ families and number of liters of 

cleaning chemicals used above standard levels. Since in ORG-Y, most of the people hired were 

people with low education levels (even much of them without any kind education) a social 

indicator that they wanted to improve was the alphabetization of their employees and their 
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families. Through a company’s foundation, they already offered these services for their 

employees at no cost. But until that moment, the firm was not able to structure a strong program 

in this regard. Single and short courses were the ones offered. However, real impact on their 

employees and families was not evidenced.  

Regarding cleaning chemicals used, operations team had been noticed that cleaning 

chemicals were increasing in use without any specific reason. Operations director confirmed that 

people were spending more than originally established in all the services (something that were 

measured through quality auditing activities) causing negative impacts on water. Top 

management had been interested in the improvement of the situation, but they simply did not 

have enough time or resources to implement a strong program in this area. 

The progress measurement system was implemented and comparative results regarding 

the indicators measured were revised through the six follow-up workshops. These indicators 

signaled those issues that were below the satisfactory level established and that followed the 

indicators defined within the quality system. Regarding percentage of customer satisfaction, this 

was under satisfactory level (and then marked with a red color) if it was under 80%. Thus, if the 

indicator showed satisfactory levels, it would be signaled with green point. Otherwise, it would 

be signaled with red. In Figure 20, the six assessments performed using the progress 

measurement systems are shown. 

 
Figure 20. ORG-Y’s progress measurement system indicators in the six follow up workshops 

 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 171 

From what can be identified in the figure, there is evidence that demonstrates how the 

initial situation (which showed more red than green points) improved substantially through the 

period assessed. At the end, where the final assessment was made, the green indicators were 

much more in number that the red ones, having still problems in the operation. However, people 

at all levels identified that the situation around the firm was improving notoriously (evidences of 

this point were actually gathered through the application of the baseline questionnaire at the end 

of the intervention. Its results are presented in the next section). 

In every follow-up workshop, there were also new assessments of the diagnosis points 

presented during the initial workshop. These last assessments also showed relative 

improvements. During these six workshops, participants were asked to assess again each point in 

the mind maps according to their perceptions about how each of these points continued being a 

problem or has improved during the time of the intervention. There were no limits to the number 

of dots. The green and red dots given to several points in the mind maps in each of the 

workshops were counted and analyzed (Appendix 14, 15, and 16 show the tables with the dots’ 

counting). 

These assessments showed positive trends from which the most important is the trend of 

red dots. According to the assessment, participants indicated that diagnosis points were perceived 

as less problematic through time and at all of the recursion levels. The most notorious 

improvement in the red trend was at the national level and this was probably due to the fact that 

top management, from the beginning, received positively all the suggestions made and started 

almost from the beginning to implement changes (despite the fact that, for them, was hard to give 

up power and control over operations). Regarding the green dots’ trend, large improvements 

were not as notorious as in red dots’ trend. However, the trend showed an increase being more 

notorious at the end (Figure 21, 22, and 23 showed these trends). 
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Figure 21. Visual applause trends regarding National level 

 

Figure 22. Visual applause trends regarding Regional level 
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Figure 23. Visual applause trends regarding Service level 

 

iv. General perception about the operation: before and after the intervention 

For this intervention, and given the fact that it was expected to see actual organizational 

changes with the actions implemented, the baseline questionnaire was applied to all the 25 

people interviewed looking to assess their perception about the operation’s functioning (See 

Appendix 6 for baseline questionnaire). The questionnaire was applied at the intervention 

beginning (just before the initial workshop, late October 2014), and at the end (March 2015). 

The results from this assessment are graphically presented. Regarding questions 4, 5, 6 

and 8 the results are shown in Figures 24 and 25. From these assessments, participants expressed 

that, at the end, they perceived they were answering to changes in the requirements faster than 

was done at the beginning of the intervention, their autonomy had increased, and that they had 

more resources and information to make decisions locally. Also, they considered they knew 

better their company, and finally, they perceived that the mechanisms to solve problems have 

been improving. 
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Figure 24. Initial baseline assessment (Questions 4,5, 6 and 8) 

 
Figure 25. Final baseline assessment (Questions 4,5, 6 and 8) 

 

Regarding questions 10, 11, 12, and 14, the results are shown in Figures 26 and 27. These 

confirmed the fact that not only services were doing their job as expected, but also signaled that 

the mechanisms to coordinate actions between services and regional offices had improved. On 

the other hand, participants also indicated that support from System 2’s had improved. 
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Figure 26. Initial baseline assessment (Questions 10, 11, 12, 14) 

 
Figure 27. Final baseline assessment (Questions 10, 11, 12, 14) 

 

Finally, participants also recognized that services implemented decisions better than 

before. This could be consequence of the availability of information and resources, as well as the 

improvement on the autonomy at all levels. 
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Regarding questions 10, 11, 12, and 14, the results are shown in Figures 28 and 29. These 

deal with organizational abilities topics. 

 
Figure 28. Initial baseline assessment (Questions 15 - 22) 

 
Figure 29. Final baseline assessment (Questions 15 - 22) 

 

Regarding the questions related to development and learning abilities, the perception 

among the participants, in general, is that things were improving, but not as fast as it was 

evidenced in other topics. At the end of the intervention, the situation had better perspectives of 

improvement that at the beginning. At this time, participants had in mind topics related to these 

abilities and were able to understand the baseline questions (questions 15 – 22) more easily than 
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at the beginning. In fact, when answering these questions, all the respondents were able to 

answer them without researcher’s assistance. They understood where these abilities can be found 

in terms of the VSM model and identify them within their reality. 

v. Assessing second order learning 

As well as in ORG-X’s intervention, here several tools were used to achieve second order 

learning among the members of the organization about what they needed to do in the context of 

the implementation of its corporate sustainability project. 

During the interviews, information about problems and bottlenecks was gathered, as well 

as a complete understanding of the way ORG-Y provides its services. Information about how 

people were working in the organization was also collected. All this information allowed the 

researcher to build mind maps jointly with an ideal flow chart that were used to present a 

complete picture of the operation in the company. As well as in ORG-X’s intervention, a final 

workshop evaluation questionnaire (Appendix 5) was applied to al participants. In this case, the 

same questionnaire used in ORG-X case was applied. The analysis of the answers is shown 

(Figure 30 and 31). 

 

 
Figure 30. ORG-Y’s Final questionnaire evaluation (questions 3, 4, 5, and 6) 
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Figure 31. ORG-Y’s Final questionnaire evaluation (questions 11, 14, and 15) 

 

Out of the workshop participants, 100% considered the topics discussed to be relevant, 

65% valued very positively their learning about these topics, and 62% felt highly committed to 

the implementation of agreed upon changes. Regarding other important topics that this workshop 

produced, 96% of the participants considered that the workshop dynamic was different to other 

group dynamics, 93% though that the methodology used was effective, 100% good discussions 

about topics, and 96% would repeat the experience.  

The analysis of these responses showed very positive opinions about the activity. This 

kind of actions were never previously done with any of the firm’s employees, and maybe this 

issue increased the satisfaction perception that this group of people had related to the activity. 

Also, and given the fact that the firm was experiencing high stress levels, this space probably 

was interpreted as the moment where all problems could be discussed without pressures or 

obstacles, and participants were able to talk and express about their feelings with their jobs. 

However an HR area existed within ORG-Y and that from here different activities were 

promoted to build work teams and increase feelings regarding integration and motivation, just 

few activities ended up building commitment and motivation among employees. For previous 

activities implemented, only few employees were invited to participate and this issue had caused 

that they did not feel completely committed to ORG-Y.  

In the next chapter, which is called “Observing possible organizational changes with the 

use of the methodology”, the reflections that this case brought are presented, as long as the 

analyses achieved following the supporting questions.   
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7 Observing possible organizational changes with the use of the methodology 

7.1 Introduction 

Through this second action research project, the researcher aimed at facilitating second 

order learning in an organization seeking to implement a corporate sustainability project and to 

gather evidence regarding the potential that the methodology shows to be used a guidance for 

firms that want to perform this implementation.  

This second intervention supports the argument that the VSM is in fact a useful tool to 

support second-order learning regarding those processes and interactions related to the 

implementation corporate sustainability projects, as suggested originally in previous work 

(Espinosa et al., 2015). Also that the methodology adjusted within this research project has 

shown good potential to contribute to enhance firm’s understanding as well as to serve as 

guidance to achieve the implementation of a corporate sustainability project. Additionally, this 

intervention has confirmed that learning about how to improve organizational viability by 

working on the organizational structure resulted relevant for companies interested in bringing to 

reality corporate sustainability projects. In this section, a detailed analysis is performed regarding 

possible observed impacts that the use of the methodology to support the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects has accomplished.  

7.2 Analysis of ORG-Y’s characteristics in relation to viable structures  

In this section there is an exploration regarding the connections between the questions 

suggested in chapter 1 and the empirical evidence gathered from the ORG-Y’s case. The main 

goal of this analysis is to verify if the adjusted “Methodology to support the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects” could generate any organizational change or develop new 

processes that could help in the endeavor signaled, given the fact that the intervention lasted a 

short period of time.  

As well as in the previous case study, each of the questions is independently studied and 

evidence gathered from the qualitative data collected is included. However, the analysis in this 

case is developed showing examples of the situation that the organization experienced before and 

after the intervention.  

Support question 1: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, a firm organized in several levels, each of which attends different external challenges, 

could increase the probability to achieve a satisfactory complexity management? 
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 By the time when the researcher developed the ORG-Y pre-diagnosis, the situation 

experienced in the firm showed evident problems with the way it managed the complexity 

inherent to its business. The initial study of the existent recursive levels identified three levels in 

the organization. Also, during the initial workshop, all the participants confirmed the recursive 

levels diagram. However, one of these levels was not performing the functions that it was 

supposed to. Regional level (recursion 1) has almost disappeared from the structure in terms of 

all the functions that should had performed. National level had almost replaced the functions of 

the regional one, making decisions that concerned the regional level and getting into the details 

of the daily operation. This was happening because national level believed that this was the best 

way to achieve good results for the organization. Despite the fact that a recursive structure 

existed, the overall organization was overwhelmed by the complexity of its tasks. 

 After the intervention, the national level was able to understand that their functions had to 

change and that they did not have to continue doing the functions they were always performing. 

Within the IC, and with several representatives of all levels, it was clarified the main role that 

each level was expected to perform. Action plans were oriented towards these actions.  

 As a result from these plans, people from all levels expressed their satisfaction with the 

changes. In fact, expressions like the following were heard: “I have more time to do my job” 

(regional coordinator), “I feel that I have more time to think about what I consider important for 

the company” (General manager), “my stress levels have dropped. I even feel more happy to 

work here” (operations director), “now I feel important for the company” (regional coordinator), 

“we are working orderly” (purchasing coordinator).  As a consequence of the implemented 

actions to avoid old practices (e.g. direct interference of national level into the regional level), 

currently, roles are starting to manage the complexity that corresponded to their levels while 

taking care of the important topics. Regional level assumed functions that previously was limited 

to do (e.g. the regional level now is working closely with service level, solving problems with 

them directly without the intervention of the national level in these kind of details; and the 

national level now is dedicating its efforts to think and act according to what it level demands 

(i.e. general policies, strategic planning, future markets for the company, and others). For 

example, in this regard, top management started to think about specific sales plans to achieve the 

growth goals agreed in the strategic planning exercise. Additionally, top management also has 

begun to take care of costs and expenses trends and explicitly worked in fixing the accounting 
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area of the company. However successful actions were implemented, the process of making 

accountable regional level’s employees of the operational details resulted painful for top 

management mainly because they felt they were losing control.  

Other impact that could be evidenced is that national level was able to undertake projects 

related to the goals established in the social and environmental dimensions. At that time, they felt 

that they had the time to undertake and attend these tasks that were previously left behind. For 

the social goal, and through the already existent foundation, some actions were undertaken. First, 

a specific director was appointed, and second, this director was designated to be on charge of the 

design and implementation of the alphabetization program at ORG-Y. Finally, HR manager was 

appointed to give support to this program. For the environmental dimension, planned trainings 

were implemented regarding the use of cleaning chemicals and specially, the amounts that have 

to be used during the cleaning services. Bonuses were established for those teams that could 

achieve substantial savings in these products while keeping client satisfaction levels within the 

established ranges.   

 For this case and regarding question 1, it can be stated that it is not only enough to have a 

firm well-organized through a recursive structure (with its corresponding levels) to be able to 

manage its complexity (as it can be seen in this case where the recursive levels actually existed) 

but more important, there is a need to make each of the levels in the recursive organization to 

attend the requirements that corresponded to its level and to work closely to the other levels to be 

able to respond. A satisfactory complexity management (as the support question 1 signals) 

indicates this, that within the recursive organization, every level attends the complexity that 

corresponds to its level. Despite that in this case there were weaknesses in the structural aspect of 

the ORG-Y, the answer to the question would be yes. There is evidence that this aspect was 

affecting the organizational complexity management. Thus, to implement a corporate 

sustainability project a well-established recursive organization (with every level attending 

problems at its corresponding level) would help the firm to manage the complexity of its 

operations. 

Support question 2: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, is there at each recursive level, a well-configured meta-system responding to the needs 

of the operation while assuring the resources to effectively deal with the variety of the 

organizational tasks? 
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ORG-Y pre-diagnosis (details are found in within Appendix 18) showed evidence that 

there were big gaps in the organizational structure regarding the managerial functions suggested 

by the VSM. Table 12 shows a deep analysis of the organizational structure. 
 Recursive level 0 Recursive level 1 Recursive level 2 

Operational 
function 

(S1) 

à Permanent conflicts 
among regional branches for 
resources because national 
level did not have anti-
oscillatory and coordination 
mechanisms for them 

à Permanent conflicts among 
services for resources. Their 
requirements were not 
effectively attended. 

à At large services, S1 worked 
smoothly without major 
inconvenient.  
à At small services, constant 
conflicts between operators to 
gather the needed resources to 
make their work. 

Stability 
function 

(S2) 

à Top management 
assuming these functions at 
this level and recursive level 
1 
à Top management 
overwhelmed by complexity 
because it is assuming its 
own functions and recursive 
level 1 functions 
à Almost zero autonomy of 
people on charge of these 
services to make decisions. 
à Delayed responses to S1 
not  

à Functions of this system 
were not effective. Constant 
delays. 
à Given the fact that all 
requirements were urgent, 
there was no possibility to 
follow established plans or 
procedures for provisions and 
recruitment. 

à Large services had the 
mechanisms to offer S2 functions 
without interruptions. Locally, 
these offered recruitment and 
material provision operations to 
S1. 
à At small services, S2 was not at 
all developed here. 

Operations 
management 

function 
(S3) 

à Top management 
assuming these functions at 
this level and recursive level 
1. 
à Top management 
overwhelmed by complexity 
because it is assuming its 
own functions and recursive 
level 1 functions 
à Little available time to 
attend requirements that were 
not urgent. 
à S3 was gathering 
resources but there were 
precarious allocation of these.  

à Despite there were people 
designed to be “on charge” of 
this function, recursive level 0 
has assumed it.  
à Little autonomy to develop 
their job.  
à The visible head of this 
function has not the 
legitimacy to make decisions 
and build teams within its 
recursive level 

à There was a distinction 
between large and small services. 
Large services worked without 
much problems resolving issues 
locally while small services had 
similar problems than higher 
recursive levels. 
à At large services, these had 
strong leaders with legitimacy and 
autonomy to assume S3 functions. 
They also had developed local 
plans to respond to unexpected 
problems.  
à At small services, these did not 
have the needed leaders.  Small 
services depended completely 
from higher recursion level’s 
responses. 

Auditing 
function 

(S3*) 

à Existent auditing functions 
but not going directly into 
operation. It resolved 
management personal tasks 
that they were not able to do 
because they did not have the 
time to do so.  

à Inexistent functions at this 
level.  

à Inexistent functions at this 
level.  

Long-term à There was no formal à There was no formal àPartially existent within large 
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development 
function 

(S4) 

scheme developing these 
functions. Underdeveloped 
system. 

scheme developing these 
functions. Recursive level 0  
assuming it 

services. Supervisors implemented 
innovations. 
à Small services did not have this 
function developed.  

Ethos 
function 

(S5) 

à There was no formal 
scheme developing these 
functions. Underdeveloped 
system. 
à Top management 
developing some of its 
functions mainly cohesion 
and identity functions. 

à There was no formal 
scheme developing these 
functions. Underdeveloped 
system. 
à Top management 
developing some of its 
functions mainly cohesion and 
identity functions. 

à There was no formal scheme 
developing these functions. 
However some employees 
assuming cohesion and identity 
functions. 

Table 12. ORG-Y’s structure in VSM terms analysis 
 

After the intervention, and having oriented the alignment of the recursive structure and 

functions of each of the levels, the situation has demonstrated some positive changes. Clear 

separations between levels and established leaders at each of these (with higher legitimacy and 

recognition levels) have allowed the firm to understand the work that every managerial function 

had to perform. At national level, people understood that they had to take care of all regional 

branches without going into the operational details. Thus, national level established mechanisms 

to coordinate actions with regional one (e.g. monthly planning meetings, monthly sales 

meetings) and left behind to give direct attention to services. National level empowered regional 

one to do so. Also it was established a monthly board of directors meeting to take care of the 

overall performance and future of the organization. It was created the organizational innovation 

area (which had to depend directly from top management) to assume the long-term development 

functions. However, up to the moment when intervention ended, a formal long-term 

development function was beginning to work. Top management was starting to think about how 

to structure and plan what they would do in relation to this area. Thus, specific implemented 

actions or plans related to this system’s functions were not clearly found.  

At regional level, the already existent heads were empowered to develop their functions 

and together with national level, regional people received guidelines to do this (e.g. at the 

beginning, top management did a close training to regional coordinators about those aspects that 

they had to take care of and check every day. For almost 4 weeks, top management worked with 

regional personnel solving issues and training them about their functions). A weekly meeting 

was also established where people from services and people at regional offices (along with the 

regional branch’s coordinators) got together to plan and coordinate actions. At services level, 

especially with the small ones, one person (located at regional central offices) was delegated to 
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be on charge of them, their requirements and coordinate actions. As a consequence of the re-

arrangement of the organizational structure and the actions followed to increase autonomy and 

accountability of regional level, employees manifested to suffer lower stress levels. At that time, 

personnel indicated that they felt they had more time to conform to the expected functions. From 

the answers given to the baseline questionnaire, it could be stated that, in general, operation was 

running smoothly (lower problems faced in the day-to-day operations), and that employees had 

found the way to attend the tasks while having time to think about others. 

In this case, and regarding supporting question 2, there is evidence that shows that there 

was not a well-established meta-system. In general, the organizational structure did not have 

formal meta-systemic functions. Operations at all levels were fighting each other for resources or 

finding these wherever they could. Meta-system at higher level was assuming functions of its 

own and lower one’s, managing an overwhelming complexity. Employees were experiencing 

problems everywhere and stress levels were very high. Few people (top management) were 

leading all the operations, while others (regional branches) were not allowed to perform the 

functions that they were hired for.  

In conclusion, to give an answer to this question, the evidence suggests that a well-

configured meta-system (as it is presented within a viable structure and at every recursive level) 

is extremely important if the organization wanted to last in the long-run. An effective meta-

system would allow the firm to manage its operation, and to have the time and spaces to think 

beyond economic related goals. In ORG-Y case, despite that some of the new meetings were 

defined as spaces to improve communication and coordination between functions, it was evident 

that this process was just starting and that the firm had ahead, a lot of work to do in this regard. 

However, from a first impression, employees expressed good feelings about these new 

mechanisms. It would be worth to see how these meetings work in the medium and long run (this 

could not be achieved during the time that lasted the intervention).  

Support question 3: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, is there a balance between local autonomy and cohesion in the organization? 

As it is evident from the previous analyses, low levels of autonomy existed before the 

intervention at ORG-Y. Regional level was the most affected for this lack of autonomy, which 

suffered from a complete functions takeover from the national level. At service level, the 

situation was not that critical (given the fact that almost three fourths of the services employed 
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more than 50 people while the other third did have smaller amount of employees). Thus, equal 

local autonomy levels were not found along the firm. 

Regarding cohesion, regional offices away from Queretaro’s headquarters had expressed 

that they felt abandoned, without much attention from national or regional levels (due to the fact 

that larger clients and problems were principally located in Queretaro). Regional offices outside 

Queretaro had expressed: “we feel as if we were part of other company”, “I have to take care of 

my stuff locally because, sometimes, I found solutions more rapidly that with central offices”, 

“nobody at central offices appears when I need them”, “I have to call a hundred people before I 

found the right person to give solution to my problems”, “It seems that they (people at central 

offices) hide from me. Few times answer my calls or my emails”. Thus, cohesion between parts 

to achieve a system with “parts joint” was low. 

After the intervention, autonomy levels got higher being more evident at regional level. 

At that time, each of the regional branches head felt that they had the autonomy to make their 

own decisions concerning the services supervised, and responds quickly to the clients and 

environmental demands. Along with the empowerment given by the national level, regional 

branch’s coordinator had assumed their roles with much more enthusiasms than before, taking 

care of the operation plans and keeping customer satisfaction at the satisfactory levels demanded 

by the organizational indicators.  

Regarding cohesion, after the intervention, with the monthly and weekly planning and 

operating meetings (where all branches were invited), regional branches (different from 

Queretaro) felt that were part of the company and that their actions and preoccupations were 

considered by national level. Additionally, with the use of the progress measurement system 

designed for this intervention, they saw how their actions had a direct impact on the overall 

indicators of the system. Additionally, within each of the follow up workshops, participants 

arrived with already possible solutions about the problematic issues indicated by the progress 

measurement system, situation that never happened before. Participants were interested in the 

problems and to find solutions for them. 

In this case and regarding support question 3, the answer to the current question is yes. It 

can be signaled that the balance between local autonomy and cohesion (to build a system of  

“parts joint” that self-organize) would allow the generation of effective and fast responses to new 

requirements. However people expressed their positive impressions about the improvements 
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achieved during the intervention, there were still existent problems. What the progress system 

has indicated is a significant reduction in the number of problems faced (at a single time) by 

ORG-Y. Regional branches took shorter periods of time to give answers to client complaints, and 

services requirements. In sum, a balance between autonomy and cohesion could not be 

completely seen in this case. What could be evidenced was an improvement in these two 

characteristics. Probably in the medium and long run, the balance that this question suggests 

could be actually seen. 

Support question 4: Within an organization that aims to implement a corporate sustainability 

project, are decision-making processes supported by close-to-real-time available information 

and decision-making mechanisms? 

Before the intervention, the company evidenced problems with the availability of updated 

information to make decisions. First, the financial statements, which included the essential 

information for top management economic decision-making processes, were not available every 

month. In fact, by the time where the intervention initiated, the last official statements available 

were from 6 to 7 months before. Despite this fact could represent for any manager a significant 

issue that has to be immediately solved, at that moment, top management did not think that these 

were as important for their work. They believed that these were only important for the financial 

director and did not care to have them updated. In consequence, poor supervision was given to 

organizational costs and expenses trends or any other financial indicator.  

In the initial context where ORG-Y was working, the only information that kept the 

attention of the national level was the urgent issues of the operation and in less intensity, sales 

amounts (these last sometimes were also relegated to operational issues). At this point, if 

regional level detected some important but not urgent requirement, it was not able to implement 

solutions because under regional branches perspective the national directors were the ones that 

had to take care of these. In fact, important issues often turned into urgent because national level 

did not look for them when needed. For that reason, the whole organization was acting according 

to what was urgent and required immediate actions. In this case, firm actions were completely 

oriented to the urgent ones, and updated information was requested as urgent issues popped up.  

Despite the firm had an information system in place and working, information available 

to make decisions could have two or three days of delay. People updated it when they had time 

to do so. This issue had caused that reports used to make decisions (based on the information 
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system’ data) were far from reliable. For example, when intervention began operations area had 

9 different reports that accounted for data regarding services’ status. Because each of these used 

diverse sources to consolidate data, the results presented were not the same and showed 

dissimilar numbers. So, when regional branches got together to coordinate actions to solve 

problems, they were fighting to each other over the wrong data instead to discuss about 

solutions. 

Regarding decision-making mechanisms, the only available space that in words of the 

employees “was oriented towards the support of the whole operation” was a meeting done on 

Mondays. Here, people from all operating areas and supporting ones (e.g. provision, HR, 

warehouse, technical service, auditing) got together to discuss problems within services. Instead 

of being a space were solutions were discussed, the meeting turned into a space where operation 

director was looking for those that had to be blamed for the problems. Thus, employees assisted 

to these meetings with fear and ready to defend themselves. Top management recognized that as 

a consequence that decision-making processes were more reactive than proactive, the firm had 

lost important customers or contracts. 

After the intervention, the actions followed to have updated reports on a daily basis had 

leaded the firm to the point where it was obtaining almost all the information for the daily report 

(based on data obtained completely from the information system). However, it is worth to 

recognize that despite the reliability of the information improved, at that time, it still remained 

with some delays and was not completely in real time. Despite this fact, decision-making 

processes were more accurate than before. 

Other actions related to decision-making mechanisms consisted in the creation of spaces 

to do so. The meeting that was held on Mondays was reconfigured to a meeting where the 

performance reports of the previous week were reviewed. This meeting was named as 

operation’s meeting. Other space created was the planning meeting. In this meeting, agreed to be 

held during the third week of every month, all the regional coordinators and people from the 

support areas were going to make decisions about all the provisions (materials and machinery), 

people, and money needed to provide services for the month to come. Additionally, a general 

operations meeting was also suggested. Here, national operations director, and regional and 

service coordinators were going to get together to talk about general issues in services and 

coordinate actions. 
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In this case and regarding question 4, there was a re-structuring of all decision-making 

mechanisms as well as the reports and the information used for build these that in fact facilitated 

decision-making processes. In general, having a real time status of all services helped the firm to 

have in mind the main problems and respond effectively to them. Thus, the answer to this 

question is yes, firm needs decision-making processes implemented and these processes have to 

be supported by mechanisms and updated information. 

Support question 5: Within an organization that aims to implement its corporate 

sustainability project, is there evidence that development and learning capabilities as well as 

processes of integration exist across the structure and at every recursion level involved? 

In this case, and before the intervention, the studied development and learning 

capabilities, as long as the processes of integration within the firm, were underdeveloped. The 

capabilities were almost entirely concentrated in top management, and some were found at 

service level. Given the entrepreneurial character of top management (that also happened to be 

the owners) they had fulfilled functions like sensing, seizing, and re-configuring. Knowledge 

base was very poor (organizational files and evidences gathered for the quality certifications 

formed this base along with the knowledge that owners had about the business. Top management 

was also involved, at all levels, in processes of coordination, selection, and combination yet 

some of these functions were also found at services level (primarily at large services). Large 

services were, locally, attentive for new opportunities, to attend requirements even with locally 

created procedures or new products. These were also continuously aligning resources as new 

requirements appeared (in case they did not received answer from regional branches), 

coordinating actions locally reducing internal disputes. For example, the client H asked ORG-Y 

to help it with an urgent requirement which implied to hire and train quality inspections for H’s 

product lines, even knowing of ORG-Y’s main function was cleaning services. ORG-Y was able 

to attend this requirement in a short period of time, with top management and large service’s 

people working together. Between these two levels and a quality inspector from H client, people 

were trained and were able to provide the service as expected. Currently, ORG-Y continues to 

make this and has already been done it for over a year. Like this example, other similar situations 

were also attended. For example, M client asked ORG-Y people to develop packaging processes, 

S client asked for people to take care of its gardens, and N client to make maintenance to its plant 

ceilings. All these initial temporary services, at the end, transformed into permanent ones. Even 
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now, ORG-Y is thinking to create a whole new division that could take care of services different 

than cleaning ones. However, this type of teamwork could only be found in large services. Small 

ones did not show any of these abilities at all. They depended completely from regional central 

offices and did not have the opportunity to develop them.  

Despite the coordination that national and service levels had achieved (forming a group 

that in some cases developed processes of integration and even carried with certain 

organizational capabilities), regional level remained relegated from these processes. They never 

got to know what the team was doing. They only received action plans to be implemented and 

never participated in their creation. Even, when regional level received new requirements from 

clients directly, it took long periods of time to have any answer. Regional level did not know 

what was the procedure to attend the requirements. Thus, many requirements took more time 

than expected when regional branch’s people initially received these.  

After the intervention, action plans leaded to a more balanced structure where these 

abilities were expected to exist along the organizational structure. With the creation of a formal 

system 4, it was expected that the functions of sensing and seizing (up to that point only 

concentrated in few people) could be organized within the firm, establishing mechanisms related 

to them at all recursive levels. Also, learning and knowledge topics were going to be attended by 

this system. It was expected to achieve the same results in regards to the processes of integration. 

As it was previously expressed, during the time that lasted the intervention, a formal system 4 

was created, and a leader for it was designated. However, the way the firm handled new 

requirements of its environment, up to the moment when intervention ended, continued almost 

the same with the only change that system 4’s leader was now taking part of the implementation 

of the solutions. It was expected to achieve more advances in this regard in the medium and long 

run, outside the scope of this project. 

In sum, the answer for this question is yes. For this case, there is evidence that dynamic 

capabilities and processes of integration exist within the structure, and that have helped the firm 

to respond to unexpected and sudden environmental requirements. Now, it is also evident that 

these abilities are not well distributed neither developed within the structure analyzed, and this 

could cause problems when the whole firm needs adaptation and learning related abilities in the 

context of corporate sustainability. A firm aiming to implement a corporate sustainability project 
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should have dynamic capabilities and processes of integration existing along the structure to help 

firm to adapt and learn.  
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8 Discussion and conclusions 

This chapter aims to synthetize the overall research process, and its relation with the 

research question and the main goals suggested for the project. In the first section, a summary of 

the research undertaken is presented. Then, in the second section, the research question is 

reviewed, looking to elaborate an answer for it by going over the literature review and 

contrasting it with evidence gathered from cases and using a cross-case pattern analysis 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). The chapter, then, continues with the section where research goals are 

addressed. 

8.1 A summary of the research undertaken 

As a research project recap, the research question suggested for this project aims to 

achieve understanding about the implementation of corporate sustainability projects within a 

firm while developing methodological guidance to facilitate this process of implementation. In 

this section, the results from the analysis of both cases are reviewed in the context of the main 

research question. 

In chapter 2, the literature review went over the concept of corporate sustainability, the 

main challenges that firms face when dealing with sustainability issues, and the argument that 

firms need adaptation and learning mechanisms as part of their operations to be successful to 

achieve positive results when addressing corporate sustainability.  

At this point, the review leaded to identify three main challenges issues in the literature 

that were identified to be related to corporate sustainability: (i) the relation between firm’s 

strategy, structure and organizational processes, (ii) firm’s structure, development, and its 

effectiveness in the context of sustainability, and (iii) strategy implementation.  

Regarding the relation between firm’s strategy, structure and organizational processes, it 

was found that there are gaps in this literature regarding methodological guidance that could 

work towards the connection between strategy content and business processes. 

Regarding firm’s structure, development and its effectiveness in the context of 

sustainability, through the review it was identified that traditional design principles focused 

mainly in the economic effectiveness, diverting the attention from other dimensions like social 

and environmental. What has been advanced in this area is the study of organizational designs 

that allow firms to be considered agile (“the organization’s capability to respond to changes in 

environmental demands” (Worley & Lawler, 2010, p. 6)), and some models in the sustainability 
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area that try to describe criteria of effectiveness. However, there is a lack of organizational 

design options to achieve effectiveness in the context of sustainability, and more specifically, 

methodological guidance to achieve the levels of effectiveness desired. 

Lastly, and regarding strategy implementation, the review found that there is little 

consensus about those aspects relevant for this process. There are studies showing that aspects 

like (i) good communication, (ii) the role of middle management, (iii) the right performance 

indicators, and (iv) the "strategic control system" have been considered as relevant for strategy 

implementation. However, much work is needed in this regard to clarify those aspects important 

for strategy implementation as well as tools and instruments to help in this endeavor.   

This research project suggests addressing the problem of corporate sustainability projects’ 

implementation by using organizational cybernetics (a holistic approach) as its main foundation. 

This suggestion is supported by the facts that from organizational cybernetics (i) the nature of the 

environment and the interaction between humans and the environment are considered as 

complex, (ii) the organization is seen with the same characteristics of living systems 

(autonomous and self-producing), organization and niche co-evolve (Maturana & Varela, 1980), 

(iii) viability is considered as a necessary condition to achieve sustainability (Espinosa & 

Walker, 2011), (iv) corporate sustainability is viewed as a voluntary and evolutionary process (T. 

Porter, 2008; Van Den Bergh, 1996), (v) the theory of viability has been already proven in the 

context of sustainable development and corporate sustainability (Espinosa & Porter, 2011; 

Espinosa & Walker, 2006; Hoverstadt & Bowling, 2005; Knowles & Espinosa, 2009; Kouloura 

et al., 2008; Lewis, 1997; Panagiotakopoulos & Jowitt, 2007; Pérez-Ríos et al., 2012; Pérez-

Ríos, 2012; Schwaninger, 2001, 2000), and finally, (vi) the issue of strategy implementation has 

already been studied and models to achieve this have already been suggested and proved 

(Espinosa et al., 2015). 

Additionally to the use of organizational cybernetics, it is also suggested to complement it 

with the knowledge originated in the dynamic capabilities field. From this, advances regarding 

the classification of dynamic capabilities and the processes of integration are used (C. Helfat et 

al., 2007, 2009; Newey & Zahra, 2009; Teece, 2007; Zahra et al., 2006). This is done aiming to 

have a detailed analysis regarding those abilities that could contribute to organizational 

adaptation and learning, one aspect relevant in the context of corporate sustainability. 
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In general and from what was studied in this review, the conclusions suggest that the 

implementation of a corporate sustainability project has to be performed while the firm relates to 

its niche, task that implies to review the way it interacts with the social and environmental 

dimensions, and maintaining effective operations in the economic one. Additionally, the 

organization must develop certain developing and learning abilities to be viable in the long-run, 

analyzing how these abilities are supported along the firm and the mechanisms that allow or 

impede their advancement.  

In this research project, this relation between the firm and its niche is understood as one 

of co-evolution (Espinosa & Walker, 2011), where the organization (and its structure) should 

change as the relation develops, in order to adapt to those “external reality changes”, while 

remaining viable. Of course, given the complexity that the niche implies (where multiple and 

unpredictable events could occur), the implementation of corporate sustainability projects 

mission is neither simple nor straightforward. This has been evidenced by low rates of success 

when attempting to achieve good results in this endeavor. In fact, international institutions have 

signaled that the implementation of sustainability projects as one of the eight major challenges 

that firms face when these decide to address sustainability issues (Network for Business 

Sustainability Chile, 2015). Thus, and from the arguments proposed in this research project, 

firms need to develop features indicated for viable structures, as long as certain developing and 

learning capabilities within its organizational structure, aiming to be able to successfully 

implement a corporate sustainability project. The indicated features, in theory, would allow the 

organization to be able to manage the complexity of its environment, the variety of tasks related 

to its business, and to permanently change according to new requirements of its niche.  

Derived from this review, an initial outline for the “Methodology to support the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects” was suggested. The first version of this 

methodology is an adjusted version of the original ‘Methodology to support organizational self-

transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011) to which some stages where adapted to be used in 

the context of corporate sustainability implementation process. Here, knowledge from 

organizational cybernetics, strategy implementation, as well as some details and descriptions 

from the dynamic capabilities field were used to consolidate a unique scheme where guidance for 

firms could be found. 
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The research adopts an interpretivist paradigm, using the case study research strategy 

with an action research approach for the two different interventions. The first case aims to 

understand the organizational reality where the implementation of corporate sustainability 

projects is undertaken to analyze if viable structures’ characteristics (suggested by organizational 

cybernetics field) together with development and learning capabilities (suggested by dynamic 

capabilities field) were supporting this processes of implementation. With the results from the 

first case analysis, the methodology initially adjusted to serve as guidance for the implementation 

of corporate sustainability projects was reviewed for a second opportunity. Then, by using the 

last version of the methodology, a second firm was intervened to test the final adjusted version of 

the methodology and evidence if, in practice, this could result useful for the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects. From these two studies, detailed analyses of the results obtained 

were presented in previous chapters. However, in this conclusive chapter it is expected to go 

over both previous analyses (by performing a cross-case patterns analysis just as Eisenhardt 

(1989) suggested). Finally, conclusions are presented to achieve an answer for the main research 

question of the project.  

8.2 Conclusions derived from case studies analyses and the answer to the central research 

question 

In this section, general conclusions are derived from the results obtained in each of the 

case studies. Thus, the section goes over the questions that are related to the features signaled for 

viable structures showing possible conclusions about its usefulness in the context of corporate 

sustainability (derived from both of the case studies’ analyses). The general research question is 

addressed at the end of this section. 

From the literature review, there are five characteristics related to viable structures that if 

these are carried into the firm, there are higher chances for firms to achieve a transition into a 

sustainable system (Espinosa & Walker, 2011). The viability has to do with organizational 

structure and the implementation of a governance system that allows flexibility and learning to 

avoid those “catastrophic domains” mentioned by Schellnhuber (1998). For that reason, these 

characteristics are studied in detail within a first case study to achieve deeper understanding 

about them in the context of corporate sustainability projects.  

The first characteristic has to do with what can be called as recursive organization (Beer, 

1979, 1985). The recursive organization is a network of autonomous and viable sub-
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organizations that together comprises the whole. Theoretically, the viability of a firm would 

depend on the fact that all the organizational functions could work recursively at all levels of the 

organization.  This would allow a firm to be able to manage the complexity inherent to its 

business. Going into the details of the case studies, as it was evidenced in the ORG-X case, this 

firm has achieved to develop a very detailed recursive organization where up to five levels were 

identified across the entire firm. Within the system-in-focus of the intervention, two recursive 

levels were identified. In this case, the organization has addressed the complexity of its business 

by putting in place a governance system able to attend different types of external requirements. 

From this case, it was evidenced that with this arrangement the firm has reduced costs, has 

served different markets and customers, has taken advantages for being close to distributors and 

suppliers, and has been successfully attending the needs of the communities and environment 

where it operates. Additionally, it has been able to coordinate actions and communicate through 

out all the levels.  

In ORG-Y’s case, the situation was different. Despite the fact that in effect, the recursive 

organization actually existed, it did not work as expected. One of the levels in this structure was 

almost lost, and had caused problems to the entire firm. Even more, the whole system was not 

working recursively, coordinating actions and communicating. The environmental complexity in 

this case was not attended effectively. However, after the agreement on certain action plans and 

implementation, this organization was starting to work in a way similar to a recursive 

organization where every level attends its own level’s demands, and the general feeling was that 

more issues were being attended than before.  In conclusion, from what it can be seen from the 

case studies, a recursive structure would allow an organization to manage the complexity of its 

business by attending the requirements of its environment at all levels. However, the recursive 

organization to be able to work must have effective communication and coordination 

mechanisms working.  

  The second characteristic has to do with managerial functions which in Beer’s words are 

“the necessary and sufficient conditions for the viability” (Beer, 1989b) of any human or social 

system. Theoretically, with these essential managerial functions in place, the organizations 

would have the capacity to identify environmental changes and sufficiently respond to them. 

Regarding the ORG-X case, it was evident that its business architecture had evolved to a similar 

structure to the VSM. At every recursive level, it had put in place the managerial functions 
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needed and enabled mechanisms for interconnection and coordination (specially through 

meetings). When each function was reviewed, there were strong examples that supported the 

argument, and the overall results had demonstrated their competence to be able to respond to 

triple bottom line requirements despite the fact that up to the moment of the intervention, some 

problems in managing the whole structure were evident. Within the ORG-Y case, the situation 

was dissimilar. Despite that meta-systemic functions indicated for viable structures existed 

within the organization, this firm was, in general, overwhelmed by the variety of tasks that it had 

to perform. The highest recursive level was not allowing the intermediate one to perform its 

functions as expected and had decided to centralize control by performing all functions of two 

recursive levels. In consequence, the number of requirements that waited to be attended kept 

increasing, while the organization was responding only to those urgent ones (the time to attend 

all the requirements was not enough). The results obtained from the work that was performed at 

every recursive levels regarding meta-systemic functions (along with the interconnection and 

coordination mechanisms within these) allowed ORG-Y to experience a change in the way they 

were attending the variety of tasks of the firm. In conclusion, there is a need to have all the meta-

systemic functions in place, interconnected and coordinated to be able to deal with the variety of 

tasks. This fact would allow the organization to take advantage of its working time, using it as 

properly and leaving some of it to be spent in the achievement of goals in dimensions different to 

the economic one.   

The third characteristic has to do with autonomy and cohesion. Theoretically these 

structural features are needed in order to build a joint organization able to adjust in real time to 

the changing dynamics of the environmental niche. In ORG-X case, autonomy and cohesion 

were important features despite some problems in few areas (where centralized decisions are still 

made). However, in general, autonomy levels have allowed employees to be able to take care of 

the problems locally without having much involvement of higher recursive levels. Additionally, 

people were empowered to be autonomous and this was something valued in this firm. While the 

firm showed autonomy, it also has been able to achieve cohesion between all its parts. The 

“Proposito superior” guided organizational actions, and all areas gathered around it. Thus, 

despite some evident problems observed through the diagnosis, in general, ORG-X has achieved 

a good balance between these two characteristics.  
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Almost the opposite situation was found in ORG-Y case before the intervention. 

Employees had near zero autonomy to perform their tasks and to make decisions. Regarding 

cohesion, levels in this area were very low mainly because the different areas did not feel as 

being part of a company. The poor attention that some areas received from management as well 

as the fact that employees’ requirements were not effectively attended had affected the overall 

organizational cohesion. In this case, there was no balance between autonomy and cohesion. 

After the intervention, autonomy and cohesion levels had shown improvements. People at all 

levels were empowered to make decisions locally with national level giving support to them. The 

mechanisms that were implemented to bring people together, to make them part of a team, and to 

increase efficiency within services actually seemed to work to build cohesion up. However in 

this case the situation improved compared to the beginning of the intervention, it cannot be said 

that there is actually a balance between autonomy and cohesion. It seems that the trend was 

going to continue positive after the intervention ended, but this could not be determined. 

The results from both interventions supported the idea that there was a need to have a 

balance between autonomy and cohesion to be able to respond to niches’ requirements and adjust 

in-real-time. In both interventions, the situations showed that the mechanisms used to support 

autonomy and cohesion had effects on the way people, and firm in general, worked and adjusted 

to niches’ requirements. 

The fourth characteristic has to do with information and decision-making mechanisms. In 

theory, the information is a basic element that allows the units to perform the necessary and 

sufficient activities needed for viability and from the evidence gathered from both cases, this can 

be supported. In ORG-X and ORG-Y firms, organizational functions across recursive levels were 

suffering from lack of information in some cases or lack of updated information in others. This 

issue affected decision-making processes. In ORG-X case, decision-making mechanisms and 

processes existed and had a planned structure. In contrast, ORG-Y only had one identified formal 

space to do it, and this space was not supporting satisfactory decision-making processes. In 

ORG-X, despite the existent mechanisms to give good support to these processes, without 

information, these did not work. In ORG-Y case, the mechanisms were not enough neither had 

the configuration to what theoretically has been signaled to achieve results. Other issues 

identified like overproductions, overruns were constantly experienced at ORG-X while in ORG-
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Y, decisions took long periods of time to be taken, and contracts cancellations or new client’s 

loses were also experienced.  

In conclusion, decision-making mechanisms resulted very important elements that firms 

require to be able to respond quickly to issues in their environment. What can be indicated with 

the evidence gathered is that mechanisms for decision-making by themselves are not able to 

work if these do not count with updated information with which decision-making processes 

could be developed.  

Finally, the fifth characteristic has to do with development and learning capabilities and 

processes of integration. In theory, if corporate sustainability is interpreted as co-evolution 

between the firm and the environment (as this project has suggested), the firm must be able to 

constantly adapt and learn to remain viable in the long-run, sustainable. Specifically in this topic, 

it has been suggested concrete dynamic capabilities and processes of integration that the firm has 

to implement to achieve this goal, and its role as one of the characteristics for viable structures.  

Compared to what theoretically has been developed within the dynamic capabilities field 

(something that was integrated within the “methodology to support the implementation of 

corporate sustainability projects”), ORG-X evidenced clearly adapting and learning capabilities 

and processes of integration along all its organizational structure. The use of these capabilities 

and the processes that integrate them worked closely to what was expected (despite some 

problems). In the context of ORG-Y, the use of the methodology, the activities and tools applied 

to support the understanding process regarding these capabilities showed results. At the 

beginning, organizational capabilities and processes of integration were concentrated mostly on 

top management and some on services level (but only in large ones). It could actually be said that 

dynamic capabilities of the organization originated from the entrepreneurial character of its top 

management and that these were not found in any of the other part of the organizational 

structure. Even, one entire recursive level did not show any of the dynamic capabilities or 

processes of integration. However, after the intervention and with the creation of a formal 

System 4, it was expected that the development of these abilities across all the organization could 

be achieved. Specific actions were designed and implemented immediately following 

workshop’s suggestions. It is important to remind that with the action plans implementation 

followed during the intervention (plans not only related to this fifth characteristic but also the 

ones suggested within the context of the other four characteristics), it was obtained an important 
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reduction in the number of problems faced at a specific time within ORG-Y, issue that gives 

even more support to the idea followed within this research project that the real effect of the 

dynamic capabilities can be evidenced through an improvement in the operational capabilities 

and in the organizational performance.  

In conclusion, evidence gathered from these both cases, indicated that firms that wanted 

to work in the context of corporate sustainability need developing and learning capabilities at 

every recursion level to be able to adapt to new requirements or to give answers to situations in 

their niches.   

Based on the arguments presented around the support questions, here are presented the 

conclusions that respond to the central research question.  

Within a firm aiming to achieve its sustainability, how is it possible to facilitate the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects? 

With this research project, and through the knowledge and evidence gathered from both 

cases, it was possible to gain understanding about corporate sustainability projects and its 

implementation within the firms. The theoretical argumentation regarding viable structures 

(Beer, 1972, 1979, 1985; Raúl Espejo & Reyes, 2011; Espinosa et al., 2008a; Espinosa & 

Walker, 2011; Pérez-Ríos, 2012; Schwaninger, 2000) was supported in the context of corporate 

sustainability with evidence collected during the process. The evidence shows that within a firm 

that aims to achieve its sustainability, the characteristics signaled for viable structures indeed 

existed. Within a firm that has successfully implemented a corporate sustainability project there 

were evidences that these features result important in relation to the achievement of goals 

regarding the triple bottom line.  

Regarding issue of the methodological guidance for firms, the cases were also fruitful for 

this endeavor. The methodological guidance adapted and adjusted during this research project, 

and finally tested in a case study, showed positive advances in facilitating the path towards 

understanding what a firm needs to achieve a successful implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project. By working on a multi-dimensional approach (vertically, in a recursive 

organization (Beer, 1979), and horizontally, in those essential managerial functions indicated by 

the VSM (Beer, 1972, 1979, 1985) and adding specific work on autonomy and cohesion, on 

information and communication just as is suggested by the “methodology to support 

organizational self-transformation” (Espinosa & Walker, 2011), and finally, on development and 
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learning capabilities (Teece, 2007) and processes of integration (Zahra et al., 2006) dimensions), 

it is possible to facilitate the mentioned implementation. Here, the adjusted version of this 

methodology called “methodology to support the implementation of corporate sustainability 

projects” and the new added stages had demonstrated its potential to facilitate the process within 

a real-life organizational context. By developing an action plan that follows this multi-

dimensional approach, that attended the needs identified, while in parallel, measuring 

performance with a set of indicators designed for it, has demonstrated that this is a possible way 

through which the implementation of corporate sustainability projects could be achieved. By 

facilitating the understanding within a firm, of those processes that have to be carried to align 

processes, structure, strategy, and development and learning capabilities in the mentioned 

context, employees could develop actions to positively impact firm’s results regarding triple 

bottom line indicators. This is evidenced in ORG-Y’s case where the organizational structure 

that started to be configured, currently, is being able to handle more effectively than before the 

variety of tasks needed to operate, and have started to respond according to what has been 

planned. Also, it has started to organize the way it adapts and responds to new requirements of 

its niche. On the other hand, functions are now being developed by the correct people, and across 

all the structure. Autonomy and cohesion are now strengthened, going into a system of  “parts 

joined” (Ashby, 1962). More updated information is now available and communications 

channels are developed. ORG-Y’s client satisfaction index has increased from 75% to 81%, and 

in general, the complexity managed by every person in the organization has been reduced. 

Regarding developing and learning capabilities, people could understand where could these be 

located and how these could work towards the improvement of organizational performance, 

establishing mechanisms that allow the firm to make them work. Top management feels that its 

firm now has the time and the abilities to pursue goals in the social and environmental 

dimensions, and even, they already are putting in place projects in these areas. 

Despite the observed improvement in the overall company’s performance, definite 

conclusions about the effectiveness of the improved methodology suggested here cannot yet be 

given. However the positive results obtained from ORG-Y’s intervention could be a sign that by 

using the methodology, firms can successfully implement corporate sustainability projects. At 

the time the intervention ended, the firm still needed time to demonstrate actual long-term results 

regarding triple bottom line goals. What could be concluded regarding the effectiveness of the 
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methodology is that the use of it could facilitate the process of the implementation of a corporate 

sustainability project because the alignment of organizational functions, its structure, and 

strategy along with the development of certain abilities and processes within the firm would 

allow it to be able to respond successfully to requirements of its niche while maintaining the firm 

economically viable.  

In conclusion, the answer for the central research question is that implementing the 

characteristics of the viable structures while keeping economic performance under control is a 

promising way to facilitate the implementation of a corporate sustainability project.  

8.3 Research goals, contribution to knowledge and further research 

This research project focuses on facilitating the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects. The case study design (enhanced with multi-methodology) has allowed 

the researcher to follow an evolution process regarding the methodology suggested in this 

research project. It was through the fist case that empirical knowledge was gained. The original 

methodology used (Espinosa & Walker’s Methodology of self-transformation), is then adjusted 

and in a second case, used to guide an organizational process of implementation of a real 

corporate sustainability project (as it was shown in the ORG-Y case), aiming to increase the 

probability that the implementation could achieve successful results.     

Now, we will explain to what extent this project has succeeded in meeting the objectives 

proposed, and how through these answers it is possible to see the main contributions that this 

work has done to knowledge.  

i. First research objective – gaps in understanding 

Given that the implementation of corporate sustainability projects involves several related 

challenges that firms have to overcome when working in this context, this research project 

advanced a detailed review in this regard. In fact, there are perceived weaknesses in the existing 

knowledge (up to now developed) regarding methodological guidance that could be used by 

firms in their objective to achieve long-term results when implementing a corporate 

sustainability project.  

This thesis has presented a strong case to support the argument that the “methodology to 

support the implementation of corporate sustainability projects” could lead to fill the identified 

gap. Organizational cybernetics provides a strong theoretical foundation for research in corporate 

sustainability, complemented with dynamic capabilities knowledge. Organizational cybernetics 
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provides clarity about the definition of sustainability at firm’s level. It also conceives the 

organization as an entity permanently striving to survive in an unpredictable environment by co-

evolving with it.  Thus, corporate sustainability is understood as a process. It develops strong 

theoretical foundations about organizational structure, essential functions within it, the balance 

between autonomy and cohesion, communication and information, and finally development and 

learning abilities. This knowledge in the organizational cybernetics is not new, but little from 

these ideas has permeated the corporate sustainability field. Organizational cybernetics has done 

extensive contributions to sustainable development at other levels, but less has been done 

regarding sustainable development at the firm’s level.  

The use of the methodology suggested within this project has the potential to facilitate the 

implementation process of a corporate sustainability project. Understanding the firm in terms of 

viable structure’s features, lead employees to act informed and to gain their commitment with 

any project in this context. In consequence, there are strong reasons to believe that organizational 

cybernetics is capable to make significant contributions to corporate sustainability research, and 

more specifically to the issue of corporate sustainability implementation. By using this approach, 

it is possible to achieve a holistic perspective of the corporate sustainability situations and 

facilitate the implementation of projects related to sustainability with firms.  

ii. Second research objective – to complement existent methodologies to support the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects 

Starting with the process of identifying features related to viable structures, development 

and learning capabilities and processes of integration relevant to corporate sustainability, this 

research project has adjusted an existing methodological framework. The adjusted framework 

has embedded cybernetic principles, and key features related to viable structures: and it includes 

also descriptions and details regarding dynamic capabilities types, and processes of integration; 

the resulting methodology has proven useful for implementing a corporate sustainability project. 

As far as we are aware, practical models founded in systems thinking knowledge are novel in the 

context of corporate sustainability implementation. 

In summary, this research project has demonstrated how organizational cybernetics can 

be applied in corporate sustainability research and practice. The methodology can be used by 

practitioners in the field and provides opportunities for the extension of systems thinking 
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research into corporate sustainability field. There are potential avenues for further research that 

are explored in the final section of this chapter. 

iii. Third research objective – to assess the impact of these ideas in academia and 

practice 

The potential of the developed ideas will manifest in two main areas: academia and 

practice. Thus, in the next two sub-sections, these points are developed.  

Impact on academia.  The impact of the ideas developed through out this research project 

is translated into opportunities for further research. First, the fieldwork conducted up to now is 

sufficient to assert that there are alternative but promising paths to achieve goals related to 

corporate sustainability. Second, that multi-methodology methods recommended by Mingers and 

Brocklesby (1997) and Midgley (2011), that were actually used in a systemic intervention to 

support the identification of results (i.e. performance management system created in ORG-Y’s 

intervention), is recommended to strengthen the process of second order learning among 

participants and to confirm (from an alternative point of view) qualitative interventions’ 

outcomes like the ones developed within this research project. In order to go beyond what has 

been done, and to gather more evidence that could give support to the conclusions that this 

research project has attained, it will be necessary to conduct a more thorough analysis of a wide 

range of firms, wide range of contexts, involve more direct participants within the interventions, 

and go deeper into the analyses of the viable structures.  

However, before going into the fieldwork, it would be necessary for researchers to review 

the methodology suggested in this research project. There is scope for improvements in the 

details of each of the stages of the methodology as long as in the tools used (questionnaires, 

evaluations, etc.) that accompany it. Also, there is an opportunity to go further into the research 

of complementarities between organizational cybernetics and dynamic capabilities knowledge 

not only in the context of corporate sustainability, where promising results have been 

demonstrated, but also in other important fields like organization development and change, 

where these ideas could also result relevant.  

The performance measurement system to verify organizational changes based on essential 

variables (something that was developed for this research project) would also is worth of further 

study. It could represent a new way through which scholars, working in similar interventions like 

the ones done in this research, could be able to control and evidence organizational changes. 
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Additionally, within the organizational cybernetics field, there are opportunities for refinement 

regarding performance measurement systems (using essential variables) given the fact that these 

have been originally suggested by Beer (1972, 1979, 1985). However up to this moment, few 

applications of his ideas have been achieved. Also, there are strong reasons to believe that 

systems dynamics have potential to contribute to the strengthen of the methodology (Pérez-Ríos 

& Schwaninger, 1996; Schwaninger & Pérez-Ríos, 2008) by researching how its models could 

improve the way progress measurement system is developed and used within the process of 

implementation.  

A different path for research would be the topic of dynamic capabilities within the 

organizational cybernetics field. In general, within this field, this topic has not received enough 

attention despite the fact that from its very foundations, the theory of viability already addressed 

topics about organizational adaptation and learning. The complementarities that the dynamic 

capabilities knowledge offers to the organizational cybernetics field (and that are initiated within 

the context of this research project) deserve deeper research.   

Another avenue for further research would be the complementarity that other systemic 

approaches, specifically systems dynamics, could have to the theory of viability in topics related 

to support the implementation of organizational projects. Systems dynamics offers tools that 

consider the interactions existent among all the organizational parts, and the organization with its 

stakeholders. In consequence, on the one hand, these models have the ability to account for 

organizational dynamics and could help in the endeavor of understanding organizational 

dynamic behaviors. On the other hand, by allowing this kind of understanding, these tools could 

support decision-making processes by representing different organizational states according to 

the variance in some variables and giving real time information. These topics are relevant for the 

implementation of corporate sustainability projects and in this context, models of dynamic 

systems strategy (Morecroft, 1988) could be used to complement the adjusted methodology 

developed in this research project as well as to support decision making processes when using 

the VSM. However, the potential that this complementarity have could also be applied to other 

fields.  

At this moment, the topic of this complementarity has been already suggested by 

Schwaninger and Pérez-Ríos (Pérez-Ríos, 2012; Schwaninger & Pérez-Ríos, 2008). These 

scholars have proposed the integration of these two systemic approaches to increase the 
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capability that actors have when dealing with complex issues in organizations and society. 

Together, systems dynamics with its ability to model and simulate contexts and organizational 

cybernetics with its ability to provide a viable organizational context can make a good pair when 

dealing with topics related to business strategy support.  

To close this sub-section, five research propositions are suggested for further research in 

the context firm looking to implement a corporate sustainability project:  

Proposition 1: The more configured into recursive levels is the firm, the higher the 

degree of satisfactory complexity management. 

Proposition 2: The better structured is the relationship between operations and meta-

system, the better the firm addresses the variety of organizational tasks  

Proposition 3: The higher the balance between local autonomy and cohesion within the 

firm, the higher its ability to adapt to the changing dynamics of the niche. 

Proposition 4: The more updated information and decision-making mechanisms were 

available within the firm, the better are the decision-making processes. 

Proposition 5: The better integrated dynamic capabilities and processes of integration in 

every recursion level of the firm, the more efficient its operational abilities and overall firm’s 

performance.   

From these previous propositions for further research, the initial four coincide with what 

has been suggested within the “framework for measuring sustainable governance” (Espinosa & 

Walker, 2011). Proposition 5 is one of the contributions that this research project has brought to 

organizational cybernetics and corporate sustainability fields. 

Additionally, it could be analyzed if these propositions could also be useful in other 

contexts different than corporate sustainability (i.e. organizational change).  

Impact on practice.  There are some ways in which this research project results might 

have an impact on the world of corporate sustainability practice. On the one hand, there has been 

a debate going on for many years about the appropriateness of using “Traditional approaches” to 

address problems related to sustainable development. Despite the fact that organizational 

cybernetics has done several contributions to sustainable development, and even to corporate 

sustainability, it remains almost unheard from research in the corporate sustainability field. By 

going on specific details about the practical application of organizational cybernetics principles 

into business reality, it could be possible to inform and shape this debate. 
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On the other hand, there has been evident problems with the implementation of corporate 

sustainability projects (reported all over the world), and even in our region, in Latin America 

(Network for Business Sustainability Chile, 2015). The practical methodology adjusted in this 

research project may contribute to overcome the main problems faced by firms when addressing 

sustainability issues while its implementation could help in the improvement of the overall firm’s 

performance. More holistic points of view could be achieved by applying organizational 

cybernetics principles in the managerial work, which has mainly followed traditional approaches.  

Finally, the practical methodology suggested within the context of this research project 

could serve as a facilitation tool and a guideline for practitioners in the field (as well as for 

managers and workers) to act in an informed way when implementing a corporate sustainability 

project. The structure of the methodology adjusted, which follows certain stages and the 

description of the activities and tools used in every one of these stages, could be applied to the 

facilitation process. There is a strong theoretical framework behind this methodology, but in 

general, the viable structure’s principles can be understood with little training in ordinary 

organizational tasks. In summary, it is possible that the methodology have the possibility to be 

used in the corporate world when addressing sustainability issues.   
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Appendix 1 - Protocols for ORG-X semi-structured interviews 

 

Interviewer’s instructions  

1. Before getting to the interviews you have to make sure to prepare the following: 

o Read about functions and responsibilities of every rol your are going to interview 

o Get general information about dependency within the organization 

o Bring with you a draft of the recursive level’s diagram. Ask the interviewee her/his 

suggestions about it 

o Bring with you an identity statement of the firm. Ask the interviewee her/his suggestions 

about it 

 

The questions are ordered according to the VSM’s systems: 

§ Questions 1 and 2 for system 1 roles 

§ Questions 3 for system 2 roles 

§ Questions 4 for system 3, 3* roles 

§ Questions 5 for system 4 roles 

§ Questions 6 for system 3,4,5 roles 

 

2. Select the indicated questions according to the next recommendations: 

a. Determine if you have to ask all of them  

b. Determine if it is necessary to focus on some of these questions 

c. The criterion to decide the strategy to follow are: 

i. Ask about those questions that you know the interviewee have enough 

information 

ii. Try to get as many information as possible regarding the diagnosis points. 

iii. In particular, it is important to get examples or evidence (information sources 

to reference in the future) 

d. If the role does not have to something to do with System 1 operation, go directly to 

section 2. On the contrary, if the role does have to do with System 1 operations, go 

over all the questions. 

Questions 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 235 

1. Production line operations 

1.1. Describe the main performance problems that you have experienced within the 

production line 

1.2. Which are the main problems that facility management has when gives support to your 

operations? Where are more bottlenecks (e.g. Purchasing, Budget, etc.)?. Give examples 

and evidence.  

1.3. What really matters to production line: what do you measure?�  

1.4. Are production line operating with real-time information?�  

1.5. Are there mechanisms to get feedback from facility’s or production line management?�  

1.6. Are the production line responding quickly to changes in the environment?�  

1.7. Are there effective environments for Decision Making? 

1.8. Are there proper ways to address issues of identity and closure? 

1.9. Have the production line enough autonomy to perform effectively?�  

1.10. Are there mechanisms to deal with conflicting interests?�  

1.11. Are there mechanisms to provide synergy to production line?�  

 

2. Clients and suppliers’ interactions 

2.1. What are those aspects of your relationship with clients that could be improved and what 

would be the way to improve it? 

2.2. What are those aspects of your relationship with suppliers that could be improved and 

what would be the way to improve it? 

 

3. Production line coordination and support  

3.1. Do you consider that the support that you give to the operation lines is effective? 

3.2. What really matters for you to give support to production lines: what do you measure?�  

3.3. Are you operating with real-time information?�  

3.4. Are there mechanisms to get feedback from facility’s management and / or production 

lines?�  

3.5. Are there mechanisms to coordinate actions with other supporting functions? 

3.6. Are there any organizational cultural value supporting (inhibiting) cooperative work 

within the production line? 
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3.7. Are there mechanisms to deal with conflicts? 

3.8. Are there effective environments for Decision Making? 

3.9. Have your department enough autonomy to perform effectively?�  

 

4. Production line management 

4.1. Which are those aspects that production line management should improve to go 

according to what has been signaled by the strategic planning? 

4.2. What are those aspects that could improve the production line team performance and 

what resources you will need? 

4.3. Is there any aspect where it should be convenient to have more autonomy within the 

production line management to make effective decisions?  

4.4. Which are those aspects of the interaction between production line management and 

facility management that should be improved?  

 

5. Adaptation, learning and innovation systems  

5.1. How do you consider that the (production line / manufacturing facility) learning and 

innovation abilities could be improved? 

5.2. How do you consider that the (production line / manufacturing facility) could improves 

the way it adapts to new requirements of the environment? 

5.3. What are those new roles / responsibilities for the (production line / manufacturing 

facility) that must be designed to respond to what has been signaled by the strategic 

planning? 

 

6. Facility’s strategic direction and governance issues.  

6.1. What are those topics where the actual organizational structure could improve regarding 

governance issues and how? 

6.2. Which innovation would you suggest to the actual decision making mechanisms within 

the (production line / manufacturing facility)?  

6.3. What are those innovations that you would suggest to improve the current strategic 

decision making mechanisms? 
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Appendix 2 - Protocols for ORG-Y semi-structured interviews 

 
Interviewers’ instructions  

1. Before getting to the interviews you have to make sure to prepare the following: 

o Read about functions and responsibilities of every rol your are going to interview 

o Get general information about dependency within the organization 

o Bring with you a draft of the recursive level’s diagram. Ask the interviewee her/his 

suggestions about it 

o Bring with you an identity statement of the firm. Ask the interviewee her/his suggestions 

about it 

 

The questions are ordered according to the VSM’s systems: 

§ Questions 1 and 2 for system 1 roles (choose the question according to the 

recursive level) 

§ Questions 3 for system 2 roles 

§ Questions 4 for system 3, 3* roles 

§ Questions 5 for system 4 roles 

§ Questions 6 for system 3,4,5 roles 

 

3. Select the indicated questions according to the next recommendations: 

a. Determine if you have to ask all of them  

b. Determine if it is necessary to focus on some of these questions 

c. The criterion to decide the strategy to follow are: 

i. Ask about those questions that you know the interviewee have enough 

information 

ii. Try to get as many information as possible regarding the diagnosis points. 

iii. In particular, it is important to get examples or evidence (information sources 

to reference in the future) 

d. If the role does not have to something to do with System 1 operation, go directly to 

section 2. On the contrary, if the role does have to do with System 1 operations, go 

over all the questions. 



IMPLEMENTING CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS 238 

 

Questions 

1. Service / Regional operations 

1.1. Describe the main performance problems that you have experienced within the service 

1.2. Which are the main problems that (regional office / national office) has when gives 

support to your operations? Where are more bottlenecks (e.g. Purchasing, Budget, etc.)?. 

Give examples and evidence.  

1.3. What really matters to services: what do you measure?�  

1.4. Are (services / regional office) operating with real-time information?�  

1.5. Are there mechanisms to get feedback from (national / regional) management?�  

1.6. Are (services / regional office) responding quickly to changes in the environment?�  

1.7. Are there effective environments for Decision Making? 

1.8. Are there proper ways to address issues of identity and closure? 

1.9. Have the (services / regional office) enough autonomy to perform effectively?�  

1.10. Are there mechanisms to deal with conflicting interests?�  

1.11. Are there mechanisms to provide synergy to (services / regional office)?�  

 

2. Clients and suppliers’ interactions 

2.1. What are those aspects of your relationship with clients that could be improved and what 

would be the way to improve it? 

2.2. What are those aspects of your relationship with suppliers that could be improved and 

what would be the way to improve it? 

 

3. (Services / Regional / national office) coordination and support  

3.1. Do you consider that the support that you give to the operation is effective? 

3.2. What really matters for you to give support to the operation: what do you measure?�  

3.3. Are you operating with real-time information?�  

3.4. Are there mechanisms to get feedback from (Services / Regional / national office)?�  

3.5. Are there mechanisms to coordinate actions with other supporting functions? 

3.6. Are there any organizational cultural value supporting (inhibiting) cooperative work 

within the production line? 
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3.7. Are there mechanisms to deal with conflicts? 

3.8. Are there effective environments for Decision Making? 

3.9. Have your department enough autonomy to perform effectively?�  

 

4. (Services / Regional / national offices) management 

4.1. Which are those aspects that (Services / Regional / national office) management should 

improve to go according to what has been signaled by the strategic planning? 

4.2. What are those aspects that could improve the (Services / Regional / national office) team 

performance and what resources you will need? 

4.3. Is there any aspect where it should be convenient to have more autonomy within the 

production line management to make effective decisions?  

4.4. Which are those aspects of the interaction between (Services / Regional / national office) 

management and (Services / Regional / national offices) that should be improved?  

 

5. Adaptation, learning and innovation systems  

5.1. How do you consider that the (Services / Regional / national office) learning and 

innovation abilities could be improved? 

5.2. How do you consider that the (Services / Regional / national office) could improve the 

way it adapts to new requirements of the environment? 

5.3. What are those new roles / responsibilities for the (Services / Regional / national office) 

that must be designed to respond to what has been signaled by the strategic planning? 

5.4. Do you find any example regarding abilities that you consider that the (Services / 

Regional / national office) has to discover new opportunities could be improved? If you 

do not find any, is there something that you consider that can be done? 

5.5. Do you find any example regarding abilities that have been used by the (Services / 

Regional / national office) to adapt its structure to respond to new opportunities? If you 

do not find any, is there something that you consider that can be done? 

5.6. Do you find any example where the (Services / Regional / national office) has decided to 

improve any already existent organizational ability?  

5.7. Do you find any example where the (Services / Regional / national office) has decided to 

combine already existent organizational abilities to improve its efficiency? 
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6. Strategic direction and governance issues.  

6.1. What are those topics where the actual organizational structure could improve regarding 

governance issues and how? 

6.2. Which innovation would you suggest to the actual decision making mechanisms within 

the (Services / Regional / national offices)?  

6.3. What are those innovations that you would suggest to improve the current strategic 

decision making mechanisms? 
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Appendix 3 - Agenda for ORG-X workshop 

 

ORG-X workshop 

Introduction: Project advances and methodology 

Suggestions regarding manufacturing facility's identity 

statement 

Levels of organization presentation 

Overview of the main diagnosis areas 

Production line diagnosis review (Systems 1,2, and 3) 

Production line diagnosis review (Systems 4 and 5) 

Flow chart discussion 

Plenary: group reflections 

Final comments 
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Appendix 4 - Agenda for ORG-Y initial workshop 

 

ORG-Y Workshop 

Introduction: Project advances and methodology 

Suggestions regarding ORG-Y's identity statement 

Levels of organization presentation 

Overview of the main diagnosis areas 

National level diagnosis review 

Regional level diagnosis review 

Service level diagnosis review 

Service provision Flow chart discussion 

Plenary: group reflections 

Final comments 
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Appendix 5 - Final workshop evaluation questionnaire 

 

1. I enjoyed the workshop  

2. The workshop was well-organized   

3. The workshop was different compared to other group dynamics  

4. The methodology followed during the workshop was effective   

5. There were discussions around relevant organizational topics 

6. I achieve a better understanding about the topics.  

7. There were good discussions and team working 

8. I felt that everybody had equal opportunities to participate  

9. I felt that I had the opportunity to participate  

10. I could understand other’s points of view.  

11. I found new ways to understand ORG-X 

12. I consider that the workshop worked well   

13. I think that the teamwork created very good proposals to improve ORG-X organization. 

14. I feel committed to contribute to improve even more the company 

15. I would repeat this experience.  
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Appendix 6 – Baseline Questionnaire 

 

1. In this company, we are evaluated using the same standards 

2. In ORG-Y we are working with outdated information 

3. We all know the decisions made by the national level  

4. Our responses to changes in the requirements are fast enough  

5. We have the autonomy, resources and information to make decision locally.  

6. I do know what is ORG-Y and its main goal as a company 

7. I have enough autonomy to develop the task related to my job.  

8. There are mechanisms that help us to solve problems in an effectively and efficiently way. 

9. I never receive any feedback from my boss  

10. Within the services there are mechanisms to coordinate job locally. 

11. At services, there are no mechanisms to coordinate actions with regional offices 

12. We rely on the good support level that we receive from all the departments to perform our 

job.  

13. We are attentive to new client and market trends, demands and requirements  

14. Services implement effectively the decisions made at regional or national level  

15. In ORG-Y we have organizational processes dedicated to gather knowledge from the 

environment and to use it to improve what we are doing in the company. 

16. In ORG-Y, we have processes dedicated to discover or create new business opportunities.  

17. In ORG-Y, we have processes with which we can take advantage of new opportunities by 

using the services we offer. 

18. In ORG-Y, we have processes that help us to organize our resources according to adaptation 

needs of our company.  

19. In ORG-Y, we have spaces to discuss about new abilities that we have to develop or 

resources that we need to find. 

20. In ORG-Y, we have procedures through which we can identify those abilities that are worth 

for improvement.  

21. In ORG-Y, there are spaces where we can discuss how to mix different abilities to improve 

the firm’s efficiency.  

22. I think ORG-Y’s clients are receiving a very good service.  
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Appendix 7 – ORG-X Roles interviewed  

 

1. Production Line Manager 

2. Fermented products coordinator 

3. Desserts products coordinator 

4. Fats coordinator 

5. Manufacturing facility Manager 

6. Chief of Quality and environment 

7. Quality coordinator  

8. Chief of Maintenance 

9. Maintenance supervisor 

10. Demand planning coordinator 

11. Milk provision coordinator 

12. Chief of Human Resources 

13. Purchasing supervisor 

14. HR supervisor 

15. Chief of Purchasing  

16. Chief of trays 

17. Logistics coordinator 

18. IT coordinator 

19. Excellence center representative – Industrial coordinator 

20. Organizational development manager 

21. Organizational development specialist 

22. Sustainability manager 

23. Sustainability specialist 

24. 7 operators from all the production lines of the system-in-focus 
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Appendix 8 – Production line’s mind maps S1 and S2  

 

See Appendix 8.pdf   
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Appendix 9 – Production line’s mind maps S3, S4 and S5 

 

See Appendix 9.pdf 
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Appendix 10 – ORG-Y roles interviewed 

 

Role Quantity 

General Manager 1 

Regional coordinators 3 

Helpdesk supervisors 2 

External service coordinators 3 

In-site service coordinators 4 

HR supervisor 1 

Purchasing supervisor 1 

Technical service supervisor 1 

Treasury supervisor 1 

Warehouse supervisor 1 

IT supervisor 1 

Cleaning operators from several clients 6 
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Appendix 11 – ORG-Y (National level mind map) 

 
See Appendix 11.pdf   
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Appendix 12 – ORG-Y (Regional level mind map) 

 
See Appendix 12.pdf   
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Appendix 13 – ORG-Y (Service level mind map) 

 

See Appendix 13.pdf  
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Appendix 17 – ORG-X System’s viability pre-diagnosis 

In this appendix, the initial analysis of the main diagnosis points is presented, classified 

by every facility’s recursion levels and using the VSM to guide the analysis. Here, global details 

from the diagnosis process are summarized, observing important aspects that could risk the 

viability of the system-in-focus. 

Facility level (recursion 0) 

In general, it is needed to clarify what are the functions that this level does because at the 

operations management level, it was observed that they performed tasks of the operational level 

(in VSM vocabulary, problems in system 3). This fact has caused that people from management 

level (recursion level 0) remained overwhelmed of complexity that could be managed by 

production line level (recursion level 1), leaving little time to attend other important functions.  

Other point is that the anti-oscillatory mechanisms and production systems (system 1 – 2 

interactions) did not work as needed. In general, the facility management manifested that people 

from centralized processes and the corporate center were very far from the facility’s reality to 

know the actual production processes. Management complained that these people worked from 

their offices and they rarely experienced the real troubles lived by the manufacturing facility’ 

employees. There were also other identified problems that had to do with centralized processes. 

First, facility management perceives that HR area did not offer an appropriate recruitment 

service. They considered that HR procedures did take long periods of time to respond to facility 

needs. Some times, production had fewer operators than needed and at other times, it was the 

other way around. Other problems identified were located at purchasing area. This area did not 

respond as fast as it was needed buying spare parts because of the procedures that they had to 

follow. It took more time than the optimums to get them, and machines in the facility had to stay 

out of service for more time than expected. Same thing happened with provision’s area. The 

problem here was that they did not get the amount of raw materials demanded by the facility 

because they did not have up-to-date information. On top of these problems, facility management 

felt that their information systems and hardware were not responding to their information 

demands. These systems showed constant problems and damages that prevented people to work 

with real time information. Also, when hardware broke down, IT area did not respond effectively 

to fix the problems. From System 2’s point of view these problems were caused by how Systems 

1 create and transmit requirements. System 2 signaled that they were late offering services on-
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time because Systems 1 did not follow the procedures regarding the time and the way how 

services were requested. There were procedures that established explicit time lapses and 

documents that had to be filled and delivered to System 2 in order to receive their services that 

were ignored by Systems 1. 

Regarding the “external eye” (system 4), problems like low motivation to suggest ideas to 

create new products were experienced. This was mainly due to the fact that areas like Research & 

Innovation (R&D) usually worked without taking into account people from the facilities. Nobody 

asked facilities about their opinions or what they considered for making processes more efficient. 

The new processes to develop a product were imposed. Additionally, new prototypes were 

developed without an ordered production planning. When R&D wanted to make a prototype, the 

facility had to alter their actual production plans to follow the new ones (system 3 – 4 

interactions). Finally, the manufacturing facility felt that the knowledge that they acquired 

through experience was not effectively registered. Usually what some employees in the facility 

learned, remained unknown to others. However, and regarding homeostat 3-4, it existed not only 

when S3 permanently adjusted operations to respond to new requirements identified by S4. 

Despite the problems identified, the facility’s management recognized that there were 

several strengths that they considered had supported their work and responses to the new 

requirements and actual demand. These strengths, in words of facility’s management, had been 

improving during the last few months and had been adjusted constantly. These included a strong 

facility management (system 5) that kept the team motivated and working towards a unique goal. 

Additionally, the facility had a planning team that took care of the coordination between 

production program and the actual demand (Homeostat 3-4). Other strength was the production 

team that was composed by the facility manager and the production line managers (System 1, 2 

and 3 interactions in recursion 1). They realized that with this production team the production in 

this facility was responding faster to the actual demand. Finally, people from the facility 

considered that, in general, the communication and coordination levels that had been achieved 

among the members of the facility management had made easier to overcome daily problems and 

respond faster with solutions (System 1, 2 and 3 interactions in recursion 0). The following figure 

shows a diagram with the main diagnosis points. 
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ORG-X’s facility level diagnosis points 

 

Production line level (recursion 1) 

Within this recursion level, the production line managers recognized that they also 

intervened directly with production line problems and were overwhelmed of complexity, similar 

to what was experienced by higher recursion level (system 1). This was due to the fact that 

people that offered support to the solution of the problems did not give effective and on-time 
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responses, causing delays within production plans. Operators and supervisors depended from 

what production line managers could do to solve problems with HR (they did not get the needed 

personnel to attend the production), procurement (they did not get the required inputs for the 

production plan), and maintenance (they did not get the required spare parts to put the production 

machines to work) (system 1 – 2 interactions). Supervisors, in general, did not count with the 

required mechanisms to coordinate actions directly with these areas.  

Supervisors also recognized that they had to improve coordination actions with logistics. 

Usually, logistics either did not have the space to store the products that came out from the lines 

or did not have the elements to store them. However, they blamed that this situation happened 

due to the permanent changes that were done to the production planning. Further, at this level of 

recursion, all people complained that the information that they had available to make decisions 

was not reliable. Despite the evident problems, production line and supervisors employees 

signaled that the work that they had done with quality had left good results. In this case, the 

coordination between production and quality work was planned with anticipation, and the results 

showed the improvements. 

The same as with the higher level of recursion, people at this level complained that R&D 

did not take into account neither the people nor the already existent production plans. Production-

line managers, supervisors and operators felt that they were experiencing the same problems with 

R&D that the higher level of recursion (system 4). Additionally, people at this level of recursion 

expressed the same as the higher one: they had a strong production-line management (system 5) 

that kept them working together. 

Regarding System 3, production line managers, supervisors and operators recognized that 

they were empowered to make decisions according to their possibilities, and claimed that their 

bosses gave the required autonomy to do so. They also recognized that they were accountable for 

the production line results and some of them allocated resources as needed. On the other side, as 

it was in the higher recursion level, at this level, production line managers accepted the benefits 

that some mechanisms developed by the facility management had over the way they developed 

their work. Thus, they were also developing mechanisms with supervisors and operators to 

develop the same coordination mechanisms found at the higher level. They expected to have the 

same results and respond quicker to the requirements (System 1, 2 and 3 interactions in recursion 

1). The following figure shows a diagram with the main diagnosis points. 
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ORG-X’s Production line level diagnosis points 

 

From this pre-analysis, it could be concluded that there were evident problems that could 

risk the viability of the system-in-focus. Despite the fact that it is recognized that ORG-X has 

managed to develop, at all levels, a business architecture that shows similar features to what the 

theory of viability says in terms of viable structures, at the levels analyzed there were evident 

problems about how the parts of the structure worked together. First coordination mechanisms 
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between Systems 1 and 2 were the most sensible problem identified. Coordination between these 

two parts suffered problems that had caused that the production line, and in general, the 

manufacturing facility could not fulfill the production plans. Given these difficulties, System 3 

remained attending daily operational problems, overwhelmed by complexity and left their main 

functions unattended. Regarding System 4 functions, in general, did not have a well-organized 

one. System 4, at the lower levels, did not formally exist: System 4 at higher levels imposed new 

innovations and developments. Here, facility and production line employees were not taken into 

account for new projects and in consequence, this issue had caused low motivation levels among 

employees. The homeostat 3-4 were found to be strong at facility level but not equally strong at 

production line level. However, this was an issue already identified and production line was 

working towards its improvement.  

Regarding autonomy and cohesion, it is evident that System 5 had been able to gather all 

the systems together and configure a whole system. The parts had achieved certain levels of 

coordination that allowed them to identify themselves as important for the system. Yet, autonomy 

is not well developed within the units. Despite the fact that empowerment was an issue constantly 

reinforced, that impacted directly autonomy levels, the different systems did not make decisions 

or act without higher levels’ approval. This issue affected the balance between cohesion and 

autonomy.  

Regarding information, parts of the system worked with outdated one. Most of the 

information used to produce and work remained without updates for long times, and decision 

making was based it. This also has caused that the information systems available were considered 

not useful for production purposes. Thus operational units worked with little reliable information. 

Regarding communication, there were some mechanisms that transmit decisions and information 

between parts and levels. However, these were considered subject of improvement. 
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Appendix 18 – ORG-Y System’s viability diagnosis 

In this section, a summary of the main diagnosis point within this organization is presented, 

classified by every recursion level identified and using the VSM as the tool to guide the analysis.  

National level (recursion 0) 

At this level, it was identified that top management has not being performing a clear role 

within the company (in terms of the VSM systems), because it was developing activities that had 

to be undertaken by its system 1, in this case, the regional level. Up to that moment, top 

management considered that this was the best way to work because they always had managed the 

organization under this leadership style. Top management considered that dealing with the 

operations’ details was its principal role, leaving other strategic activities unattended.  

On the other hand, ORG-Y lacked of clear anti-oscillatory and coordination mechanisms 

that allow regional branches to work smoothly. Here, top management was making final 

decisions regarding systems 2 and 3 functions, not only at their level but also at recursive level 1 

(this is one of the pathologies identified by Beer (1979), Espejo (2011) and Pérez-Ríos (2012)). 

All the people working at his level almost had zero autonomy to make decisions by themselves. 

The fact that functions from systems 2 and 3 were assumed by top management, and that this has 

been involved directly into the daily operations, has caused that the amount of complexity that is 

being handled by them is overwhelming, and has been consuming almost all their working time.  

On the other hand, formal functions that corresponded to system 4 and 5 were almost 

inexistent. For some moments, system 4’s functions were assumed by top management given 

their entrepreneurial character that kept them looking for new business, for services innovation, 

and for learning from other companies in the industry. However, there was not a formal system 4 

within the company. Regarding system 5’s functions, after 10 years of operations and up to one 

month before the intervention started, these functions were not formally assumed by any of the 

members of the company.  Despite the high growth rates experienced within the company during 

the last years and that top management, until the beginning of 2014, had never established a 

formal strategic route for the firm, the firm has managed to maintain a set of basic policies for the 

system, as well as to develop an identity recognized by all the employees.  

One additional detail that resulted from the pre-diagnosis is that the national level has 

been making decisions based on outdated information. ORG-Y has been working with an 

information system where details about the operations were registered and stored, but top 
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management did not count with real data reports that could give them knowledge to make 

effective decisions. The following figure shows the VSM diagram with the pre-diagnosis points. 

 

ORG-Y’s National level diagnosis points 

Regional level (recursion 1) 

The analysis of the regional level showed serious deficiencies regarding almost all the 

functions. Given that top management was assuming its tasks, people at regional level did not 

have the necessary autonomy to develop its activities and make decisions, and people hired to be 

head of the branches were almost useless in the structure (they were entirely dedicated to transmit 

information from national to service levels and the other way around without taking actions 
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regarding any situation). Most of the decisions were consulted with top management, and this on 

the other hand, ended up deciding what to do at the regional level. However, top management 

was conscious that this fact was creating problems to the overall functioning of the company. For 

example, operations director made all the decisions regarding customer service at this level 

despite there were people hired to do this work. There were no planned actions in this and other 

topics. Responses from regional level were completely reactive and did not go further than short-

term. As it was previously signaled, top management was conscious of this fact but they did not 

feel confortable giving up control and trust in others. Operations director signaled:  “I’m afraid 

that if I’m not in close relation to the operation’s team, they will make wrong decisions. 

However, I know that I’m not doing what I need to do to make my team to work as expected”.  

Regarding system 2’s functions, there were people performing the tasks to assure that 

services would have the needed resources to achieve results including material provision, 

machinery, and personnel. The provision plan has been designed with a strict schedule. However, 

dates in this schedule were, most of the times, not fulfilled on time causing that services could not 

perform its functions according to what was indicated by the procedures. Several times, services 

had to work without the necessary elements (or find them locally). The immediate consequence 

was that service quality remained at medium levels (this was evidenced by client satisfaction 

indicators that remained below 80% satisfaction, and the trend was declining).  

On the other hand, and regarding the services of system 3, these were also not working as 

expected. Services operations remained showing constant problems and the costs and expenses 

originated in the services behaved erratic and variable. Up to the moment of intervention, given 

that top management remained overwhelmed by the amount of complexity that was handling, and 

the fact that they had assumed other’s responsibilities, they had not been able to put in place the 

needed controls to make the service provision more stable and ran under the same standards, 

neither had allowed coordinators to do it. 

System 4 and 5 were completely underdeveloped at this level. Every action oriented to 

innovate in services or taking care of the future of the company was developed by the national 

level (recursion level 0). Additionally, regional offices lacked from a clear leader with enough 

legitimacy to be able to set policies, and agree on operational goals. As well as with system 4 

functions, national level intervened directly in the regional level, assuming their system 5 

functions.  
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Finally, as well as national level, regional level did not count with updated information to 

make decisions regarding the operation. The few decisions that they made were based on 

perceptions, their own experience, or on others’ suggestions and recommendations. The 

following figure shows a VSM scheme with the main diagnosis points. 

 

 

ORG-Y’s Regional level diagnosis points 
 

Services level (recursion 2) 

Unlike regional level, at services level, almost all VSM’s system functions were covered. 

Within this level, the working group knew exactly their basic functions and developed them 

according to established the quality system’s procedures. Given that this level was the first 

instance where client went to make complaints or to ask for new services, it was at this level 

where things received early solutions despite that several of these topics were responsibility of 
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regional level. And this occurred because service level knew the problems experienced at 

regional level (e.g. the period of time elapsing between a requirement and its response was 

extremely long). In consequence, they tried to give solutions locally before involving others. 

Even in some occasions, services have anticipated the situation and tried to develop plans for the 

medium and long run.   

Regarding system 2 functions, services level had managed to cover these by developing 

mechanisms to do so. For services where operations were large (company determined that large 

services were those that had more than 50 people working at one place), locally, these had 

personnel dedicated for HR and inventory functions, which were the most critical ones for service 

provision. These large services were able to find people in case they needed as well they 

controlled material inventory to be able to react faster in case of missing elements. Thus, system 

1 at this level had achieved to work as smoothly as possible. Same thing did not happened with 

smaller services because these last were completely dependent from regional central offices. In 

these cases, responses took longer and client noticed it, complaining about the situation. Even 

though the way ORG-Y operated at large services had helped to hide evident problems from 

clients, in general, the operation remained full of troubles and client complaints. There were 

topics that were completely solved by the regional level (e.g. the actual personnel hiring, material 

provisions) and that remained delaying the operation of services and caused problems with 

clients.  

In regard to system 3 functions, within large services, there were clear leaders assuring that 

systems 1 worked with synergy and remained accountable for results. However, within small 

services, this did not happen. In small services issues resolution depended completely from 

regional central offices, and these took long periods of time to be implemented. 

Fulfillment of System 4 functions at this level was found at large services but not at small 

ones. For large services, system 4 functions partially existed within them. Supervisors at these 

services were able to implement innovations (mainly because they needed them), and sometimes 

could identify and report innovations to regional central offices. At the small services, there were 

not identified system 4 functions. It was noticed that people in small services was dedicated 

exclusively to provide services, but they really did not care for innovations. Additionally, any of 

the services had available mechanisms to share best practices with others. 
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Regarding system 5, large services had some features that could be related to it. At this 

level and at large services, it was found that service coordinator developed the functions of this 

system including how services are locally operated (main action lines), and dealt with issues of 

cohesion and identity. At small services, this did not happen. Regarding other system 5’s 

functions, like service identity definition, these were not found at any of the services. The 

following figure shows the VSM scheme with the pre-diagnosis points. 
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pany's history

S
et basic policies, rules and norm

atives for the firm
There is a need to m

ake them
 m

ore robust

Low
 levels of com

m
unication and 

coordination w
ith other levels in the 



Service level

O
peration (S1)

O
perations at this level are w

ell covered

S
ervices know

 w
hat to do

S
ervices com

ply alm
ost all the 

requirem
ents from

 the clients
E

ven if they have to buy things locally

Try to respond to urgent claim
s

Q
uality system

 procedures are follow
ed alm

ost entirely
S

om
e problem

s w
hen new

 people 
entered because there is a lack of training

S
om

e services take care of the delays locally

These found m
aterials, uniform

s, 
m

achinery, people
D

evelop m
edium

 and long-run plans 

A
t large services

operations run sm
oothly, different from

 other levels

A
t sm

all services
conflicts for different resources
perm

anent delays

C
oordination (S2)

Large services show
 m

echanism
s to cover 

these functions w
hile sm

all ones do not

Large S
ervices

H
ave H

R
 and inventory personnel that take care of  

P
eople consecution

local w
arehouses

G
et m

oney to support local expenses

S
m

all services

D
irectly affected by problem

s 
experienced at regional level
R

equirem
ents are attended after long periods of tim

e

Internal Eye (S3)

A
t large services there w

ere clear 
leaders running the operation, w

ith 
enough autonom

y to do it

A
t sm

all services, perm
anent problem

s
delays w

ith issues resolution
depended com

pletely from
 regional offices

External eye (S4)
Large services have this function partially

S
upervisors im

plem
ent innovations

S
om

etim
es innovations are reported

S
m

all services did not have it

Long-term
 policy

Large services have this function partially

M
ain action lines

K
eep service together

K
eep identity w

ithin service

S
m

all services did not have it



Ferm
ented, 

desserts, fats 
p

ro
d

u
ctio

n
 lin

e

Internal E
ye (S

3) y M
onitoring (S

3*) 

T
here is not an efficient 

production line tracing 

W
e do not have updated inform

ation

T
o be able to generate any report w

e 
need to invest too m

uch tim
e

W
ork w

ithin the facility m
anagem

ent 
team

 is really good

T
here are a very good relation betw

een 
the team

 m
em

bers. 

P
roduction line has a very good 

relationship w
ith its m

anagem
ent

T
he w

ay decision m
aking is perform

ing is good. 

It takes into account the short and long run

A
ll the m

eetings are considered relevant
T

here are specific m
eetings by topics. 

T
here is a feeling that all supporting 

areas are very far from
 the facility

T
hey do not get to know

 the daily w
ork 

w
ithin the facility

S
olutions do not respond to w

hat is hapenning

S
upporting people change a lot."T

oday w
e are 

w
orking w

ith som
eone and tom

orrow
 w

ith 
som

eone else. T
hus, w

e have to start all over 
again w

ith the new
 people"

T
here is a perception that m

ore 
coordination is needed betw

een 
supporting functions and the production 

“W
e
$n
e
e
d
$fa

st$d
e
cisio

n
s$to

$b
e
$a
b
le
$to

$
ke

e
p
$o
n
$acco

rd
in
g
$to

$w
h
at$is$

p
la
n
n
e
d
”$(P

R
O
D
U
C
T
IO

N
$L
IN

E
)

E
xternal eye (S

4)

Low
 m

otivation levels for product innovation or 
production line im

provem
ents

“G
ive

n
$a
ll$th

e
$h
ie
ra
rch

y$e
sta

b
lish

e
d
$in

$th
is$co

m
p
a
n
y,$id

e
a
s$d

o
$n
o
t$

g
e
t$fa

st$e
n
o
u
g
h
$to

$w
h
e
re
$th

e
se
$ca

n
$b
e
$a
tte

n
d
e
d
.$P

e
o
p
le
$fro

m
$

p
ro
d
u
ctio

n
$lin

e
s$lo

se
$in

te
re
st$o

n
$g
ivin

g
$m

o
re
$id

e
a
s”.$

T
h
e
re
$is$a

$fe
e
lin

g
$th

a
t$is$n

o
t$w

o
rth

e
d
$to

$
g
ive

$id
e
a
s$to

$in
n
o
va

te
$o
n
$p
ro
d
u
cts.

It is difficult that people from
 production 

lines get involved in R
&

D
 activitires

T
here is no tim

e left to dedicate to these activities

P
ro
d
u
ctio

n
$lin

e
$co

o
rd
in
a
to
rs$a

re
$th

e
$

le
a
st$th

a
t$h

a
ve

$tim
e
$fo

r$th
e
se
$a
ctivitie

s

P
rototype tests have been difficutl to develop. 

S
om

e tim
es w

e need to give priority to 
prototypes instead to production 

N
obody is gathering know

ledge from
 

production lines

T
here are a know

ledge site w
here m

eeting 
m

inutes and im
provem

ents are stored. 

S
om

e years before, areas stored their 
ow

n inform
ation. N

ow
, this do not exist

e.g. E
ngineering

long term
 policy (S

5)
T

here is left a w
ay to coordinate actions 

betw
een the production level and the 

facility m
anagem

ent. 



R
egional level

O
peration (S1)

A
lm

ost zero autonom
y to develop functions

R
egional coordinators only transm

it 
inform

ation betw
een levels (national - service)

D
o not m

ake any im
portant decision

D
ecisions are m

ade by top m
anagem

ent

A
ction plans inexistent

D
ecisions respond to 

T
op m

anagem
ent feel uncom

fortable 
giving up control

C
oordination (S2)

P
roblem

s in provision for services

D
elays in m

aterials, m
achinery, personnel

P
urchasing delivers m

aterials alm
ost at 

the end of the m
onth

M
achinery keep broken

lack of training for the operators

problem
s w

hen fix them

S
ervices keep w

orking w
ith few

 people 
because recruitm

ent is not w
orking fast

T
here is a provision schedule

alm
ost never fulfilled on tim

e

S
ervices get resources locally and w

hen 
they have the m

oney to get them

C
lient service satisfaction keep decreasing

quality area show
s the problem

never get the attention from
 regional

Internal Eye (S3)
R

egional m
anagem

ent is unable to solve 
the problem

s originated in services

C
osts and expenses keep increasing

have not been able to put in place controls to 
m

ake service operation m
ore stable 

coordinators do not have the autonom
y to do it

External eye (S4)
Inexistent

Long-term
 policy

Inexistent


