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Abstract: 
 
This study used an international sample of 137 firms to examine the relationship between 
organizational culture and an organization's emphasis on, and its outcomes related to, financial, 
social, and ecological well-being. The study draws on configuration theory, the Competing 
Values Framework, and the Triple Bottom Line approach to suggest that: (1) a hierarchy culture 
is associated with greater emphasis on financially sustainable organizing and with better 
financial outcomes, (2) a clan culture is associated with greater emphasis on socially sustainable 
organizing and with better social outcomes, (3) a market culture is associated with greater 
emphasis on ecologically sustainable organizing and with better ecological outcomes, and (4) an 
adhocracy culture is associated with greater emphasis on holistically sustainable organizing and 
with better holistic outcomes. Using a case survey methodology and objective performance 
measures, the findings provide support for the hypothesized relationships between the hierarchy 
culture and financially sustainable organizing, the clan culture and socially sustainable 
organizing and outcomes, and the market culture and ecologically sustainable outcomes. These 
results suggest that organizational culture is related to sustainability in predictable ways, that a 
configuration theory approach is useful in understanding this relationship, and provide a basis for 
future research to explore additional configuration elements in sustainable organization 
typologies. 
 
Keywords: Competing values framework | Configuration theory | Organizational culture | 
Sustainability | Triple bottom line | Well-being 
 
Article: 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Scholars agree that sustainable business has three key dimensions: financial, social, and 
ecological (e.g., Dyck et al., 2018, Glavas and Mish, 2015, Joyce and Paquin, 2016). This three-
dimensional understanding is also becoming the norm among practitioners, where it is often 
called the “triple bottom line” (TBL) approach (Elkington, 1997, McWilliams et al., 2016). For 
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example, the percentage of the hundred largest corporations that include ecological and social 
performance in their annual reports is 100% in the UK, 99% in Japan, 83% in the USA, 59% in 
China, and 30% in India (Buhr et al., 2014). Similarly, a recent international survey found that 
80% of managers mentioned financial sustainability issues, 70% mentioned ecological 
sustainability issues, and 66% mentioned social sustainability issues, as significant or very 
significant for their firms (Kiron et al., 2013). Clearly sustainability has become an important 
strategic issue for businesses. 
 
While most observers acknowledge the importance of sustainable business practices, too little is 
known about how to achieve them. Thus, scholars have called for research that sheds light on the 
antecedents of sustainable business practices (e.g., Attig and Cleary, 2015, Glavas and Mish, 
2015). Among the variety of factors that could contribute to sustainability, this study focused on 
the role of organizational culture. Culture has been shown to play an important role in explaining 
a variety of organizational phenomena, and the values and ethics embodied in culture may be 
especially important for understanding and motivating sustainable business (e.g., Elkington, 
1997, Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Since organizational culture refers to the set of shared 
values and norms that influence how members perceive and interact with each other and their 
environment (Schein, 1985), it follows that differences in organizational culture could be 
associated with differences in firms’ sustainability beliefs and practices (Baird et al., 2018). 
Consistent with this reasoning, the current study examined the influence of organizational culture 
on which dimensions of sustainability were emphasized within an organization, and on its 
sustainability outcomes. In particular, the four organizational cultures of the Competing Values 
Framework (CVF) – hierarchy, clan, market, and adhocracy (Quinn, 1990, Quinn and Kimberly, 
1984, Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1983) – were linked to four different types of organizational 
sustainability: financial, social, ecological, and holistic (Russell et al., 2007). 
 
A number of authors have recently looked at the relationship between culture and sustainability 
(e.g., Adams et al., 2018, Glavas and Mish, 2015, Hansen and Schaltegger, 2016), though few 
studies have examined organizational sustainability as the dependent variable, and even fewer 
studies have investigated culture's role as an antecedent of specific sustainability outcomes 
(cf. Attig and Cleary, 2015, Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Indeed, the research reported 
here could be the first multi-organization empirical study that links the four cultures in the CVF 
to the four types of organizational sustainability. Examining this link is important for four 
reasons. First, given the important influence that culture has on other organizational outcomes, 
the link between organizational culture and sustainability remains a surprisingly underdeveloped 
area of study. Second, knowing which type of culture may be linked to specific sustainability 
outcomes could help managers and investors make strategic decisions related to resource 
commitments. For example, the findings from this study suggest that clan cultures contribute to 
socially sustainable outcomes, and that market cultures facilitate ecologically sustainable 
outcomes. Third, given the potentially catastrophic socio-ecological issues facing the planet, an 
understanding of the relationship between culture and sustainability is sorely needed to better 
address those important and timely issues. Finally, by linking a typology of organizational 
culture to sustainable organizing and to sustainable outcomes, a foundation for the future 
development of richer configuration typologies with more elements and greater predictive power 
is provided. 
 



The article unfolds in four parts. First, hypotheses are developed from a review of the 
organizational sustainability and culture literatures. Second, the paper describes the case survey 
methodology (Larsson, 1993, Larsson and Finkelstein, 1999) and how it was used. Third, 
findings based on data from 137 firms in 27 different countries are presented in terms of their 
organizational culture and their financial, social, ecological, and holistic emphases and 
performance. Finally, the implications of the study are discussed. 
 
2. Literature review and hypothesis development 
 
Configuration theory characterizes organizations in terms of multidimensional constellations of 
elements that commonly occur together, and helps to explain how the different elements of a 
configuration fit together (Meyer et al., 1993). Max Weber's (1978) work was a classic example 
of developing different typologies or “ideal types.” Since then numerous typologies have been 
developed within the organizational sciences, such as Miles and Snow's (1978) well-known 
typology of Prospector, Defender, Analyser, and Reactor organizations. Relevant to the current 
study, scholars have recognized the merit in studying the “configuration of sustainability 
oriented practices” (Maletič et al., 2018, p. 424). Drawing on configuration theory, and in 
particular Miller's (2018) approach to developing it by starting with an existing typological 
conceptual framework and then exploring more deeply what occurs within its categories, the 
current study integrated a well-established typology of organizational culture (the Competing 
Values Framework; Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1983) with an existing empirically-grounded four-
part typology of sustainable organizing (Russell et al., 2007). 
 
2.1. A four-part typology of organizational culture 
 
Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983, p. 66) observed that organizational “culture is the set of values and 
assumptions that underlie the statement, ‘This is how we do things around here’.” Along the 
same lines, Schein (1985) argued that organizational culture refers to the set of shared values and 
norms that influence how members perceive and interact with each other and their environment. 
An organization's culture has a strong influence not only on the behavior of members, but also on 
subsequent performance outcomes (Boyce et al., 2015). Indeed, more than 5,000 studies have 
examined the link between organizational culture and performance since 1980 (Hartnell et al., 
2011). Thus, it is not surprising that “… many scholars suggest that the pathway for the adoption 
of corporate sustainability principles leads via the adoption of a sustainability-oriented 
organizational culture” (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010, p. 357). Consistent with the larger 
literature, the current study posits that organizational culture could be related to both the 
sustainability preferences emphasized by an organization's members as well as to the actual 
sustainability outcomes or accomplishments of organizations (e.g., Schein, 1985, p. 65). 
Specifically, this research examined the relationships between organizational culture and (1) the 
relative emphasis firms placed on different dimensions of sustainability (i.e., sustainable 
organizing), and (2) the relative performance of organizations in the different dimensions of 
sustainability (i.e., sustainable outcomes). 
 
The Competing Values Framework (CVF) remains perhaps the best-known and most widely 
accepted typology of organizational culture (e.g., Graafland, 2018, Malbašić et al., 2015). It was 
empirically derived and validated to reflect the most important elements that define 



organizational culture (Cameron and Quinn, 2006, Howard, 1998). As a result, it aligns with 
“well-known and widely accepted categorical schemes that outline how people think, how they 
organize their values and ideologies, and how they process information” (Linnenluecke and 
Griffiths, 2010, p. 359). In sum, the CVF provides the most widely used configurational model 
of organizational culture among both researchers and practitioners. 
 
The CVF is defined by two dimensions (Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1983). Along the first axis, the 
CVF differentiates organizational cultures based on whether members value change (i.e., 
flexibility and adaptiveness) or stability (i.e., predictability and control). The second dimension 
differentiates cultures based on whether members prioritize the internal environment of the 
organization or its external environment. Crossing these two dimensions yields four types of 
organizational culture: 1) a hierarchy culture values stability and focuses on the organization's 
internal environment; 2) a clan culture values flexibility and focuses on the organization's 
internal environment; 3) a market culture values stability and focuses on the organization's 
external environment; and 4) an adhocracy culture values flexibility and focuses on the 
organization's external environment. As described below, each of these culture types was 
hypothesized to have different sustainability implications. 
 
2.2. Culture and sustainability emphasis 
 
Organizational sustainability has been described as having three dimensions: financial, social, 
and ecological (e.g., Elkington, 1997). This framework was “implied in the literature, though not 
empirically supported” prior to a study by Russell et al. (2007, p. 50). Those authors interviewed 
38 participants from a deliberately wide range of organizations and asked each interviewee a 
series of four open-ended questions to understand “what the participants considered corporate 
sustainability to be and how they enacted this understanding in practice” (Russell et al., 2007, 
page 40; emphasis in original). Although these data were collected at the individual level, two of 
the four questions participants were asked included a referent shift (Chan, 1998) to the 
organizational level, which was the focus of analysis in their paper. In particular, their analysis 
pointed to four types of sustainable organizing: “(1) a corporation working towards long-term 
economic performance; (2) a corporation working towards positive outcomes for the natural 
environment; (3) a corporation that supports people and social outcomes; or (4) a corporation 
with a holistic approach [that balances financial, ecological, and social well-being]1” (Russell 
et al., 2007, p. 40). 
 
Because organizational culture consists of values and beliefs that shape perception and behavior 
(Schein, 1996), it is reasonable to suggest that organizational culture may be associated in 
predictable ways with the type of sustainable organizing members focus on. Specifically, this 
emphasis might be evident in which dimension of sustainability (i.e., financial well-being, social 
well-being, ecological well-being, or a balance of the three) an organization's members 
prioritized in terms of their attention, discussion, and effort. Indeed, others have argued 
that Russell et al.’s (2007) four types of sustainable organizing might be related to the four 

 
1 “Participants who demonstrated a holistic understanding acknowledged a range of issues around the concept of 
corporate sustainability. … their discussion centered around a need to balance economic, social and natural 
environment issues, and suggested a need to understand the systems and interconnections between each element in 
the systems” (Russell et al., 2007, p. 40; emphases added here). 



organizational cultures associated with the CVF (e.g., Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 
2010, Linnenluecke et al., 2009). 
 
Table 1 presents the hypotheses examined in this study, which suggest that each CVF culture 
type will emphasize a different dimension of sustainability. The specific emphasis hypothesized 
to be associated with each culture is described more fully below, but a simple overview of the 
basic rationale is as follows. First, along the horizontal dimension, an organizational culture can 
focus on internal or on external resources and processes. Alongside of their culture and other 
intangible resources, organizations are said to have two main types of internal resources: 
employees, and physical/financial assets (Barney, 1991). According to the CVF (e.g., Quinn, 
1990, p. 51), when these two types of internal resources are juxtaposed along the vertical 
dimension (i.e., flexibility vs stability), the flexibility-oriented clan culture would be expected to 
place relatively more emphasis on the development of human resources. This emphasis is 
consistent with the idea that human resources are more flexible, and less predictable, than 
physical/financial assets. In contrast, the stability-oriented hierarchy culture would be expected 
to place relatively more emphasis on physical/financial assets, the second type of internal 
resource. Of course, this is not to suggest that clan cultures are not concerned with 
physical/financial assets, or that hierarchy cultures are not concerned with human resources, but 
rather to suggest that clan cultures would devote relatively more attention and effort to human 
resources (and thus to social sustainability within the firm), while hierarchy cultures would have 
a greater relative emphasis on physical/financial assets (and thus on financial sustainability). 
Thus, in terms of the dimensions of sustainability, the clan culture's emphasis on human 
resources was expected to be related to a greater emphasis on socially sustainable organizing and 
outcomes, and the hierarchy's emphasis on physical/financial assets was expected to be related to 
a greater emphasis on financially sustainable organizing and outcomes. 
 
Table 1. Hypotheses tested in the current study.  

Hierarchy culture Clan culture Market culture Adhocracy culture 
Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the hierarchy culture 
will: 

Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the clan culture will: 

Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the market culture 
will: 

Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the adhocracy culture 
will: 

Hypothesis 1: CVF 
culture type predicts 
emphasis on different 
understandings of 
sustainable organizing 

H1a: place the greatest 
emphasis on financial 
well-being. 

H1b: place the greatest 
emphasis on social well-
being. 

H1c: place the greatest 
emphasis on ecological 
well-being. 

H1d: place the greatest 
emphasis on holistic 
well-being. 

Hypothesis 2: CVF 
culture type predicts 
sustainability outcomes 
(i.e., performance) 

H2a: have the best 
performance 
on financial 
sustainability outcomes. 

H2b: have the best 
performance on social 
sustainability outcomes. 

H2c: have the best 
performance 
on ecological 
sustainability outcomes. 

H2d: have the best 
performance on holistic 
sustainability outcomes. 

 
In terms of external focus, organizations' environments exhibit both changing and stable 
elements. The two externally focused cultures (i.e., adhocracy and market) vary in their 
orientation toward flexibility (adhocracy) versus stability (market). Because the market culture is 
highly sensitive to its dependence on the external environment, and favors the creation of stable 
systems for managing that dependence, it could be expected that the market culture would place 
particular attention to managing its interface with the ecological environment (i.e., recognizing 



the need for resource stewardship and creating systems for doing so). In contrast, the adhocracy 
culture, because of its emphasis on flexibility and change, would emphasize a wider variety of 
forms of well-being as it adapts to a constantly changing environment. Thus, in terms of the 
dimensions of sustainability, the market culture's emphasis on stable systems was expected to be 
related to a greater emphasis on ecologically sustainable organizing and outcomes, and the 
adhocracy culture's emphasis on adapting to a continually changing environment was expected to 
be related to a holistic emphasis on all aspects of sustainable organizing and outcomes. 
 
2.2.1. Hierarchy culture and financial sustainability 
 
The hierarchy culture—consistent with its internal focus and stability orientation—emphasizes 
control, measurement, documentation, information management, and continuity (Quinn, 1990). 
Organizations with hierarchy cultures should thus be inclined to emphasize internal resources 
that are subject to reliable measurement and control (e.g., accounting practice and financial 
resources). Consistent with this reasoning, the literature provides considerable support for the 
proposition that, among the four CVF cultures, the greatest relative emphasis on financial well-
being would found in firms with a hierarchy culture (e.g., Campbell et al., 2013, Robbins and 
Page, 2012). For example, Linnenluecke et al. (2009) hypothesized that a hierarchy culture 
would “place greater emphasis on an economic understanding of corporate culture sustainability” 
because this type of culture was related to Barley and Kunda's (1992) “scientific management” 
ideology, and to Scott's (2003) closed-system rational models, both of which sought rationalized 
production processes, efficiency, and maximization of financial gains (cf. Zammuto et al., 2000). 
Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010, p. 360) likewise proposed that organizations with a hierarchy 
culture “place greater emphasis on economic performance, growth and long-term profitability in 
their pursuit of corporate sustainability.” Moreover, this logic is supported by empirical evidence 
linking the hierarchy culture to an emphasis on financial well-being. Linnenluecke et al. (2009, 
p. 441) found that a firm with a hierarchy culture “predominantly seeks economic and financial 
information as the basis for decision-making.” 
 
2.2.2. Clan culture and social sustainability 
 
A clan culture prioritizes the internal environment of the organization and, rather than being 
primarily attentive to stable internal resources like physical and financial assets (as in the 
hierarchy culture), is particularly attentive to dynamic issues related to human resources such as 
morale, cohesion, and commitment, and organizational mechanisms such as participative 
decision-making, positive treatment of employees, and effective governance (Quinn, 
1990, Quinn et al., 1996). In other words, clan cultures are thought to focus on social well-being 
in the firm. Within the sustainability literature, among the four CVF cultures, scholars have 
argued that clan cultures place the highest relative emphasis on social well-being (e.g., Campbell 
et al., 2013, Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). For example, Linnenluecke et al. (2009) argued 
that a clan culture is related to Barley and Kunda's (1992) “human relations” ideology, and 
to Scott's (2003) closed-system natural models, both of which pay attention to things like group 
affiliation, work conditions, and social interaction (cf. Zammuto et al., 2000). Consistent with the 
reasoning above, Linnenluecke et al. (2009) found a positive correlation between a clan culture 



and a social understanding of corporate sustainability.2 Of note, however, Linnenluecke et al. 
(2009) suggested that a clan culture would be linked only to internally-oriented social 
sustainability, and not to external social well-being. Nonetheless, others have suggested that an 
emphasis on social well-being within an organization can be expected to spill over and improve 
the social well-being of people outside of the organization as well (Dyck et al., 2018). 
 
2.2.3. Market culture and ecological sustainability 
 
Reflecting an external focus and stability orientation, members of a market culture are sensitive 
to aspects of their external environment and motivated to establish stable and predictable ways of 
interacting with them (Quinn, 1990, Quinn et al., 1996). A market culture applies logic to 
existing knowledge and sees the organization as a rational economic entity that seeks to optimize 
outcomes (Quinn, 1990). Linnenluecke et al. (2009, p. 439) argued that the ideologies and theory 
underlying the market culture: 
 

… highlight the importance of the wider environment for the organization, and the need 
for rational planning and organizing in light of environmental demands. The [market 
culture] quadrant corresponds to the system rationalism ideology of Barley and Kunda 
(1992), which focuses on planning, forecasting, controlling and the design of the 
organizational structure and decision processes to match the external environment. It is 
also analogous to Scott's (2003) classification of open–rational system models. In this 
quadrant, the efficient use of resources, planning and goal setting, and the adequacy of 
organizational structures in light of the environment are valued highly. These aspects, in 
particular the efficient use of resources and the avoidance of adverse effects on the 
environment, are essential to the environmental understanding of corporate sustainability. 

 
As a result of this keen awareness of dependence on external environments, it was expected that 
the market culture would exhibit a particularly strong emphasis on reducing ecological impacts 
via systems like ISO 14000 practices, working with other members of the supply chain, and 
developing systemic ways to sell by-products (Graafland, 2018). Similarly, Robbins and Page 
(2012, p. 178) suggested that firms with a market culture would focus on things like “pollution 
mitigation” and on “products and services that continue business as usual but in a cleaner and 
more efficient way. This includes both tools for ‘cleaning up the mess’ more effectively as well 
as avoiding creating a mess in the first place” (Robbins and Page, 2012, p. 177; see 
also Campbell et al., 2013, p. 130; Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). 
 
Of course, this is not to suggest that other organizational cultures do not attend to ecological 
well-being. But the market culture, with its focus on stable, rational ways to manage the external 
environment, would be more likely to place greater emphasis on ecological well-being than the 
other three culture types. Similarly, the market culture clearly places emphasis on financial well-
being and social well-being, but relatively less than that of hierarchy and clan cultures 
respectively. 
 
2.2.4. Adhocracy culture and holistic sustainability 

 
2 They also found that social sustainability was positively correlated with both market and adhocracy cultures, 
though the correlation was largest with the clan culture. 



 
Finally, the adhocracy culture—with its external focus and flexibility orientation—has been 
associated with being innovative and adaptive, with members who have an “idealistic 
orientation” and focus on multiple objectives simultaneously, even though they may not master 
any of them (Quinn, 1990, p. 36). Thus the adhocracy culture may be inclined to pursue all three 
dimensions of sustainable organizing, rather than emphasizing one over another. As such, 
scholars have argued that, among the four CVF cultures, the highest relative emphasis on holistic 
well-being would be found in firms with an adhocracy culture (Campbell et al., 
2013, Linnenluecke et al., 2009, p. 439; Robbins and Page, 2012, p. 179). Indeed, Linnenluecke 
and Griffiths (2010, p. 364) suggested that the adhocracy culture represented the “‘ideal’ culture 
profile for corporate sustainability” because it offers a balanced approach that pursues all three 
dimensions of sustainability in an adaptive and ongoing way. Moreover, they found that an 
adhocracy culture was positively related to an emphasis on holistic sustainability. 
 
2.3. Culture and sustainable organizational performance 
 
The four types of sustainable organizational outcomes used here parallel Russell and colleagues’ 
(2007) four types of sustainable organizing. Although much previous research has examined 
some combination of the three dimensions of sustainable performance (e.g., financial, social, 
and/or ecological), it has been repeatedly observed that few studies have examined each of the 
three dimensions of sustainability separately, and even fewer have treated them as outcomes to 
be explained (Attig and Cleary, 2015, Hahn et al., 2015, p. 298; see also Campbel et al., p. 
130; Glavas and Mish, 2015, p. 624). Instead, past sustainability scholars and practitioners have 
typically focused on financial performance (e.g., “Does it pay to be green?”), and described 
social and ecological well-being primarily as new opportunities or tools to enhance financial 
profits (e.g., Hart, 1995). For example, as described in Dyck et al. (2018), this approach 
highlights how reduced packaging material could improve profits by reducing both costs and 
waste, or how offering onsite daycare could increase profits by increasing employee morale and 
reducing sick days and turnover costs. In contrast, the current study treated all four types of 
sustainable performance as inherently valuable and sought to explain how they arise. 
 
Specifically, Hypothesis 2 predicts that each of the four cultures is associated with different 
sustainability outcomes, in a way that is consistent with and parallels members’ emphases in 
sustainable organizing. Thus, as shown in Table 1, a hierarchy culture should be associated with 
greater financial performance (Hypothesis 2a), a clan culture should be associated with greater 
social performance (Hypothesis 2b), a market culture should be associated with greater 
ecological performance (Hypothesis 2c), and an adhocracy culture should be associated with 
greater holistic sustainability performance (Hypothesis 2d). 
 
The rationale supporting Hypothesis 2 parallels the rationale supporting Hypothesis 1. In other 
words, the same reasons that certain cultural values and orientations toward internal-external or 
stability-flexibility are associated with the dimensions of sustainability that 
members emphasize (Hypothesis 1), suggest that each culture would be associated with specific 
sustainability outcomes (Hypothesis 2). The dimension of sustainability that members give the 
most attention to should also be the dimension on which the organization performs best. 
 



Nonetheless, there is ample evidence highlighting situations where organizational values and 
goals were not associated with predicted organizational outcomes, and instead led to unintended 
results (e.g., Balogun, 2005). Similarly, there is no guarantee that emphasis will always match 
actual practice. Consider greenwashing, wherein organizational members emphasize their 
commitment to ecological sustainability but fail to be sustainable in practice (Walker and Wan, 
2012). As a result, this study does not assume consistency between emphasis and practice, and so 
each is assessed independently. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
The hypotheses were tested using a multiple case study or “case survey” approach, which 
allowed for a combination of detailed insight and statistical analysis, contributing to richer and 
more generalizable findings (Eisenhardt, 1989, Larsson, 1993, Larsson and Finkelstein, 
1999, Yin, 1994). Specifically, to test Hypothesis 1, published case studies were analyzed and 
the organizations they described were classified in terms of the four CVF culture types and their 
relative emphasis on each of the sustainability dimensions. To test Hypothesis 2, these case-
based classifications were matched with external measures of each organization's sustainability 
performance. 
 
3.1. Sample and procedure 
 
The case survey method makes use of previously published cases that are relevant to the research 
question under study (Larsson, 1993, Larsson and Finkelstein, 1999, Walker et al., 2015). Using 
Harvard Business Publishing—which provides a well-regarded and comprehensive source of 
business cases—cases were selected based on three criteria. First, the case had to be about an 
organization that was publicly owned, so that its financial performance could be assessed using 
public sources. Second, the case had to provide sufficient detail to allow clear coding of its 
organizational culture, and of its emphasis on the three dimensions of sustainability. Finally, the 
case had to be about an organization rated by Sustainalytics between the years 2009 and 2013, so 
that its social and ecological performance could be assessed. 
 
Sustainalytics is a private research firm providing information for socially responsible investing 
by conducting independent analyses of the social and ecological performance of more than 4,000 
companies. Sustainalytics' assessments are based on reviewing external sources (e.g., NGO 
reports, newspapers), company documents (e.g., annual reports), and input from peer reviews 
and experienced analysts (Smith, 2015). Sustainalytics' data have been used frequently in prior 
research (e.g., Auer, 2016, Husted and de Sousa-Filho, 2017, Wolf, 2014, Walker et al., 2018), 
and researchers have argued that its scoring system allows for greater variability among 
organizations' ratings than is evident in the more commonly used KLD data (Surroca et al., 
2010). This study limited data to the years 2009–2013, because Sustainalytics’ pre-2009 scores 
used a different methodology to gather and report data, making them less comparable with the 
more recent data. 
 
Harvard Business Publishing offered case studies of more than 800 organizations that were both 
Sustainalytics-rated and publicly traded. However, most of these organizations were not 
described in appropriate detail to support a clear categorization of organizational culture. 



Ultimately, cases describing 137 organizations from 27 countries met all three selection criteria, 
and each of these cases was independently coded by two extensively trained research assistants. 
 
The training and coding took place over half a year and involved a number of steps. First, one of 
the authors and the two research assistants coded five cases together discussing the coding and 
variation in values for the variables. Second, five additional cases were coded independently, 
after which the team met again to discuss all five cases and any discrepancies in the coding. 
Following this second round, the research assistants each coded 10 more cases independently, 
and met a final time to compare results. The research assistants then coded the remaining cases. 
The final result revealed a high level of agreement (average intra-class correlation 0.74), 
indicating reliable coding. When coding of the cases was complete, Sustainalytics ratings and 
financial performance data from Worldscope were added to each case record. 
 
Table 2. Summary of measures used. 

Phenomenon Hypothesis Data Source Measure Nature of Code 
Organizational 

culture 

 
Cases Four CVF cultural archetypes Categorical 

Emphasis on 
financial 
sustainability 

H1a Cases To what extent does the organization place a 
great deal of value on financial well-being 
within the organization (e.g., profit 
statements, share price)? 

7-point Likert 
scale 

Emphasis on 
social 
sustainability 

H1b Cases To what extent does the organization place a 
great deal of value on societal well-being 
(e.g., support community groups, liaise with 
external stakeholders)? 

7-point Likert 
scale 

Emphasis on 
ecological 
sustainability 

H1c Cases To what extent does the organization place a 
great deal of value on ecological well-being 
within the organization (e.g., minimizing 
pollution, helping others minimize pollution)? 

7-point Likert 
scale 

Emphasis on 
holistic 
sustainability 

H1d Cases Rank order each organization (split ties) on each 
of the three emphases above and sum the three 
ranks for each organization 

Calculated 

Financial 
performance 

H2a Worldscope Five year average net income (2009–2013) Calculated 

Financial 
performance 

H2a Worldscope Five year average return on assets (2009–2013) Calculated 

Social 
performance 

H2b Sustainalytics Employee-related controversies or incidents 0 to 100 
(higher scores 
indicate better 
performance) 

Social 
performance 

H2b Sustainalytics Governance-related controversies or incidents 0 to 100 

Ecological 
performance 

H2c Sustainalytics Use of renewable energy sources 0 to 100 

Ecological 
performance 

H2c Sustainalytics Scope of corporate reporting on greenhouse gas 
emission 

0 to 100 

Holistic 
performance 

H2d Worldscope and 
Sustainalytics 

Rank order each organization (split ties) on the 
six performance scores above and sum the six 
ranks for each organization 

Calculated 

 
3.2. Measures 



 
Table 2 provides an overview the measures used in this study, including CVF culture type, 
sustainable organization type, and actual performance. 
 
3.2.1. CVF culture types 
 
Schein's (1985) description of the challenge involved in fully understanding an organization's 
culture involves three levels and is sometimes called the iceberg model. It is relatively easy to 
examine an organization's first level, visible cultural artifacts, which includes the observable 
behavior of its members and its constructed social and physical environment. Perhaps the best 
way to understand this level is to “analyze the central values that provide the day-to-day 
operating principles by which members of the culture guide their behavior” (Schein, 1985, p. 
15), something that can be inferred from case studies. This leads to a second level, called values, 
which includes things like organizational beliefs and assumptions that are taken for granted. This 
level is more challenging to discern, but may be found in cases written by authors with a 
particularly intimate understanding of an organization. Care must be taken to differentiate 
between values that are merely espoused, versus those that are enacted, in an organization 
(Schein, 1985, p. 17). The third level, an organization's basic underlying assumptions, is the most 
challenging to discern. Schein suggested that as an American he could probably decipher the 
organizational culture of an American business, but he could never “fully decipher” the culture 
of a Japanese or French firm (Schein, 1985, p. 117). In any case, Schein argues that deciphering 
the underlying assumptions of an organization's culture requires the joint effort of both a member 
of the organization and an outsider. Such a joint effort may be evident in cases written by skilled 
authors who worked closely with organizational members. 
 
The present study did not seek to fully decipher organizations’ cultures, seeking only to classify 
cultures into the four quadrants of the CVF. Doing so is a challenging, but not impossible task. 
Indeed, the cultures of about 10,000 organizations have been classified in terms of the CVF, 
typically using a variation of the “Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument” scenario-
based survey instrument (Cameron and Quinn, 2006). For example, Linnenluecke et al. 
(2009) surveyed 255 members of a single organization using a 5 question variation of the survey 
(adapted from Zammuto and Krakower, 1991). Among other CVF assessment tools, Behravesh 
(2017) analyzed the text in the Global Reporting Initiative reports of 200 businesses using 
Centering Resonance Analysis (CRA) methodology (Corman et al., 2002) looking for mentions 
of specific words associated with each of the four CVF cultures. 
 
The present study did not use a survey instrument, nor CRA methodology, but rather was based 
on analyzing written case descriptions, and placing each firm into one of the four CVF cultural 
archetypes. Coders categorized the cases using the two key dimensions of the CVF (i.e., stability 
versus flexibility, and internal versus external). Coders looked for mentions of organizational 
members focusing on internal factors and/or external factors, and focusing on change and/or 
predictability. These mentions might have included statements made by the CEO or other 
managers and members, but also included descriptions related to members’ understandings of 
“how we do things around here.” Coders also looked for more indirect observations, such as 
descriptions that said a firm had a highly-developed accounting system (internal stability), or an 
entire department dedicated to monitoring trends in the external environment (external stability). 



Consistent with previous studies that noted that multiple cultures can be evident within a firm 
(e.g., Linnenluecke et al., 2009), eight of the original sample of 145 cases could not be placed in 
a single culture quadrant, and so were removed, resulting in the final set of 137 organizations. 
 
In many cases, categorizing the organization into a CVF quadrant was relatively straightforward 
because the descriptions provided in the case explicitly referred to the firm's culture and values. 
For example, DaVita Medical Group, a managed care provider in the U.S., was clearly a clan 
culture that valued flexibility and had an internal focus. The case referred to DaVita as behaving 
“like a community first and a company second” (George and Kindred, 2010, pp. 1–2). DaVita 
CEO Kent Thiry used the metaphor of a “village” to describe the values emphasized in the 
organization (George and Kindred, 2010, p. 7): 
 

We introduced the village as a way to communicate that DaVita is a community that 
takes care of its own. If I talk about a company that works like a healthy village, all 
DaVita citizens—our employees—understand it means helping your neighbor and caring 
about each other. You can have two communities that are exactly the same, and one can 
just be houses next to each other while the other is a neighborhood. It is a mutual social 
and emotional contract. We work together to make our lives better. Running a sound 
business for everyone's benefit is an integral part of that. 

 
In other cases, terms like culture and values were not used explicitly, but the organization's 
values and culture were nevertheless quite evident in the descriptions of artifacts, the way things 
were done, and other observations by the case authors. Consider the following example of the 
hierarchy culture at Acer Inc., the Taiwanese multinational electronics firm, and how the case 
described its internal focus and emphasis on stability. Acer's prioritizing of internal operating 
systems, and its relative disregard for external relations, were illustrated in the following quote 
from Ken Tai, head of Acer's sales and marketing in the U.S.: “We had been strong in 
manufacturing but weak on managing vendors who supplied components to us. Our connection 
with the makers of CPUs, disk drives, and memory chips, the three key items to making a PC, 
were not tight enough” (Wasserman et al., 2011, p. 13). Acer's internal focus and emphasis on 
stability were also evident in its preference for acquisitions over joint ventures, and in its creation 
of attractive options to encourage employees to purchase shares in the company (Wasserman 
et al., 2011, pp. 7 and 8). 
 
3.2.2. Sustainable organizing emphases 
 
The cases were also coded to rate the extent to which each organization emphasized financial, 
social, and ecological well-being on a 7-point Likert-type scale (see 3.2.4 for the 
operationalization of holistic sustainability). In particular, raters were trained to look for 
indicators of how much organizational members worked toward, attended to, talked about, 
and/or invested their energy in any of the three dimensions of sustainability (i.e., financial well-
being, social well-being, or ecological well-being). 
 
For example, the following cases were rated as having a high, medium, and low emphasis, 
respectively, on financial well-being. High emphasis on financial well-being was evident in the 
case where the CEO was quoted as saying: “Anyone who says that you should not let financial 



considerations drive your strategy is not being realistic. Money is everything when you are a 
small biotechnology firm” (Pisano et al., 2011, p. 1, italics in the original). 
 
Medium emphasis on financial well-being (and a high emphasis on ecological well-being) was 
evident in a case about Wipro, an information technology (IT) firm in India. The case focused on 
green IT and repeatedly noted that the main drive for the initiative was not financial well-being, 
but ecological well-being. Raghuraman Kalyanaraman, Wipro's head of Green IT, was wary that 
employees were likely to perceive the introduction of green IT as “yet another efficiency 
improvement initiative” rather than accept that it was a response to climate change (discussed at 
length in the case) where financial well-being was important, but no longer priority number one 
(Bose and Ramasastry, 2009, p. 8). 
 
Finally, low emphasis on financial well-being (and a high emphasis on social well-being) was 
found in a case about Cipla, a leading generic pharmaceutical firm in India. Yusuf Hamied, the 
firm's chairman and managing director, is quoted as prioritizing “doing good” over financial 
returns (Deshpande et al., 2011, p. 7): 
 

I think the multinationals made a big mistake pricing their AIDS medicines at $12,000 to 
$15,000 per patient per year for something that costs them only $200 … I am accused of 
having an ulterior motive. Of course I have an ulterior motive: before I die, I want to do 
some good … We're not making money, but we are not going to lose money either … we 
should break even. 

 
3.2.3. Objective performance measures 
 
Data sources outside of the cases were used to develop measures for the financial, social, and 
ecological performance outcomes of each firm in the sample. Financial performance was 
measured using five-year averages (2009–2013) of net income and return on assets drawn from 
Worldscope data. These two measures complemented each other, providing one absolute and one 
relative measure of financial performance. 
 
Social performance was assessed with two items drawn from Sustainalytics ratings: 1) employee-
related incidents and controversies, and 2) governance-related incidents and controversies. 
Employee-related incidents and controversies included issues such as poor labour standards, poor 
union relations and freedom of association, safety concerns, or concerns about diversity, health 
and safety. Governance-related incidents and controversies included conflicts of interest at the 
board level, accounting irregularities, or issues related to shareholder rights (e.g., voting rights, 
voting caps). These two items were useful because they clearly focused on social performance, 
they were applicable to all organizations in our sample (unlike some other industry-specific 
measures of social well-being reported by Sustainalytics), and they allowed the assessment of 
internal and external social performance. Both measures were reported on 100-point scales, 
where higher numbers indicated better performance (i.e., fewer incidents). 
 
Two other items drawn from Sustainalytics were used to assess the ecological performance of 
each firm in the study: 1) greenhouse gas (GHG) emission reporting, and 2) use of renewable 
energy sources. Both measures used 100-point scales, where higher numbers indicated that the 



organization provided more comprehensive reports on the nature and scope of their emissions, 
and that the organization made more extensive use of renewable energy sources, respectively. 
These two items were useful because they clearly focused on ecological performance, were 
broadly applicable, and combined evidence about both transparency and actual behavior 
regarding GHG emissions. 
 
3.2.4. Holistic measures 
 
Given that the holistic understanding of sustainability recognizes the importance of multiple 
issues and seeks balance among them (Russell et al., 2007), an organization adopting a holistic 
approach is unlikely to be the best in any one dimension of sustainability, but should have the 
best overall performance when the three dimensions are considered together. Therefore, to assess 
holistic emphasis, each organization was rank-ordered (splitting ties) on each of the three 
emphasis variables (financial, social, and ecological), and each organization's three ranks were 
summed to get a total score, where higher values indicated better overall performance across the 
three dimensions. The same procedure was followed to develop a measure of holistic 
performance, summing the ranks across the six performance measures described above. 
 
3.3. Analysis 
 
The hypotheses predict that the group mean of a given measure would be higher for 
organizations in one cultural group than for those of other cultures. This sort of mean comparison 
is typically conducted with analysis of variance (ANOVA). However, ANOVA assumes normal 
distribution and relatively equal numbers in each group. Neither assumption was appropriate for 
these data, which frequently reflected non-normal distributions and unbalanced numbers. 
Therefore this study used the Kruskal-Wallis H test (Kruskal and Wallis, 1952), which is a non-
parametric extension of ANOVA that does not rely on the same assumptions. Moreover, because 
the numbers of each type of culture were relatively small (see below), an alpha criterion of 0.10 
was adopted. 
 
Several control variables were used to assess the robustness of findings, including firm age, firm 
size, industry, and the sustainability culture of the country where the organization was 
headquartered. For the latter, several national sustainability indices were used and, where 
possible, measures similar to the firm-level performance data were chosen. These measures 
included country-level ratings of greenhouse gas emissions, renewable energy use, good 
governance, income distribution, and GDP from the Sustainable Society Index (2016), plus an 
overall measure of sustainability taken from the Environmental Performance Index (2016). 
Because some of the CVF culture types were poorly represented (in particular, there were only 6 
organizations with a clan culture), statistical power was limited. Therefore control variables were 
introduced individually. The results reported below were robust across all control variables. 
 
4. Results 
 
The 137 organizations in the sample ranged in age from 9 to 269 years, with a mean of 59 years. 
They represented 13 different industries and had head offices located on every continent except 
Antarctica. As such, they provided a diverse and useful international sample to test the 



hypotheses. However, the organizational cultures were not evenly distributed. In this sample, 
there were 22 hierarchy cultures, 6 clan cultures, 62 market cultures, and 47 adhocracy 
cultures. Table 3 provides the descriptive statistics of the organizations in the sample 
and Table 4 provides an overview of the findings. 
 
Table 3. Descriptive statistics associated with the measures used to test the hypotheses.   

Mean sd 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1 Emphasis on financial sustainability 6.04 .70 

          

2 Emphasis on social sustainability 2.77 2.11 -.26* 
         

3 Emphasis on ecological sustainability 1.84 1.75 -.09 .51* 
        

4 Emphasis on holistic sustainability 208.50 64.00 .33* .72* .67* 
       

5 Net income (millions of dollars) 2.04 4.02 .04 .09 .16* .18* 
      

6 Return on assets .06 .06 -.25* .11 .09 -.02 .27* 
     

7 Social performance: Employees 91.53 17.39 -.09 .05 .07 -.02 -.33* .00 
    

8 Social performance: Governance 96.39 9.37 -.17* .04 .02 -.07 -.11 .12 .16* 
   

9 Ecological perf.: Carbon intensity 16.22 29.59 -.08 .09 .13 .04 .05 -.16 -.07 .13 
  

10 Ecological perf.: GHG reporting 50.24 33.35 .05 -.07 .04 .03 .15 -.04 -.25* .12 .30* 
 

11 Holistic performance 417.00 118.90 -.10 .06 .09 .01 .13 .44* .25* .47* .21* .36* 
Note: N = 137. 
* p ≤ .10. 
 
Table 4. Overview of hypothesis testing results.  

Hierarchy culture Clan culture Market culture Adhocracy culture 
Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the hierarchy culture 
will: 

Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the clan culture will: 

Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the market culture 
will: 

Compared to the other 
three CVF cultures, 
the adhocracy culture 
will: 

Hypothesis 1: CVF 
culture type predicts 
emphasis on different 
understandings of 
sustainable organizing 

H1a: place the greatest 
emphasis on financial 
well-being. 
Findings: support 

H1b: place the greatest 
emphasis on social well-
being. 
Findings: support 

H1c: place the greatest 
emphasis on ecological 
well-being. 
Findings: no support; 
opposite 

H1d: place the greatest 
emphasis on holistic 
well-being. 
Findings: no support 

Hypothesis 2: CVF 
culture type predicts 
sustainability outcomes 
(i.e., performance) 

H2a: have the best 
performance 
on financial 
sustainability outcomes. 
Findings: no support; 
opposite 

H2b: have the best 
performance on social 
sustainability outcomes. 
Findings: partial 
support 

H2c: have the best 
performance 
on ecological 
sustainability outcomes. 
Findings: support 

H2d: have the best 
performance on holistic 
sustainability outcomes. 
Findings: no support 

 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that each culture would emphasize a different dimension of sustainable 
organizing. H1a predicted that hierarchy cultures would place the greatest emphasis on financial 
sustainability, and the data supported this prediction. The emphasis on financial issues among 
hierarchy cultures (mean 6.32) was significantly higher than that among the other three cultures 
(mean 5.98; χ2 = 4.75, df = 1, p = .03). H1b was also supported; the emphasis on social 
sustainability among clan cultures (mean 6.17) was higher than that among the other cultures 
(mean 2.62; χ2 = 12.61, df = 1, p < .01). In contrast, H1c was not supported; in fact, the emphasis 
on ecological issues among market cultures (mean = 1.52) was significantly lower than that 
among the other cultures (2.11; χ2 = 3.24, df = 1, p = .07), which was the opposite of the 
prediction. H1d also was not supported, as the adhocracy cultures’ holistic emphasis (mean 



209.67) was not significantly different from that of the other cultures (mean 207.90; χ2 = 0.15, 
df = 1, p = .70). 
 
Hypothesis 2 predicted that each culture would perform best in different dimensions of 
sustainability. H2a predicted that hierarchy cultures would have the best financial performance, 
but the data did not support this prediction. Hierarchy cultures actually had a mean net income 
comparable to that of other cultures ($0.8M versus $2.3M; χ2 = 0.32, df = 1, p = .57) and their 
return on assets was in fact significantly lower (0.04 versus 0.07; χ2 = 5.17, df = 1, p = .02).3 H2b 
predicted that clan cultures would have better social performance, but the empirical support was 
mixed. Clan cultures did not have significantly better social performance with regard to 
employee issues (mean 96.67 versus 91.29; χ2 = 1.92, df = 1, p = .17), but they did have 
significantly better performance on governance issues (mean 100.00 versus 96.22; χ2 = 2.95, 
df = 1, p = .09). H2c predicted that market cultures would have better ecological performance, 
and this prediction was supported by the data. Compared to the others, market cultures 
performed better in terms of emission reporting (mean 59.90 versus 43.86; χ2 = 4.97, 
df = 1, p = .03) as well as in the use of renewable energy (mean 26.14 versus 9.67; χ2 = 4.93, 
df = 1, p = .03). Finally, H2d predicted that adhocracy cultures would have greater holistic 
performance, but this prediction was not supported. There was no significant difference between 
the adhocracy and the three other cultures in terms of holistic performance (mean 439.80 versus 
405.23; χ2 = 2.38, df = 1, p = .12). 
 
5. Discussion 
 
This study found significant relationships between an organization's culture, the dimension of 
sustainable organizing it emphasized, and its objectively measured sustainability performance. 
Sometimes these relationships were as hypothesized; other times they were not. As a whole, the 
findings suggested that knowing a firm's culture could often help to understand its sustainability 
emphases and outcomes. These findings have implications for theory that links the four CVF 
cultures with the three main dimensions of sustainability (section 5.1), and for a configuration 
theory approach to develop a typology of sustainable organizations (section 5.2). 
 
5.1. Organizational culture and sustainability 
 
This section discusses the findings and their theoretical implications for each of the four CVF 
culture types. The findings for each culture type are illustrated with a case drawn from the 
sample. To facilitate comparability, all cases chosen were technology firms. 
 
5.1.1. Hierarchy culture 
 
As expected, of the four CVF cultures, organizations with a hierarchy culture placed the greatest 
emphasis on financial well-being (H1a supported). Unexpectedly, however, these firms did not 
actually have higher financial performance (H2a not supported), even after controlling for 
industry effects. This lack of financial performance might be surprising because it appears to 
contradict the idea that outcomes are related to the particular goals that actors emphasize (Locke 
and Latham, 1990). 
 



By way of explanation, the contradictory results for H1a and H2a may reflect the long-standing 
argument that organizations that emphasize maximizing profits will be distracted from the core 
purpose of the business, which is to provide goods and services that create value for customers, 
and thus paradoxically an emphasis on financial well-being undermines financial performance 
(Drucker, 1954). Recent research suggested that an emphasis on financial well-being may 
enhance financial returns in the short-term, but reduce market valuations and financial 
performance in the long-term (Miller and Xu, 2019). Moreover, today's marketplace might be 
particularly supportive of businesses that have a more balanced, triple bottom line, approach 
rather than one whose greatest focus is on maximizing profits (Hart, 1995). A firm that places 
undue attention on financial outcomes might be perceived poorly by consumers, and suffer 
accordingly (Carroll and Shabana, 2010). If this explanation is correct, it has implications that go 
far beyond the study of organizational culture, questioning the merit of the profit-maximization 
goal that underpins much of mainstream management and business theory (e.g., Ferraro et al., 
2005). In particular, it lends support to those who argued that firms seeking to maximize 
organization profits must create social value and address socio-ecological issues of the day 
(e.g., Hart, 1995, Porter and Kramer, 1999). 
 
Acer Inc., the Taiwanese multinational electronics firms, was in this study's sample and an 
example of a company with a hierarchy culture. Its focus on achieving financial efficiencies via 
stable systems allowed it to become a very profitable volume leader in low-cost computers, but 
its resulting reputation as a low-cost producer subsequently limited its ability to sell higher-
margin premium personal computers (Sharma, 2016, Wasserman et al., 2011). Acer thus 
illustrates a hierarchy culture whose emphasis on financial concerns was profitable for a time, 
but did not serve it well in the longer term (Sahai, 2013, Shih, 2005). 
 
5.1.2. Clan culture 
 
As hypothesized, firms with a clan culture tended to place more emphasis on social well-being 
(H1b supported) and to have better social sustainability outcomes (H2b partially supported) at 
the governance level. In contrast, clan cultures were not positively associated with better internal 
social well-being. One explanation might be that the small sample size (N = 6 for clan culture) 
led to a false rejection, as the score difference in internal social well-being was in the right 
direction (clan mean = 97; other cultures' mean = 91). Alternatively, the lack of difference in 
internal social well-being might reflect another pattern. In particular, a clan culture might be one 
where members experienced a lower absolute number of employee-related incidents and 
controversies, but where every incident had a greater likelihood of being reported precisely 
because it was an aberration of the organization's norms. Put differently, employees may be less 
likely to report incidents of poor social well-being in organizations where the (non-clan) culture 
places less value on social well-being, or where members are more afraid of negative 
repercussions associated with whistle-blowing (MacLean, 2002, Zhang et al., 2009). In contrast, 
with regard to the likelihood of reporting governance-related incidents and controversies, it 
might be that industry-wide norms and expectations played a relatively larger role in setting the 
baseline. If this were true, then the hypothesized differences across the four organizational CVF 
cultures would be more evident in terms of governance, consistent with the findings for H2b. 
 



The China Mobile Communications Corporation, a state-owned telecommunication firm 
providing voice and multimedia services in mainland China, was an example of a clan culture 
company in this study (Kirby et al., 2009). Within China, China Mobile was seen as a leader in 
“linking core values, operations and a management system that addresses social needs” 
(Jianzhong and Zhao, 2016). Thus, for example, consistent with the current findings, its 
emphasis on social well-being vis-a-vis corporate governance has been prominently featured on 
its website (www.chinamobileltd.com), which included a detailed corporate governance report 
addressing issues such as the board of directors and committees, remuneration, appointment and 
rotation of directors, and internal and external audits. Further, China Mobile has encouraged 
employee whistle-blowing via an “anti-corruption education program,” offering its employees 
numerous anonymous channels to report employee-related incidents, and being highly 
transparent about reporting the number of whistle-blowing cases and the percentage that were 
resolved (China Mobile, 2014). As speculated above, it might be that China Mobile has had 
relatively few actual employee-related incidents, but the firm's vigilant transparency may result 
in more reported incidents when compared to another organization with a different culture and 
fewer channels that encourage reporting employee-related incidents. 
 
5.1.3. Market culture 
 
As expected, firms with a market culture tended to achieve the highest ecologically sustainable 
performance (H2c supported). However, counter to the hypothesis—but consistent with previous 
empirical studies (Linnenluecke et al., 2009, Reyes-Santiago et al., 2017)—these firms placed 
less emphasis on ecological well-being than other firms in the sample (H1c not supported; 
opposite). Note that this finding for the market culture—that a relatively low emphasis on 
ecological well-being was associated with a relatively high ecological performance—was the 
inverse of the finding for the hierarchy culture, where a relatively high emphasis on financial 
well-being was associated with relatively low financial performance. In both cases, a mismatch 
was observed between relative emphasis and actual performance. In contrast, a similar 
disconnect between emphasis (H1) and outcomes (H2) was not evident among the clan and 
adhocracy cultures. 
 
Both market and hierarchy cultures value stability, and so the results might point to the complex 
dynamics inherent in sustainability, such that it is difficult to create stable structures and systems 
that align sustainability emphases and performance in expected ways. The (stability-oriented) 
structures and systems associated with the market culture placed the lowest emphasis on 
ecological well-being, even though they had the highest ecological performance. Similarly, the 
stable structures and systems associated with the hierarchy culture placed the highest emphasis 
on financial well-being, and they had the lowest financial performance. These findings support 
the call for more research on the paradox of intended and unintended outcomes generally (Rizzi 
et al., 2014), and highlight the value in developing an understanding of sustainability that focuses 
on possible paradoxical interrelationships among the factors associated with different dimensions 
of sustainability (Hahn et al., 2015). In the case of market cultures, it may be that members 
optimize their ability to adapt to the external environment by creating stable structures and 
systems for doing so, but devote greater emphasis and time to dealing with other, more 
challenging and less predictable aspects of external environment. 
 



Nokia, the Finnish multinational technology firm, was an example of a company with a market 
culture (Walker and Wilson, 2012). Nokia's leadership role in environmental performance 
(Kramer, 2010) was aided by the elaborate stable systems it had developed (Nokia, 2016). Nokia 
had achieved its relatively high ecological performance outcomes (e.g., Nokia ranks in the top 
10% of the 2,500 largest companies that lead in sustainability, Aila, 2017) even though its 
emphasis was on a variety of forms of well-being, such as conducting business with integrity and 
respecting people (Nokia, 2016; see also Kauflin, 2017). 
 
5.1.4. Adhocracy culture 
 
Unexpectedly, the findings indicated that firms with an adhocracy culture did not place greater 
emphasis on holistic well-being (H1d not supported), nor did they have the best performance in 
holistic sustainability (H2d not supported). These unexpected findings might reflect the way in 
which holism was operationalized. The current study used a simple additive approach, in which 
each of the three dimensions of sustainability was treated as independent and equally important. 
This approach was reasonable, given the current state of knowledge and the lack of well-
developed theoretical guidance concerning a more complex relationship. However, future 
researchers might explore more nuanced operationalizations of holistic sustainability than the 
one presented here. For example, one might examine thresholds rather than monotonic 
relationships. In other words, perhaps a holistic culture could be best understood as one where 
each of the three dimensions of sustainability received “enough” emphasis to pass some 
threshold level that supported success in the other dimensions. If holism could indeed be the 
“ideal” way to address current sustainability challenges (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010, p. 
364), research needs to better understand it. 
 
Alternatively, the results in this study might be explained by other factors. First, because they 
value flexibility and adaptation, and the constant change that these values suggest, members of 
an adhocracy culture might inadvertently “show no interest in continuity and control of the 
workflow” (Quinn, 1990, p. 71), which might explain their unexceptional achievement and 
emphasis on measures of on-going sustainability. Along the same lines, it might be that their 
change-valuing external focus made firms with adhocracy cultures prone to spreading 
themselves too thin across a wide variety of initiatives related to well-being: “No organization 
can achieve superior performance if it tries to be all things to all people” (Porter and Kramer, 
1999, p. 126). 
 
Blackberry, the Canadian software and internet device multinational firm, was an example of a 
company with an adhocracy culture (MacCormack et al., 2012). As described in the case, 
Blackberry seemed to address all the important issues regarding social and ecological well-being. 
Moreover, its website referred to Blackberry as taking a “holistic approach to sustainability” that 
included a wide variety of factors common to many MNCs such as: “sustainable materials”, 
“responsible supply chain”, “manufacturing/production”, “packaging and distribution”, “product 
use”, and “end of life” (Blackberry, 2013, p. 13). However, this enthusiastic embrace of diverse 
sustainability issues might have spread the firm's efforts too thin to do any of them particularly 
well. 
 
5.2. Implications for configuration theory and a typology of sustainable organizations 



 
In addition to the implications above concerning the relationship between organizational culture 
and sustainability, the current results pointed to several directions for theoretical and empirical 
work regarding organizational configurations. First, this research offered a valuable contribution 
toward the construction of a typology of sustainable organizations that links cultural types to 
sustainable organizing. In particular, the results suggested that the relationships between culture 
and sustainability emphasis, and culture and sustainability outcome, are not always as 
straightforward as one might expect. Thus, in order to make the links between the 
configurational elements of each type understandable, new elements need to be added. For 
example, one such element might be “members' awareness of their firms' sustainability 
outcomes.” In particular, heightened members’ awareness might create greater support for the 
relationships predicted in the original hypotheses. If members of a hierarchy culture recognized 
that their emphasis on financial well-being was not leading to the desired financial outcomes, 
they might become inclined to search for a more nuanced understanding of what does contribute 
to (and detract from) financial performance, and then make appropriate changes to the activities 
they emphasize in order to improve financial performance. For example, they might learn that 
financial performance is optimized when they use their internally- and stability-oriented culture 
to emphasize the development and delivery of goods and services that truly serve consumers. In 
other words, in the absence of self-awareness, the hierarchy culture may be prone to follow a 
variation of the “focusing” trajectory that Miller (1990) identified to describe a type of 
organizational configuration with a narrow and stability focus, whose focus becomes so extreme 
that the organization becomes too narrow and too stability-focused, causing its performance to 
suffer. In order to avoid this fate, members of a hierarchy culture could ensure that their 
emphasis on financial well-being does not become too narrow. 
 
Similarly, if members of a market culture became aware that they are industry leaders in 
ecological sustainability outcomes, they might begin to place greater outward emphasis on 
ecological well-being in their marketing and identity. Recognizing their leadership role in 
ecological performance may help members to have a more accurate understanding of their 
strengths and to make those strengths more visible, which may also serve to raise the overall 
ecological performance of their industry. Of course, members must be wary of placing too much 
emphasis on ecological well-being, lest they follow a variation of a “drifter” trajectory associated 
with organizational configuration types that emphasize stability and have a broad scope (Miller, 
1990). However, more generally, it seems more likely that any self-awareness that draws 
attention to paradoxes (such as unintended ecological well-being, or unintended poor financial 
performance) will help to enrich self-understanding and reduce the likelihood of negative 
organizational trajectories (Miller, 1990, Miller, 1993, Quinn, 1990). 
 
Understanding links of these sorts is important because, as Miller (2018) argued, configuration 
theorists need to be more deliberate in thinking about and describing the nature of the 
relationships, synergies, and driving forces that hold the components of a configuration together: 
“At their best configurations tell a story – one that surfaces important relationships and contrasts 
and enlightens, elaborates, or calls into question established viewpoints” (Miller, 2018, p. 461). 
Similarly, perhaps the more participants are aware of the sustainability “story” that their 
configuration represents, the more likely they are to enhance sustainability. In particular, 
members of a hierarchy culture who are aware of their relatively poor financial performance 



might change the way they emphasize financial well-being by paying greater attention to the 
socio-ecological aspects of the goods and services they provide. Similarly, members of a market 
culture who become aware that they are leaders in ecological performance might be more likely 
to emphasize this, for example, in their marketing and thereby spur greater ecological 
performance from other organizations. In short, better awareness of the sustainability story 
associated with various configurations might enhance overall sustainability. 
 
Second, as mentioned above, the results pointed to the potential in thinking more deeply about 
the nature of holistic sustainability. Future researchers might want to examine thresholds rather 
than monotonic relationships. In other words, perhaps a holistic organization is one in which 
each of the three dimensions of sustainability receives “enough” emphasis to pass some 
threshold level that supports success in the other two dimensions. Within the field of 
configuration theory, qualitative comparative analysis methodologies seem to be particularly 
well-suited to address these sorts of questions (Fiss, 2007, Fiss, 2011, Miller, 2018). 
 
Third, it is worth underscoring that a unique aspect of the configurational typology developed in 
this study was that it included both sustainable organizing (i.e., the dimension of sustainability 
emphasized among organizational members) and sustainable performance outcomes. This 
inclusion was notable for several reasons. First, most studies of sustainable organizing do not 
measure the three types of sustainability independently. Second, most studies do not use 
sustainability measures as the dependent variable, but rather as independent variables. Third, 
most previous studies do not have measures for both sustainability emphasis, and objective 
measures of sustainability performance. Indeed, even relatively easily accessible objective 
measures of financial performance are rarely used. For example, a recent review found that 
almost 80 percent of CVF studies used subjective measures even to measure financial outcomes 
(Hartnell et al., 2011), and similar observations hold when looking at non-financial outcomes 
(e.g., Naor et al., 2014). If society is to address the socio-ecological issues facing it, then it 
behooves organizational scholars to examine and understand what types of organizations 
enhance social and ecological well-being outcomes, as evident in this study. 
 
5.3. Practical relevance 
 
This study had several implications for managers. For one, the results lend support to the 
observation that sustainability advocates would do well to think about sustainability as the 
dependent variable (Attig and Cleary, 2015). Rather than examine, for example, whether or not 
sustainability leads to financial performance, the more important challenge facing humankind is 
to discover what factors lead to socio-ecological sustainability. Towards this end, this study 
suggested that a clan culture contributed to socially sustainable outcomes, and a market culture 
facilitated ecologically sustainable outcomes. 
 
Moreover, the link between culture and sustainability could guide practitioners’ choices in 
making decisions about stakeholders. For example, even if the realities of the prevailing industry 
or technology made adopting a clan culture impractical for a given organization, managers 
interested in facilitating social well-being could choose to work with and support potential 
suppliers, collaborators, and customers with clan cultures. Likewise, managers interested in 
facilitating ecological well-being can choose to support stakeholders with market cultures. 



 
Finally, the mixed results might point to the merit of practitioners developing and telling the 
“sustainability story” of their organization. This might involve making explicit which 
dimension(s) of sustainability the culture of the organization intends to enhance, and provide 
members with related performance measures to affirm and focus their work toward that end. 
 
5.4. Limitations 
 
This study had several limitations that might influence the interpretation and generalization of 
the results. First, although the overall sample size of organizations was large compared to other 
similar studies, the sample had an unequal distribution of organizational cultures. Small samples 
may lack sufficient power to detect relevant differences, and they might also be more vulnerable 
to influence by outlier cases (e.g., Button et al., 2013). 
 
Second, consistent with best practice in the case survey technique (Larsson, 1993), this study 
used all available cases, but the method is inherently exposed to potential sample bias. Case 
authors were unlikely to chose firms at random when writing cases, and their cases were 
typically written with specific goals that could influence the presentation of information. As a 
result, because the sample was limited to publicly traded firms that had received detailed 
description in previous cases, the generalizability of the findings is uncertain. 
 
Third, the international nature of the organizations in this study, while beneficial in offering a 
more diversified sample, also might have introduced uncontrolled variability. More specifically, 
the study was only able to make relatively cursory examinations of the effect of national culture 
differences on the outcomes. Differing cultural values, laws, and regulations in various countries 
might compel businesses to implement particular sustainability practices. For example, in some 
countries firms may face lawsuits if they fail to recognize the legal rights of nature (e.g., in 2008 
Ecuador became the world's first country to include the Rights of Nature in its constitution; 
Kauffman and Martin, 2016). Future research might investigate how the relationship between 
organizational culture and sustainability emphasis and outcomes might differ by country. 
 
Fourth, for parsimony the hypotheses and results were limited to specific culture and 
sustainability pairings. Future research might compare all the types of sustainable organizing and 
sustainable performance across all the culture types. This line of investigation seems important 
since previous research has found trade-offs between the different sustainability outcomes and 
the corresponding need for strategic decision-making (McWilliams et al., 2016). 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
In examining the relationships between organizational culture and sustainability, this study made 
three main contributions. First, the study demonstrated how configuration theory could be used 
to understand the link between organizational cultures and sustainable organizing. The results 
highlighted the complexity of the relationship between culture and sustainability, and provided a 
basis for developing more nuanced typologies of sustainable organizations. Second, knowing 
which type of organizational culture is linked to specific sustainability outcomes could help 
managers and/or investors make strategic decisions related to resource commitments, as well as 



provide information as to which stakeholders and partners are likeliest to support their values. 
Finally, it was found that emphasizing a specific dimension of sustainable organizing within a 
firm often did not result in superior performance in that same dimension. This outcome suggests 
that researchers need to investigate the relationship between sustainability emphasis and 
outcomes more closely to better understand when the two do and do not align. Taken together, 
the findings would be relevant to managers, investors, and sustainability advocates, as they 
suggest ways to improve sustainable organizations. 
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