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Abstract 

As climate change impacts escalate and regulatory frameworks evolve, the finance industry is 

increasingly important in driving sustainable transformation. This thesis investigates the role of 

sustainability managers in steering corporate sustainable transformation in the German 

finance industry, focusing on their understanding, responsibilities, and barriers to success. 

Addressing a gap in the literature, this research delves into the responsibilities of sustainability 

managers in the German financial sector, areas critical for advancing effective sustainability 

strategies tailored to this industry’s challenges. 

Employing a qualitative grounded Delphi study within a social-constructivist paradigm, this 

research engaged 28 sustainability managers to share their perspectives on their 

understanding, responsibilities and perceived transformation barriers. Qualitative data was 

collected through two rounds of online questionnaires and analysed using grounded theory 

coding (open, axial, and selective), achieving consensus statements with 75% – 100% 

agreement among participants. 

The findings demonstrate that sustainability managers perceive corporate sustainability 

transformation as a holistic reconfiguration of business models, demanding the integration of 

sustainability goals into organisational processes and decision-making. This understanding 

differs from narrower concepts of corporate sustainable change and development. The study 

also reveals a significant discrepancy between these sustainability managers’ official and 

perceived responsibilities, underscoring their under-recognised yet crucial role as ‘change 

agents’ for sustainability and ‘knowledge brokers’. Furthermore, the research highlights the 

critical influence of top management’s commitment and change-conducive corporate culture 

as essential for overcoming transformation barriers. 

This work enriches the academic discourse on sustainability in the German financial industry 

and offers practical recommendations for enhancing corporate sustainability transformation 

strategies. By delineating the complex roles and systemic challenges that sustainability 

managers face, this thesis facilitates the adoption of effective sustainability practices, 

especially in the German finance industry. 

Keywords: Corporate Sustainable Transformation, German Finance Industry, Sustainability 

Manager, Grounded Delphi Method 
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1. Introduction 

This introductory section provides an overview of the research context and the resulting 

research needs. Following the outline and description of the research context, the research 

aim, questions, and objectives are presented. Subsequently, the research contribution of this 

thesis is summarised, along with the underlying method. This section concludes with the 

presentation of the thesis structure, offering a brief and concise overview of each section. 

 

1.1 Context 

1.1.1 Sustainable Environment as the Basis for Economic Stability 

Since 2018, notable climate conferences have highlighted that the global economy is 

consuming natural resources at an unsustainable rate. According to the Circular Gap Report 

(2023), 70% more resources than the Earth can safely replenish are used, with only 8.6% of 

these materials being recycled, highlighting a significant circularity gap. Further, global 

circularity has decreased from 9.1% in 2018 to 8.6% in 2020 (Circular Gap Report, 2023). As 

the status quo of the global economic system and the global population in this Circular Gap 

Report show, only a few companies and citizens have established resource-efficient 

production cycles or behaviours. This unsustainable trend underscores the need to shift 

towards more sustainable economic practices, as a sustainable environment forms the 

foundation for society and health and is the basis for economic stability. However, sustainable 

development is a challenge, as issues with climate change and resulting regulatory measures 

are increasing. According to the Circular Gap Report 2023, regenerative and ethical behaviour 

rather than extractive and exploitative practices must become the norm. The implications of 

these practices are profound. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2023) reports 

a projected global warming of 3.2°C by 2050, far exceeding the targets set by the Paris 

Agreement, emphasising the urgent need to mitigate climate change. 

In 2023, according to the Global Footprint Network, Germany’s so-called ‘Country Overshoot 

Day’ was set for May 4, indicating that its ecological footprint exceeded its biocapacity. This 

marked the day on which ‘Earth Overshoot Day’ would have occurred if the entire global 

population lived, consumed, and produced like Germany. Official data ranks Germany 16th 

worldwide in terms of its ecological footprint. This measure quantifies the amount of biological 

materials consumed and the amount of carbon emissions produced, compared to how much 

natural resources their ecosystems can renew (Figure 1). The concept of ‘Country Overshoot 

Day’ is derived from the global ‘Earth Overshoot Day,’ which marks when humanity's demand 

for ecological resources in a given year exceeds what Earth can regenerate in that year. 
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Germany’s early overshoot day highlights the country's high level of resource consumption 

and waste production, which substantially surpasses the global average. This 

overconsumption is driven by factors such as high levels of meat consumption, reliance on 

fossil fuels, and a significant amount of waste generation per capita. Germany’s position on 

the list of countries with the earliest overshoot days draws attention to its environmental 

policies and the urgent need for sustainable practices (Global Footprint Network, 2023). 

Figure 1: Country Overshoot Day 2023 

 

Source: Global Footprint Network (2023) - www.footprintnetwork.org; www.overshootday.org  

According to the United Nations (UN) and as detailed in the Journal of Health Monitoring, 2023, 

a sustainable environment and a healthy, capable workforce are essential for global economic 

success. The impacts of climate change, referred to as physical sustainability risks, along with 

resulting environmental disasters, adversely affect populations – leading to issues such as 

illness, hunger, drought, poverty, climate refugees, and war – and economies, affecting 

international supply chains and causing labour and skilled-worker shortages. The 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are newly arranged in a hierarchy depicted as a 

wedding cake in Figure 2, which illustrates the foundational importance of these goals, as 

further explored in the literature review in the second section. 

http://www.footprintnetwork.org/
http://www.overshootday.org/
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Figure 2: SDGs Wedding Cake 

 

Source: Stockholm University (2024); All CC license information in the reference list.  

The so-called 'SDG Wedding Cake' from Stockholm University (2024) presents a layered 

structure of the SDGs, emphasising their interconnected nature and mutual dependencies 

across four distinct levels. At its foundation lies the 'Biosphere Circle', which includes SDGs 6 

(Clean Water and Sanitation), 13 (Climate Action), 14 (Life Below Water), and 15 (Life on 

Land). This circle is essential as it sustains all life on Earth by maintaining the health of natural 

ecosystems that provide critical resources and climate regulation (Stockholm University, 

2024). 

Built upon this ecological base is the 'Society Circle', comprising SDGs 1 (No Poverty), 2 (Zero 

Hunger), 3 (Good Health and Well-being), 4 (Quality Education), 5 (Gender Equality), 7 

(Affordable and Clean Energy), 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), and 16 (Peace, 

Justice, and Strong Institutions). This layer fosters a stable and equitable society where basic 

human needs are met and rights are safeguarded, enabling individuals to contribute effectively 

to the economy and their communities (Stockholm University, 2024). 

Above the societal layer is the 'Economy Circle', which involves SDGs 8 (Decent Work and 

Economic Growth), 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure), 10 (Reduced Inequalities), and 

12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). This segment underscores the necessity of a 

sustainable economic system that promotes equitable employment, fosters innovation, and 

encourages an economy that operates within the limits of our planet (Stockholm University, 

2024). 

SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) crowns the model, encapsulating the overarching goal of 

global collaboration essential for achieving all other SDGs. This top layer highlights the 



4 
 

importance of international partnerships, mobilising resources, sharing knowledge, and 

implementing effective strategies across borders (Stockholm University, 2024). To ensure 

future economic success, every organisation must reconsider its activities and their impacts 

on these 17 SDGs and how these, in turn, affect the organisation both positively and 

negatively. To foster this mindset within the economic sector, developing the necessary 

expertise and understanding of this complex interaction is vital for sustainable development. 

Political leadership and regulatory frameworks are crucial, alongside the emerging role of 

sustainability managers, who are responsible for integrating these goals into corporate 

strategies, ensuring that sustainability becomes integral to operational and strategic decisions. 

 

1.1.2 Politics Enabling Corporate Sustainable Development  

Political frameworks play a pivotal role in steering economies towards sustainability. Germany, 

for example, is a signatory to key international agreements like the Paris Climate Agreement 

and the European Green Deal, which aim to drastically reduce carbon emissions and transition 

to a climate-neutral economy by 2050 (European Commission, 2023). Since irreversible 

climate damage and its consequences threaten the economic system if society and the 

economy refuse to develop sustainably, everyone in the economy is obligated to act, giving 

consumers, in the end, no other choice than to consume and, therefore, live sustainably. 

However, the minority act purely out of conviction, and politics may be an enabler of economic, 

financial, and societal development, which produces the milestone process of achieving a 

sustainable basis. Because governments worldwide now better understand the climate 

situation based on scientific findings and the already tangible effects of climate change, they 

have committed to achieving the 17 SDGs by 2030. Limiting the focus on Germany in this 

research, the essential political measures aiming for overall sustainable development include 

the Kyoto Protocol, which failed; the Paris Climate Agreement, which limits global warming to 

1.5°C; and, more recently, the European Green Deal, which will transform Europe to the first 

climate-neutral continent by 2050 (European Commission, 2023). These political measures 

must be implemented by companies themselves, which poses a significant challenge, as these 

regulations cannot be realised through minor adjustments but rather question entire, century-

old business models. Companies must reinvent themselves – including their technologies, 

product portfolios, international supply chains, and by upskilling employees – to operate 

sustainably. European politics use the financial sector as a lever and accelerator of this 

sustainable development process, as most companies rely on financial resources to grow and 

transform. How strongly companies depend on the financial sector and how the German 

finance industry can support sustainable development are outlined in more detail in the 

following sections.  
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1.1.3 Sustainability in the German Finance Industry 

In Germany, sustainability is embedded in financial practices and products. Recent 

developments in Germany’s financial industry illustrate a growing trend towards integrating 

environmental, social, and governance criteria into investment and banking practices and 

developing new sustainable products. For example, the adoption of green bonds and 

sustainable investment funds. These financial products align with global sustainability 

standards and cater to the increasing demand from investors seeking ethical investment 

opportunities (Schaltegger et al., 2023).  

Building on this foundation, the role of corporate social responsibility in the financial sector has 

become increasingly pronounced. Financial institutions leverage corporate social responsibility 

to enhance their market positioning and meet the growing consumer demand for ethical 

investment options. Products like green bonds and sustainable funds exemplify how financial 

instruments can effectively incorporate corporate social-responsibility principles, supporting 

broader environmental and social goals (Stoian & Gilman, 2016). This strategic use of 

corporate social responsibility aligns with global sustainability standards and drives the 

financial sector’s commitment to sustainable development. 

Moreover, the European Green Deal and the Paris Climate Agreement have set ambitious 

sustainability targets, which have significantly influenced financial institutions in Germany. 

These regulations require banks to adopt stricter lending criteria and investment policies 

prioritising sustainability and affecting lending conditions with environmental, social, and 

governance scorings, fundamentally reshaping their operational strategies (European 

Commission, 2022). Furthermore, technology is pivotal in facilitating sustainable finance. 

Innovations like blockchain and artificial intelligence are being leveraged to enhance 

transparency and efficiency in tracking and managing sustainable investments (Carollo & 

Guerci, 2017). These technologies can enable financial institutions to meet regulatory 

requirements and provide better client services while prioritising sustainability. However, 

comparing Germany’s sustainable finance initiatives with those of other countries – such as 

the Netherlands and Scandinavian nations, known for their advanced sustainable finance 

markets – provides valuable insights (Annosi et al., 2024). These comparisons can help identify 

unique challenges that German financial institutions face and reveal opportunities for learning 

from global best practices. Stoian and Gilman (2016) highlight how strategic integration of 

corporate social responsibility into core business operations aligns with and capitalises on 

regulatory frameworks to enhance profitability and market positioning, which is essential for 

financial institutions operating in such progressive regulatory environments. 
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1.1.4 Sustainable Development in the German Finance Industry 

The German finance industry is crucial in funding the transition towards sustainability. Banks 

and financial institutions increasingly integrate environmental, social, and governance criteria 

into their operations, influenced by regulatory frameworks such as the European Green Deal 

and the European Taxonomy (Schaltegger et al., 2023; European Commission, 2022). These 

changes are essential for aligning financial practices with sustainable development goals. As 

of 2018, approximately 3.467 million German companies – making up 99.5% of all businesses 

in Germany – were classified as small and medium enterprises (IfM Bonn, 2022). In 2021, 31% 

of these enterprises financed investments through bank loans, totalling EUR 67 billion, with 

538,000 small and medium enterprises using bank loans for investment financing (KfW, 2022). 

In 2021, approximately half of these enterprises’ financing came from their own funds, such as 

reserves, profits, or cash flow, amounting to EUR 111 billion. Subsidies accounted for 13% of 

investment financing, while other forms of financing – like equity capital, small and medium 

enterprises bonds, or mezzanine capital – were less significant due to high transaction costs 

(KfW, 2022). Figure 3 illustrates the financing structure of German small and medium 

enterprises from 2004 until 2021 and is clustered in bank loans, own resources, funding, and 

others. 

Figure 3: Financing Structure of German Small and Medium Enterprises 

 

Source: Adapted from KfW (2022).   
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Moursellas et al. (2023) reveal that external enablers such as governmental support and 

regulatory frameworks significantly influence small and medium enterprises’ adoption of 

sustainable practices across Europe. This insight is critical for understanding the German 

financial sector’s role in fostering sustainability among these enterprises. The researchers 

suggest that enhancing these enablers could lead to broader adoption of sustainability 

practices among small and medium enterprises, aligning with broader environmental and 

social goals (Moursellas et al., 2023). This heavy reliance on financing underscores banks’ 

critical role in supporting these companies and achieving their carbon-emissions targets, 

exerting significant pressure on the financial system. 

From a broader perspective, according to a 2021 report by the Bundesfinanzministerium, the 

German federal government is keen on transforming Germany into a premier hub for 

sustainable finance. The government has outlined key objectives for doing so, which include 

promoting sustainable finance practices globally and throughout Europe, capitalising on 

opportunities to finance transformational projects, and incorporating sustainability impacts into 

financial decisions. Improving risk management in the finance industry and ensuring the 

stability of the financial markets are also priorities. The government’s strategy bolsters 

Germany’s financial centre, expands its expertise, and establishes the German federal 

government as a leading example of sustainable finance practices in the financial system 

(Bundesfinanzministerium, 2021). 

Furthermore, Moursellas et al. (2023) identify barriers, such as a lack of resources, expertise, 

and initial capital expenditures, as significant challenges to implementing sustainability 

practices among particularly small and medium enterprises. Addressing these barriers is 

essential for banks as they consider loan approvals, emphasising the importance of financial 

institutions understanding and mitigating these risks when financing particularly small and 

medium enterprises (Moursellas et al., 2023). 

The European Taxonomy, the ‘Financing Sustainable Growth Action Plan’, has introduced a 

standard classification system for sustainable economic activities, assigning banks a key role 

in the sustainable development process dictated by regulatory standards (European 

Commission, 2022). This taxonomy sets financial targets, requiring regulators to issue 

sustainable financing in the long term through strict selection criteria and to price non-

sustainable financing so high that companies can no longer afford unsustainable loans. Banks 

and their loan portfolios are scrutinised under the rules of the European Taxonomy and priced 

in their refinancing, pushing banks to aim to have only sustainable companies in their portfolios 

in the long run (European Commission, 2022). 
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‘Transitional sustainability risks’ refer to the evolving nature of sustainable development and 

its impact on a company’s business model and creditworthiness. Companies that implement 

sustainable practices minimise these risks, which banks evaluate in their lending decisions. 

Firms demonstrating a solid commitment to sustainability – encompassing environmental, 

social, and governance aspects – are considered more future-proof and less risky, thus gaining 

easier access to attractive financing conditions. These connections create a strong 

interdependency between companies and financing banks. 

Legislation further intensifies the pressure on banks by linking their climate goals to the 

sustainable development of their clients. Under ‘Scope 3’ carbon-emissions reporting 

regulations, banks are required to include the pre-calculated carbon emissions of their financed 

companies in their climate balance sheets. Failure of these companies to meet their 1.5°C 

targets in their climate balance will also reflect failure on the banks’ part in their carbon-

emissions goals.  

In conclusion, banks play a pivotal role in the German economic system, as companies depend 

heavily on bank financing and rely on lenders to guide sustainable economic development, as 

legislation mandates (European Commission, 2022). This outlined interdependence applies to 

all types of financial institutions in Germany, highlighting the necessity for expert knowledge in 

managing these transformations, mainly through the emerging role of sustainability managers 

within banks. The insights from Moursellas et al. (2023) reinforce the need for targeted support 

measures to enhance the adoption of sustainable practices among particularly small and 

medium enterprises, thus further integrating sustainability into the core financial strategies of 

banks. 

 

1.1.5 Evolving Responsibilities of Sustainability Managers 

The role of sustainability managers has become increasingly critical in navigating the complex 

interplay between economic growth and sustainability goals. Sustainability managers act as 

‘agents of change’ in their organisations, promoting sustainable practices that align with global 

standards and regulatory requirements (Borglund et al., 2021; Schaltegger et al., 2023). These 

managers implement sustainability strategies and are responsible for aligning them with 

broader corporate goals, thus playing a crucial role in the transformative processes in their 

organisations (Annosi et al., 2024).  

Historically, sustainability managers’ responsibilities have spanned many activities, including 

mergers and acquisitions, product development, financing, cost savings, product lifecycle 

analyses, partnerships, and stakeholder engagement. These roles facilitate essential 

connections both in the company and between the company and external stakeholders, like 
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investors, NGOs, consultants, and business schools (Wright et al., 2012; Strand, 2013, 2014; 

Miller & Serafeim, 2014; Borglund et al., 2017; Carollo & Guerci, 2017). 

Annosi et al. (2024) further illuminate the evolving challenges that sustainability managers face 

– particularly their role in mediating internal goal conflicts and the need for top management 

support to navigate these complexities. The researchers emphasise that sustainability 

managers often act as brokers in their organisations, managing tensions between immediate 

financial objectives and long-term sustainability goals. This brokerage role is crucial for aligning 

diverse departmental goals with overarching sustainability strategies and overcoming 

resistance to change, thereby enhancing the strategic integration of sustainability within 

corporate practices. 

The demand for sustainability managers in Germany is high, with thousands of open positions 

listed across major job platforms (Glassdoor, 2023; LinkedIn, 2023; Stepstone, 2023; Indeed, 

2023). This surge reflects a keen interest in and need for sustainability management expertise, 

mainly when the financial sector is critical in steering the economy towards sustainability. The 

substantial responsibilities of sustainability managers have been documented since the early 

2000s, yet recent data suggest that the demand and scope of these roles continue to grow, 

highlighting a dynamic field that is still developing and evolving (Acre, 2011; GreenBiz, 2018; 

Weinreb Group, 2014, 2018; Borglund et al., 2021). 

The importance of sustainability managers in the German financial sector is particularly evident 

when considered within broader regulatory and strategic frameworks such as the European 

Green Deal and the European Taxonomy. These frameworks mandate a transformative 

agenda for financial institutions, aiming for climate neutrality by 2050, and compel such 

institutions to integrate deep sustainability practices into their operations (European 

Commission, 2020). The financial sector’s role in economic growth, combined with the 

increasing climate-related financial risks, underscores the necessity for sophisticated expertise 

in sustainable finance – a role that sustainability managers are uniquely positioned to fulfil. 

However, despite the importance of these managers, a knowledge gap exists – particularly in 

the German financial industry – regarding the specific responsibilities and strategic integration 

of sustainability managers. This gap is evident in the scarcity of research focusing on the 

evolving roles of these managers in alignment with stringent sustainability regulations and 

corporate strategies. Researchers like Miller and Serafeim (2014) and Vallentin and Spence 

(2017) highlight the need for more studies in this area. Moreover, the rising demand for 

sustainability managers, as evidenced by recent job postings, further supports the urgent need 

for focused academic and practical investigations into their roles, responsibilities, and 

transformation barriers (Borglund et al., 2021; MacDonald et al., 2020). Given these contexts 

and the strategic importance of sustainability in the financial sector, it is imperative to conduct 
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further research on the role of sustainability managers. Such research would provide valuable 

insights into how these professionals can effectively contribute to the sustainable 

transformation of companies in the German financial industry. Understanding these aspects is 

crucial for the strategic alignment and efficacy of sustainability initiatives within financial 

institutions and ensuring that these institutions can lead the transformation towards a 

sustainable financial system. This role is essential for the sector to remain competitive and 

resilient in the face of evolving environmental and regulatory landscapes, ultimately 

contributing significantly to the broader goal of achieving climate neutrality by 2050. 

 

1.2 Research Aim, Questions and Objectives 

This research aims to explore the understanding, responsibilities, and perceived barriers of 

sustainability managers in the German finance industry concerning corporate sustainable 

transformation. 

 

The following Research Questions arise from the Research Aim: 

1. What are sustainability managers' understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation in the German finance industry? 

2. What responsibilities do sustainability managers have in corporate sustainable 

transformation within the German finance industry? 

3. What barriers do sustainability managers perceive to their responsibilities in the 

corporate sustainable transformation process in the German finance industry? 

 

To achieve this Research Aim, this thesis pursues several Research Objectives:  

1. To identify sustainability managers’ understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation within the German finance industry. 

2. To delineate the responsibilities of sustainability managers in corporate sustainable 

transformation within the German finance industry. 

3. To identify the barriers sustainability managers perceive to their responsibilities in the 

corporate sustainable transformation process within the German finance industry. 
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1.3 Contribution 

This thesis explores sustainability managers’ understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation in the German finance industry, as well as their responsibilities and the barriers 

to success they perceive in this context. The researcher addresses Göpel's (2020) and Sachs 

et al.'s (2019) demand to contribute academically to sustainability understanding in a 

transformative environment.  

Schaltegger et al. (2023) define corporate sustainability agents as pivotal figures in such 

transformations, underscoring their role in initiating radical organisational changes that extend 

beyond mere compliance to foster a society that operates within safe and just planetary 

boundaries. The first objective of this study is to identify how sustainability managers 

understand corporate sustainability transformation. Since these sustainability managers are 

supposed to be hired to guide and lead sustainable transformation within companies, it is 

crucial to understand their perspectives and interpretations of this endeavour and how these 

may differ from those in the existing literature. Investigating their understanding and making it 

visible within the German financial industry helps form a unified understanding of corporate 

sustainable transformation. 

Another contribution of this research is to provide more clarity and transparency about the 

responsibilities of sustainability managers in corporate sustainability transformation in the 

German finance industry. To research this responsibility description and perception as 

accurately as possible, it is explored from the perspective of the affected target group – the 

sustainability managers. Schaltegger et al. (2023) emphasise that these agents are vital in 

driving the necessary change by navigating and mediating between conflicting sustainability 

and economic goals, thereby significantly shaping corporate strategies. This contribution also 

addresses the calls from Borglund et al. (2021) by examining Germany’s research area, the 

perspective of sustainability managers, and how their role relates to and evolves with corporate 

strategy. 

Annosi et al. (2024), who limited their research to the Netherlands, stressed the need for a 

deeper exploration of sustainability managers’ role as brokers of sustainability and profitability 

within organisations in other countries, navigating the inherent tensions between these two 

conflicting objectives. Their study reveals how sustainability managers must reconcile internal 

goal conflicts, resistance to change, and critical barriers to effective, sustainable 

transformation. The findings emphasise that future research must focus on the cognitive and 

institutional contexts that influence sustainability managers’ actions, suggesting a multi-level 

analytical approach that considers individual, organisational, and institutional factors 

contributing to understanding the roles of sustainability managers from their own perspectives.  
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Having more clarity about the responsibilities of sustainability managers reduces internal 

organisational misunderstandings, contributes to a better understanding of this newly 

established position – both internally and externally – and delineates the extent to which 

sustainability managers are responsible for corporate sustainable transformation and where 

their area of responsibility ends. Furthermore, this research addresses the need for more 

research to implement transformation strategies, as Sachs et al. (2019) demand; it investigates 

the barriers that sustainability managers face in the German financial industry in fulfilling their 

responsibility for corporate sustainable transformation. Studying these barriers from the 

perspective of this relevant target group enables companies – especially those in the German 

finance industry – to take timely measures and preparations to minimise these transformation 

barriers. This would benefit the entire transformation effort, as implementing sustainable 

strategies and sustainable organisational development would function more efficiently, 

achieving regulatory goals more swiftly. 

 

1.4 Method 

This study uses an inductive, qualitative research design based on social constructivism. 

Additionally, this research investigates the responsibilities and barriers to transformation of 

sustainability managers in corporate sustainable transformation from the perspectives of 

experts. Consequently, personal viewpoint played a significant role in this research, which 

justifies using qualitative data collection. Moreover, this research also explores sustainability 

managers’ assessments of future changes in understanding, responsibilities, and 

transformation barriers. In this respect, the involvement of representative actors in forecasting 

expected developments in the sense of corporate sustainable transformation and the 

transformation barriers they perceive suggests using a forecasting technique, which justifies 

the Grounded Delphi Method. Therefore, the Grounded Delphi Method was chosen to generate 

new knowledge. Additionally, the grounded approach enables a structured data collection and 

analysis method and minimises potential bias. An expert panel of 28 sustainability managers 

from the German financial industry was assembled for the data collection. In the first round of 

data collection, the experts answered an anonymous online questionnaire. Their responses 

were analysed using the Straussian Grounded Theory Method, which uses open, axial, and 

selective data coding. Based on the results, consensus statements were formulated and 

evaluated by the same 28 experts in a second round of data collection. The results of these 

two rounds led to a database and insights into this research field.  
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1.5 Thesis Structure 

This thesis is organised into six sections. The introduction section introduces the research 

context, aim, questions, and objectives. The second section’s literature review delves into the 

existing body of knowledge as of May 2024, highlighting research gaps. The third section 

outlines the study method. It begins by defining the research philosophy and strategy using 

the Grounded Delphi Method. The section details the data-collection process, including the 

researcher’s role, adherence to rigorous standards, and research ethics. It explains the data-

gathering process through an online questionnaire conducted in two rounds and describes the 

three coding steps used. Furthermore, it discusses the development of the second online 

questionnaire and how the consensus statements were built. The fourth section focuses on 

the data analysis and the findings that address and answer each research question. This 

section evaluates the data in the chosen research design, bridging theory, and practical 

evidence. The fifth section engages in a critical discussion, contrasting these findings with the 

existing literature and highlighting this study’s contributions to the field. The sixth section 

concludes the thesis by discussing its contributions to academic knowledge and practical 

implications for the future. It also includes personal and professional reflections from the 

researcher, providing closure to the research journey.  
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2. Literature Review 

This section presents a narrative literature review that deepens the exploration of the context 

introduced in the first section, laying a solid foundation for the specialised knowledge sought 

throughout this thesis. The review is pivotal, as it addresses the considerable gaps in focused 

studies on corporate sustainable transformation in the German financial industry despite the 

abundant literature on sustainability more broadly. This emergent area of research, 

emphasised by the novelty and unique aspects of corporate sustainable transformation, 

justifies the narrative review approach adopted here. This approach is particularly 

advantageous as it integrates a diverse range of current publications, facilitating a fluid and 

comprehensive analysis unbounded by the rigid structures typical of systematic reviews 

(Bolderston, 2008). It also supports examining multiple interconnected research questions 

relevant to this thesis, acknowledging that the selection of literature may reflect the 

researcher’s subjectivity (Ferrari, 2015). 

The European Green Deal’s 2020 objectives for achieving climate neutrality by 2050 and the 

subsequent EU Taxonomy highlight the transformative agenda set for the German financial 

industry, emphasising a critical need for effective strategies and capable management to 

navigate these changes. Literature such as Sachs et al. (2019) and Göpel (2020) point to a 

significant deficit in studies focusing on developing and implementing transformation strategies 

– particularly those involving the roles and perspectives of sustainability managers. 

This thesis investigates how sustainability is integrated into corporate strategies and the 

challenges that arise during this transformation; it addresses the lack of research on the 

responsibilities of sustainability managers, as highlighted by Borglund et al. (2021). 

Additionally, it explores the anticipated shifts in their responsibilities, as researchers like Miller 

and Serafeim (2014) and Vallentin and Spence (2017) outline, mainly focusing on how these 

roles are understood and executed in the German financial industry. 

Organised into five sections, the literature review methodologically unfolds to cover critical 

areas. The initial subsection introduces the literature review, setting the stage for a thorough 

exploration. Following this, ‘Corporate Sustainability’ is explored, elucidating its definitions, 

variations, mechanisms for achieving it, and the role of sustainability frameworks. This section 

not only rationalises the choice of corporate sustainable transformation as the central concept 

of this thesis but also illuminates the understanding that sustainability managers in the German 

finance industry have of this term, directly addressing the first research objective. 

The subsequent section examines the barriers that arise within or because of corporate 

sustainable transformation, illuminating the challenges organisations face. This examination 
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highlights the barriers that sustainability managers perceive to their responsibilities in the 

transformation process, thus addressing the third research objective. 

The discussion then shifts to the current literature on the roles and responsibilities of 

sustainability managers, outlining how they contribute to promoting corporate sustainability. 

This directly addresses the second research objective, focusing on delineating the 

responsibilities of these managers. 

The final section synthesises insights from the previous sections, showcasing how they inform 

this research and their implications for the field. The section concludes by connecting the 

reviewed literature to the research questions and objectives, illustrating a systematic build-up 

and interconnection of the topics discussed. Thus, it provides a comprehensive overview of 

the field as it pertains to this thesis, ensuring that the literature review comprehensively 

addresses each research objective and establishes a clear framework for the subsequent 

sections. 

 

2.1 Development of Corporate Sustainability 

The contemporary discourse on sustainability is increasingly complex due to its broad 

application across various sectors and contexts and has gained significant attention, leading 

to difficulties in interpretation, implementation, and operationalisation, especially in business 

practices (Bansal, 2005; Faber et al., 2005; Kok et al., 2019). Despite its current popularity, the 

origin of sustainability as a concept can be traced back to 1713, as presented by Carlowitz, a 

Saxon mine captain who advocated for a conservation-based approach to forest management, 

emphasising the alignment of logging activities with the natural growth rate of trees to ensure 

long-term resource preservation (Carlowitz, 2000; Müller-Christ, 2014). 

This early conceptualisation of sustainability underscores conserving finite resources as a 

fundamental consideration for societal and commercial operations. However, the evolution of 

sustainability theory, notably with Elkington’s ‘Triple Bottom Line’ framework, signalled a 

paradigm shift (Elkington, 1994). The ‘Triple Bottom Line’ balances social, environmental, and 

economic concerns, resulting in an approach that deviates from the initial ecological focus, 

thereby equating profit-seeking and social considerations with the need for environmental 

preservation and protection (Elkington, 1997). Because of this shift, there has been a 

perceptible decrease in the emphasis on the importance of natural resources in the discourse 

on sustainability. Despite this shift, sustainability, as initially proposed by Carlowitz, especially 

the prudent management of resources, remains integral to sustainable economic activity and 

the long-term viability of societies and businesses (Carlowitz, 2000). Still, the official concept 

of sustainability – in Germany, Europe, and globally – embodies using resources to meet 
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present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to fulfil their own needs 

(World, 1987). 

The European Strategy for Sustainable Development, introduced in 2001 and revised in 2006, 

provides a framework to improve the quality of life for current and future generations (European 

Commission, 2006). Göpel, a German expert in sustainability and transformation research, 

critically highlights the symbiotic relationship between global economic growth and rising 

climate change – despite all the existing definitions and political approaches as to how the 

economy should act (Göpel, 2020). The ongoing effects of climate change have led to 

significant social problems and economic damage across all sectors worldwide. Within this 

context, Göpel critiques the economic paradigm that has dominated since the 19th century and 

its pervasive influence in all societal domains, while in today’s existing paradigm, humans and 

nature are primarily defined as factors of production (Göpel, 2020). This produces Göpel’s 

central argument: achieving economic growth today requires a fundamental transformation, 

essentially decoupling economic growth from climate change (Göpel, 2020). Thus, her 

proposition implies the potential for balanced and sustainable growth that harmonises 

economic interests with environmental conservation and social welfare. 

As this study focuses on corporate sustainable transformation, the subsequent part of this 

section distinguishes between the general definition of ‘sustainability’ and ‘corporate 

sustainability’. Furthermore, the terms ‘corporate sustainable development’, ‘corporate 

sustainable change’, and ‘corporate sustainable transformation’ are defined and differentiated 

through intensive literature research. 

 

2.1.1 Corporate Sustainability 

‘Corporate sustainability’ refers to the actions taken by a company to manage its impact on the 

environment, society, and economy. Recently, it has become an increasingly important issue 

for companies worldwide due to the growing awareness of climate change and related 

environmental and social problems and the increasing demand from customers, employees, 

investors, and other stakeholders for sustainable business practices. In studies, ‘corporate 

sustainability’ and ‘corporate social responsibility’ are often used synonymously (Waddock, 

2004; Mensah et al., 2017). Nevertheless, definitions or related concepts differ according to 

key factors and are influenced by time, place, and specific legal, political, and social 

frameworks (Pava, 2008; Mio & Venturelli, 2013; Venturelli et al., 2017). Various authors, 

therefore, point to the heterogeneity of existing definitions in the literature (Dahlsrud, 2008; 

Matten & Moon, 2008; Venturelli et al., 2017). 
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In 1953, Howard Bowen published a definition of ‘corporate sustainability’ in his book ‘The 

Social Responsibilities of the Businessman’, which is cited frequently in the literature. 

According to Bowen, ‘corporate sustainability’ is ‘the obligation of businessmen to pursue those 

policies, to make those decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms 

of objectives and values of our society’ (Bowen, 1953, p.6). Bowen is the first to emphasise 

achieving long-term business success without ignoring environmental and social responsibility 

and a corporate strategy incorporating ‘Triple Bottom Line’ concerns into a sustainable 

business approach (Eweje, 2011; Caprar & Neville, 2012). As a result, corporate sustainability 

calls for integrating social and environmental objectives into the company’s financial goals and 

a related willingness to be accountable for corporate actions (e.g., through reporting to a 

broader group of stakeholders (Gao & Zhang, 2006; World Bank Group, 2007).  

Today’s definition of ‘corporate sustainability’, provided by the World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development in 2020, defines it as ‘the continuing commitment by business to 

behave ethically and contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life of 

the workforce and their families as well as of the local community and society at large’ 

(WBCSD, 2020). Another definition highlighting the importance of environmental sustainability 

is the UN Global Compact, which defines corporate sustainability as ‘a company’s delivery of 

long-term value in financial, social, environmental, and ethical terms’ (UN, 2018). 

According to Dyllick and Hockerts (2002, p. 131), corporate sustainability is about ‘meeting the 

needs of a company’s direct and indirect stakeholders without compromising the company’s 

ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders’. It describes the prioritisation of the company’s 

interests, considering employees and relevant stakeholders in the society where the company 

operates (Mensah et al., 2017). These definitions commonly apply voluntarism and 

commitment beyond existing and applicable legal requirements (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; von 

Hauff & Kleine, 2014).  

Generally, the literature on corporate sustainability consistently underscores the importance of 

integrating sustainability into business strategy and operations, collaborating with stakeholders 

to promote sustainable business practices, and measuring and reporting sustainability 

performance.  

However, from the researcher’s point of view, two elements receive comparatively less 

attention in the identified literature: Firstly, a company’s location, shaped by unique 

environmental, social, and economic conditions, could have profound implications for its 

sustainability practices, necessitating an adaptive approach to sustainability strategy. 

Secondly, sustainability is often considered in many definitions only when demanded by 

interest groups or when it is financially beneficial in the short or medium term.  
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Instead, based on Carlowitz’s (2000) original idea, the emphasis should be on what the 

company can do for sustainability, recognising the critical role of a healthy society and 

environment for its long-term viability. Consequently, there is the need for impact-driven 

strategies to ensure long-term success, with a company’s commitment to sustainability as a 

strategic core rather than a secondary, contingent consideration. 

 

2.1.2 Achieving Corporate Sustainability  

‘Transformations towards sustainability’ have grown increasingly central in global sustainability 

research and policy discourse (Patterson et al., 2017). The literature in this area is broad and 

divergent, characterised by terminological distinctions such ’sustainable change’, ‘sustainable 

transformation’, and ‘sustainable development’. The elucidation of these constructs often 

reveals overlaps and interplays, leading to a critical necessity for distinct conceptual 

clarifications (Folke et al., 2016). Still, the central challenge remains: achieving greater 

sustainability in organisational change management in the contemporary world (Matos & 

Clegg, 2013). 

To meet this challenge, a more intricate process is required. The implementation of 

sustainability within companies, as illustrated by the disparate perspectives of the authors 

referenced, demands modifications. These entail changes, transformations, and developments 

of entire business models for successfully incorporating a sustainability strategy within a 

company. 

To address the research aim, it is imperative to have a foundational comprehension of the 

prevailing frameworks that empower these change, transformation, and development 

processes. By pursuing a holistic environmental, social, and governance approach, these 

frameworks highlight extant gaps in organisations, mandate a continuous enhancement of the 

status quo, and, thus, compel enterprises to engage comprehensively with the matter. This 

section also explains the terms, their commonalities, and their significant differences. 

 

2.1.3 Corporate Sustainability Frameworks  

Existing corporate sustainability frameworks provide a set of criteria for companies to achieve 

corporate sustainable transformation to meet the overall SDGs. These standards are often 

developed by third-party organisations or industry associations and are intended to provide a 

common language and framework for reporting sustainability performance (Boiral, 2011). The 

well-known, relevant standard-setting organisations are also strong institutional actors with 

high market and standard-setting power (Bansal, 2005; Ramus & Montiel, 2005; Aguilera et 

al., 2004; Campbell, 2007; Epstein et al., 2017). This power structure suggests that their 
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standards have a lasting influence on the decisions made in practice (Windolph et al., 2014). 

This means that these recognised frameworks are among the decisive factors in how a 

company defines its sustainability positioning. 

One commonly cited definition of corporate sustainability standards is provided by the Global 

Reporting Initiative, which defines corporate sustainability reporting standards as ‘a 

comprehensive set of standards for sustainability reporting, covering economic, environmental, 

and social impacts’ (GRI, 2023). The Global Reporting Initiative provides a widely recognised 

framework for sustainability reporting and has been adopted by many companies worldwide 

(European Commission, 2011). 

The most common German regulatory framework, Deutscher Nachhaltigkeits Kodex (‘German 

Sustainability Code’), is an industry-independent standard for transparent non-financial 

reporting on a company’s sustainable transformation. Companies of any size and legal form 

can apply for the Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitskodex, which is based on global and European 

standards for non-financial sustainability reporting and defines 20 performance indicators on 

the status quo and outlook for sustainable transformation in companies (German Council for 

Sustainable Development, 2016). 

In January 2023, the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive came into force in Europe. 

The directive must be transposed into national law in Germany and all other European member 

states within 18 months. However, Europe plans to introduce a standard for sustainability 

reporting, the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS; 2023) – an adaptation of 

the Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitskodex to the requirements of the Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting Directive and the ESRS. The aim is for all companies in Germany to continue to use 

the Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitskodex – regardless of whether they report in Germany or 

internationally, voluntarily or subject to reporting requirements. This adaptation will occur in 

2023 and 2024 (DNK, 2023). The Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitskodex is also a tool for 

organisational gap analysis, where significant gaps must be filled to meet the organisation’s 

sustainability strategy goals. 

Overall, the literature on corporate sustainability standards emphasises the importance of 

developing and implementing sustainability standards to provide a common language and 

framework for assessing and reporting sustainability performance. These standards can help 

companies identify organisational improvement areas, engage with stakeholders, and enhance 

their reputation for sustainability performance.  
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2.1.4 Sustainable Development 

In 2015, under the umbrella of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 

countries worldwide came together to form the Paris Climate Agreement, aiming to limit global 

warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels (UN, 2015; 2018). This landmark agreement 

recognises the profound impact of climate change and the need for urgent and significant 

actions from all countries. Following this commitment, the United Nations developed a 

comprehensive sustainable development framework known as the ‘UN 30 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development’. Officially adopted in September 2015, this agenda is a broad and 

far-reaching blueprint to enhance global peace and prosperity. It comprises 17 SDGs covering 

a wide range of social, economic, and environmental objectives. These goals include ending 

poverty and hunger, achieving gender equality, ensuring access to clean water and energy, 

promoting decent work, and taking strong actions on climate change. The SDGs are designed 

to be universally applicable, encouraging all countries to participate in a collective journey 

towards sustainable development. Each goal is interconnected; often, the key to success for 

one will involve tackling issues more commonly associated with another. The deadline for 

achieving these goals is set for 2030, emphasising the urgent need for action. Implemented by 

the 193 Member States of the United Nations, the SDGs are not legally binding; however, 

countries are expected to take ownership and establish frameworks for the achievement of the 

17 Goals (UN, 2015; 2018):  

Figure 4: Sustainable Development Goals 

 

Source: United Nations (2015)  
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The SDGs thus express a global understanding of the achievements to be made for 

sustainable development (Müller et al., 2015). However, despite their general international and 

political adoption and their elaboration in practice-oriented circles, it does not seem apparent 

in practice how the SDGs can be transferred, applied, or monitored for individual national and 

regional requirements (Müller et al., 2015).  

The Brundtland Report in 1987 defines sustainable development as ‘development that meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

own needs’ (World, 1987). This definition clearly shows the macro-level aspect of the global 

17 SDGs, which cannot be achieved by one organisation itself. It also underscores the delicate 

balance between economic growth, environmental protection, and social equity, ultimately 

aiming for intergenerational equity (UN, 1992; Müller-Christ, 2014). In addition to these 

aspects, the Brundtland Report emphasises the impact of business on the environment and 

society, raising awareness of this approach (World, 1987; von Hauff & Kleine, 2014).  

This consideration of the role of business illustrates the interconnectedness of various sectors 

in achieving sustainable development. Scholars and policymakers have expanded and 

detailed this notion of sustainable development. Pearce et al. (1989) argue that sustainable 

development involves conserving natural resources and their optimal allocation to satisfy 

human needs. They highlight the importance of considering both present and future benefits 

derived from the natural environment in decision-making. Sen (2001), in his work 

‘Development as Freedom’, broadens sustainable development to encompass material needs 

and the expansion of human capabilities, freedoms, and choices, thereby amplifying the social 

dimensions of sustainability. 

Sustainable development, sustainable transformation, and sustainable change are 

interconnected but have distinct applications. Sustainable development primarily focuses on 

the macro level, highlighting global socioeconomic and environmental interactions, often in 

policymaking. Consequently, an academically accepted definition of sustainable development 

for this research is as follows: 

‘Sustainable development is a process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the 

direction of investments, the orientation of technological development, and institutional change 

are all in harmony and enhance the current and future potential to meet human needs and 

aspirations, including the expansion of human capabilities, freedoms, and choices. Thus, it 

addresses various social, economic, and environmental objectives encapsulated in the 17 

Sustainable Development Goals’ (WCED, 1987; Sen, 2001; UN, 2015). 
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2.1.5 Corporate Sustainable Development in Practice  

No practical example that simultaneously fulfils or accomplishes all 17 SDGs was identified in 

the literature. Many corporate sustainability strategies contribute to achieving the 17 SDGs 

through sustainable changes and their overarching corporate sustainability strategy. 

Consequently, the approach to sustainable development remains a political and regulatory 

construct on a meta-level, defining the scope of action and attempting to attain these goals 

through a collective effort of societal and corporate initiatives.  

The Volksbank eG – Die Gestalterbank, with nearly 1,000 employees and a balance sheet total 

of almost EUR 12 billion as of December 31, 2023, ranked to that date as the 4th largest 

Volksbank (‘Cooperative Bank’) in Germany and is a practical example to illustrate activities in 

line with the academic character of sustainable development, sustainable change, and 

sustainable transformation. Since 2020, this bank has been obliged to provide sustainability 

reports and does so to align with the Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitskodex (DNK, 2022). This report 

transparently communicates all measures and efforts for internal and external stakeholders in 

the corporate sustainability strategy. In the bank’s own sustainability strategy, six future-

oriented themes were identified to which the bank intends to make a concrete contribution. 

These six themes have been derived from six of the 17 SDGs. They are assessed during the 

lending process to determine how much a granted loan contributes to these predetermined 

future-oriented themes. In this manner, the bank can evaluate in its annual Deutscher 

Nachhaltigkeitskodex report how much capital has been allocated to six of the 17 SDGs. 

Theoretically, this approach could be extended to cover all 17 SDGs. To fully commit to the 17 

SDGs and their achievement, as well as their integration into the corporate DNA, 100% of all 

assets and internal and external business activities would need to contribute entirely to all 17 

SDGs (DNK, 2022).  

 

2.1.6 Sustainable Change 

The success of achieving the 17 SDGs is based on all the changes made by society and 

organisations, which lead to an organisational transformation process and a global sustainable 

development process. Sustainable change is a concept that has gained increasing attention in 

the academic world, permeating a broad spectrum of disciplines from business and 

organisational development to environmental science and public health (Benn et al., 2014).  

The sustainable change model focuses on short-term objectives and aims for long-lasting, 

positive transformations in systems and behaviours, often specifically emphasising 

environmental, social, and economic responsibility (Doppelt, 2017).  
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In academic discourse, sustainable change is described as: ‘Transformation is a process in 

which resource exploitation, investment direction, technological development orientation, and 

institutional change are all in harmony and enhance both current and future potential to meet 

human needs and aspirations. It emphasises the balance and simultaneous pursuit of 

economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social equity, famously called the triple bottom 

line’ (Elkington, 1997; WCED, 1987).  

Wheeler and Sillanpää (1997) extend this definition by underscoring the importance of 

participation and inclusivity in the process, suggesting that sustainable change requires all 

stakeholders’ engagement. 

Hopwood et al. (2005) support the ‘Triple Bottom Line’ perspective of the three dimensions of 

sustainable change: environmental limits, social justice, and economic prosperity. They argue 

that any attempt towards sustainable change must balance these elements, thus creating an 

ongoing, dynamic process. In terms of application, scholars have mainly focused on 

organisational change. 

Benn et al. (2014) discuss how organisations can instigate and manage changes that 

contribute to sustainability. They suggest that change must be embedded at all levels, from the 

organisational culture and processes to the individual behaviour of employees. 

The nature of sustainable change – its scale, complexity, and impacts – necessitates 

comprehensive, interdisciplinary study and action. By its definition, sustainable change is not 

a goal but a process to be engaged in, demanding continuous effort and adaptation. This 

makes the scholarly conversation about sustainable change important, inherently dynamic, 

and ever-evolving. 

 

2.1.7 Corporate Sustainable Change in Practice 

According to Doppelt’s (2017) definition, the main characteristic of sustainable change is the 

focus on short-term objectives while aiming for long-lasting, positive transformations (…). 

These changes can be implemented quickly in the short term and are not necessarily 

interrelated; in the long term, they should enable sustainable transformation and have an 

overall impact on achieving sustainable development in the 17 SDGs. Activities illustrative of 

the practice as presented by Volksbank eG – Die Gestalterbank in accordance with the 

definition of sustainable change include, for instance, the realignment of traditional 

membership, modified through the addition of an ecological component into membership with 

environmental impact. Another example is the revised code of conduct for all employees, 

which, since 2020, has also demanded more sustainable behaviour from the employees 

through the addition of a new section, such as forgoing air travel, implementing energy-saving 
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measures, or introducing so-called ‘job bikes’ as an alternative to traditional company cars as 

a part of the salary. Supplementary examples of sustainable change may include transitioning 

to more environmentally friendly paper, stricter waste separation, renouncing plastic credit 

cards, and replacing cornstarch credit cards (DNK, 2022). All these sustainable change 

measures have been implemented independently of one another and could be introduced and 

realised in the short term. These discrete sustainable change activities collectively contribute 

to the bank’s guiding sustainability strategy. Additionally, these types of rapidly implementable 

sustainable change measures serve primarily in external communication to enhance positive 

image effects. However, consequently, ecological changes carry the risk of greenwashing if 

the core ethos of the organisation remains perceived as ‘grey’ rather than ‘green’. 

 

2.1.8 Sustainable Transformation 

To transform companies sustainably, they need leadership commitment, the ability to engage 

with multiple stakeholders along the value chain, widespread employee engagement, and 

disciplined mechanisms for execution (Eccles et al., 2012). They also require frameworks that 

can direct such transformations holistically. Sachs et al. (2019) provide a comprehensive 

approach in Figure 5, introducing the six transformation paths, which act as modular building 

blocks of SDG achievement. 

Figure 5: Sustainable Development Goals Transformation Paths 

 

Source: Sachs et al. (2019) – Sankey diagram; The thicker the line, the greater the 

contribution of that Transformation to meeting the SDGs.   
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These transformations cover six areas: (a) education, gender, and inequality; (b) health, 

wellbeing, and demography; (c) energy decarbonisation and sustainable industry; (d) 

sustainable food, land, water, and oceans; (e) sustainable cities and communities; and (f) the 

digital revolution for sustainable development. They offer an actionable framework for 

mobilising governments, businesses, and civil society around targeted problem-solving and 

SDG implementation. 

The emphasis by Sachs et al. (2019) on profound, deliberate, long-term structural changes, 

especially in resource use, infrastructure, and social relations, resonates with the observations 

of Eccles and Serafeim (2013) regarding the nature of the sustainable strategy process. 

Furthermore, the challenges outlined by Sachs et al. (2019), including identifying priority 

investments and regulatory challenges, underline the necessity of having well-defined parts of 

government work seamlessly with business and civil society. Such collaborative efforts mirror 

Sancak’s (2023) notion of sustainable transformation as a planned organisational change 

aimed at shifting the organisation from its current state towards a desired sustainable model 

(Stouten et al., 2018). As Abson et al. (2016) described, sustainable transformation embodies 

comprehensive systemic modifications in socio-ecological structures. This perspective aligns 

well with the SDGs' ambition of addressing interconnected issues, from gender inequality to 

energy decarbonisation. Furthermore, Folke et al. (2016) point out the complexities that 

sustainable transformation seeks to address, such as climate change and social inequality and 

find parallels in the transformative objectives of the SDGs. The multi-dimensional changes 

required, like culture, technology, and economics (Loorbach, 2010), also align with the deep-

rooted transformations identified by Sachs et al. (2019). According to Folke et al. (2010), the 

sustainable transformation concept is central to resilience, as is the capacity of socio-

ecological systems to withstand disturbances while maintaining their core functions. Similarly, 

the six transformation paths emphasise meeting time-bound targets like net-zero carbon 

emissions by mid-century, highlighting the urgency and commitment to building a resilient 

future. 

In conclusion, the interconnectedness of sustainable transformation paths and the SDGs by 

Sachs et al. (2019) underscore sustainable change’s required depth and breadth. While 

sustainable transformation delves into the profound change levels necessary for sustainability, 

sustainable transformations provide the building blocks to achieve such change. Together, they 

provide a holistic vision wherein sustainable transformation represents deep-rooted changes, 

sustainable change denotes incremental modifications, and sustainable development stands 

as the overarching goal they collectively aim to realise. Overall, Sachs et al. (2019) identified 

significant knowledge gaps in designing pathways and strategies for each transformation, 

implementing them, and monitoring the results.   
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2.1.9 Corporate Sustainable Transformation in Practice 

Based on the identified definitions, the main characteristic of sustainable transformation is the 

focus on long-lasting, complex objectives while aiming to impact the 17 SDGs. To continue 

with the practical example of Volksbank eG – Die Gestalterbank, this section provides an 

example of corporate sustainable transformation. Processes are based on deeply integrated 

changes. To make a company more sustainable, it is necessary to educate and inform all 

employees why corporate sustainable transformation is necessary and how it can be achieved. 

Many individual corporate sustainable change activities, such as implementing sustainability 

training for all employees, establishing a sustainability channel on the intranet (channel for 

internal communications), various sustainability updates in the respective departments, and 

competitions promoting sustainable behaviours, have collectively led to employees 

significantly transforming their work and behavioural practices sustainably. This transformative 

measure can be quantified by a noticeable reduction in the carbon footprint in the climate 

strategy, which collectively contributes to corporate sustainable development and, therefore, 

to the 17 SDGs (DNK, 2022). 

 

2.1.10 Comparison of the Terms 

Each approach has relevance to making a company resilient to today’s and future challenges. 

Still, the choice of approach often depends on the specific circumstances, challenges, and 

aims of a company. The following table provides an overview and compares the three terms – 

‘corporate sustainable development’, ‘corporate sustainable change’, and ‘corporate 

sustainable transformation’ – for a more precise understanding: 

Table 1: Term Comparison 

 Sustainable 

Change 

Sustainable 

Transformation 

Sustainable 

Development 

Short Definition Small-scale changes 

or adjustments are 

carried out 

sustainably, often 

within existing 

frameworks or 

systems (Kuhlman & 

Farrington, 2010). 

Comprehensive 

changes to systems, 

structures, and 

behaviours that 

facilitate sustainable 

development (Fazey 

et al., 2018). 

A development 

approach that meets 

the needs of the 

present without 

compromising the 

ability of future 

generations to meet 

their own needs.  

It encompasses 

social, economic, 
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and environmental 

dimensions (WCED, 

1987). 

Primary Focus Efficiency, 

Reduction, and 

Preservation 

(Kuhlman & 

Farrington, 2010). 

Innovation, 

Disruption, and 

Resilience (Fazey et 

al., 2018). 

Balance of 

Economic Growth, 

Social Inclusion, and 

Environmental 

Protection (WCED, 

1987). 

Timescale Short to Medium-

term. 

Medium to Long-

term. 

Long-term. 

Key Outcome Limited impact; 

improves current 

practices, products 

or processes (Benn 

et al., 2014). 

Fundamental, 

systemic shift 

leading to the 

creation of new 

sustainable systems 

(Westley et al., 

2011). 

Prosperous, 

equitable, and 

liveable societies in 

harmony with the 

natural environment 

(Griggs et al., 2013). 

Challenges Resistance to 

change, a lack of 

awareness or skills, 

and limited 

resources (Moser & 

Ekstrom, 2010). 

Complexity and 

uncertainties require 

significant resources 

and capabilities to 

alter the status quo 

radically (Geels, 

2011). 

Conflicts between 

social, economic, 

and environmental 

goals, policy 

coherence, effective 

governance, and 

adequate resources 

(Sachs, 2015). 

Source: Created by the author. 

In summary, sustainable change activities are relevant for every company to meet global 

regulatory targets. Depending on the business model, there may be companies for which minor 

adjustments are sufficient to achieve the set goals. Companies that are or will be confronted 

with significant sustainability issues and operate in rapidly changing contexts should consider 

holistic, sustainable transformation. In any case, the macro-level goal should focus on 

sustainable development (i.e., to achieve business success that contributes to social and 

environmental sustainability (Dyllick & Muff, 2016).  
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2.2 Barriers to Corporate Sustainability Transformation 

Corporate sustainability transformation faces significant barriers that must be recognised and 

addressed to unlock the full potential of these initiatives and successfully implement a 

sustainability strategy. This section revisits these barriers, focusing on their implications for 

sustainability managers in the German finance industry. 

Schaltegger et al. (2023) discuss corporate sustainability agents’ challenges in driving deep 

and meaningful change within organisations, pointing to internal and external pressures that 

can obstruct sustainable transformations. 

Álvarez et al. (2018) identified a significant gap in knowledge and technical expertise as 

prevalent barriers across various sectors. This lack of clarity on sustainability transformation 

can impede effective implementation and strategic decision-making. In the German finance 

industry, where specific regulatory and market complexities exist, the role of sustainability 

managers becomes crucial in bridging this knowledge gap, ensuring that sustainability 

concepts are well-understood and applied pragmatically (Álvarez et al., 2018). 

The studies by Orji (2019) and Meijer et al. (2019) highlight poor leadership as a significant 

barrier to effective sustainability transformation. Good leadership is essential for navigating the 

challenges of sustainability demands as leaders drive organisational culture and strategy. This 

barrier directly relates to the second research question, emphasising the need to delineate the 

responsibilities of sustainability managers in fostering a culture that supports sustainable 

practices (Orji, 2019; Meijer et al., 2019). 

The imbalance between short-term and long-term goals noted by Virmani et al. (2020) often 

results in strategic misalignments. This barrier is crucial for sustainability managers, who must 

balance immediate financial pressures with long-term sustainability goals. Understanding and 

addressing this barrier is fundamental to achieving the strategic objectives of sustainable 

transformation in individual sectors, as in this research case, the finance sector (Virmani et al., 

2020). 

Adding to these insights, Olesson et al. (2023) explore the intricate dynamics of institutional 

logics as barriers to sustainability. They highlight how different institutional logics within 

organisations – specifically, commercial, professional, and sustainable ones, can conflict with 

or align with sustainable transformation initiatives. This complex interplay can create 

substantial barriers when existing commercial or professional logics are misaligned with 

sustainability goals, significantly impacting the role and effectiveness of sustainability 

managers in driving change (Olesson et al., 2023). 

Guadagnin et al. (2023) highlight several systemic and cultural barriers to implementing 

sustainability within Brazilian business schools. These include a lack of a unified understanding 
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of sustainability concepts, sustainability not driving strategic decisions, rigid management 

processes, and a scarcity of financial resources dedicated to sustainability initiatives. These 

barriers underscore the critical role of integrating sustainability into the core strategic 

frameworks and fostering an organisational culture that prioritises sustainable practices. For 

sustainability managers in the German finance industry, overcoming these barriers involves 

aligning sustainability with corporate strategies and addressing cultural resistance and 

bureaucratic inertia that hinder effective implementation (Guadagnin et al., 2023). 

The lack of a uniform, efficient legal framework, as discussed by Gupta et al. (2020) and 

Caldera et al. (2019), complicates compliance and enforcement of sustainability standards. In 

Germany, where the financial industry is tightly regulated, sustainability managers face the 

challenge of navigating these complexities, prioritising establishing a clear and effective legal 

framework for facilitating transformation (Gupta et al., 2020; Caldera, Desha and Dawes, 

2019). 

Financial barriers such as the lack of resources and high initial costs, as identified by Álvarez 

et al. (2018), are particularly pertinent in the finance industry. These barriers influence decision-

making processes and can deter adopting sustainable practices unless adequately managed 

by sustainability managers, who must ensure that investments align with long-term benefits 

(Álvarez et al., 2018). 

Volatile customer demands and preferences and the absence of stakeholder integration can 

hinder the effectiveness of sustainability strategies. For sustainability managers, engaging 

stakeholders and aligning market dynamics with sustainable practices are essential for 

successful transformation (Virmani et al., 2020). 

As highlighted by Malek and Desai (2019), inefficiencies in target control and monitoring 

systems pose significant challenges. These operational barriers require sustainability 

managers to develop robust systems that can effectively quantify and leverage sustainability 

benefits (Malek and Desai, 2019). 

Annosi et al. (2024) add that sustainability managers frequently encounter internal goal 

conflicts and organisational resistance, critical barriers to sustainability transformation. These 

conflicts often arise from balancing economic and environmental goals, demanding a robust 

framework of support from higher management levels to facilitate effective brokering and 

negotiation between conflicting parties (Annosi et al., 2024). Additionally, the study 

underscores the importance of institutional support and the integration of ambidextrous 

organisational capabilities to overcome these internal challenges, further enhancing the 

strategic role of sustainability managers in navigating and mediating these organisational 

complexities (Annosi et al., 2024). 
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This thesis addresses these barriers through the lens of sustainability managers, aiming to 

provide insights into the challenges and responsibilities faced by these professionals in the 

German finance industry. Having identified and discussed the barriers to corporate 

sustainability transformation, it is imperative to delve deeper into the specific responsibilities 

of sustainability managers. 

 

2.3 Responsibility of Sustainability Managers  

The role of sustainability managers has evolved significantly – particularly since the early 

2000s – as these professionals have become central to integrating sustainability into corporate 

strategies (Acre, 2011). Studies by GreenBiz (2018) and the Weinreb Group (2014, 2018) have 

documented their growing influence, highlighting a broader recognition of sustainability and 

corporate social responsibility’s role in modern business strategies. 

According to Schaltegger et al. (2023), corporate sustainability agents are instrumental in 

pushing for transformations that align with global sustainability standards, such as the 17 

SDGs, which require them to operate across strategic and operational dimensions in their 

organisations.  

Sustainability managers oversee the company’s sustainability strategies from inception 

through implementation and results assessment, profoundly shaping corporate practices 

(Kanashiro & Rivera, 2017; Strand, 2013, 2014). Their responsibilities have expanded beyond 

the oversight of sustainability initiatives to include strategic decision-making and influencing 

organisational behaviours, which are crucial for the long-term integration of sustainable 

practices within corporations (Kanashiro & Rivera, 2017; Strand, 2013, 2014). 

These managers are increasingly involved in core business operations such as mergers and 

acquisitions, product development, and stakeholder engagement, reflecting their importance 

internally and in the broader corporate social responsibility discourse alongside investors, 

NGOs, and business schools (Acre, 2011). The decision to appoint sustainability managers 

often stems from a desire to enhance the organisation’s reputation, integrate corporate social 

responsibility more deeply into the business, and improve the efficiency of sustainability 

initiatives (Borglund, 2021; Wiengarten et al., 2015). Being close to or part of top management 

allows sustainability managers to effectively influence sustainability efforts and align them with 

corporate strategies (Borglund, 2021). 

Moreover, the role of sustainability managers may be a corporate response to societal 

pressures for sustainable practices, a theme explored through the institutional logic 

perspective by scholars such as Bondy et al. (2012) and Frostenson & Helin (2017). This 

perspective emphasises the importance of organisational and societal contexts in shaping the 
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roles and responsibilities of sustainability managers (Risi & Wickert, 2016). Testa et al. (2016, 

2018, 2020) have traced the evolution of sustainability managers from implementers of specific 

initiatives to leaders in addressing broader environmental challenges, including climate 

change. 

Discussions around the structural positioning of sustainability managers within organisations 

highlight the relevance of their proximity to top management, the role of sustainability 

committees, and the centralisation or decentralisation of sustainability roles as organisations 

mature in their sustainability journeys (Borglund, 2021; Wiengarten et al., 2015). The financial 

implications of sustainability efforts also suggest a positive correlation between the role of 

sustainability managers and organisational performance, though this relationship is influenced 

by various factors, including the sustainability manager’s characteristics and the organisation’s 

prior sustainability record (Kanashiro & Rivera, 2017; Peters et al., 2019). 

Research by Annosi et al. (2024) adds depth by emphasising the important role of sustainability 

managers in handling internal goal conflicts between sustainability and profitability, highlighting 

their role as organisational brokers. This research points out that effective sustainability 

management requires support from top management levels to overcome internal resistance 

and successfully implement sustainable practices, which is crucial for organisational 

ambidexterity in sustainability and profitability (Annosi et al., 2024). 

The complexities and challenges inherent in the role of sustainability managers are substantial, 

involving navigating different logics and occasionally conflicting demands. These complexities 

often lead to identity struggles in the role, highlighting the multifaceted nature of sustainability 

management (Carollo & Guerci, 2017; Wright et al., 2012). While no definitive description of 

the sustainability manager profession exists, the role undeniably encompasses various tasks, 

including managing organisational complexities and fostering collaboration across 

departments and external stakeholders (MacDonald et al., 2020). 

The shared values among sustainability managers and their commitment to sustainable 

business practices are crucial for fostering a unified approach to sustainability within 

organisations (Brés et al., 2019). Additionally, developing specific skills such as strategic 

thinking, leadership, and communication is essential for sustainability managers to effectively 

integrate sustainability into core business strategies and manage stakeholder relationships 

(Smith & Jones, 2023). 

However, a notable gap exists in the literature regarding the specific barriers that sustainability 

managers face – particularly those related to business strategy and the professional logic of 

sustainability managers. While some studies touch upon these issues (Álvarez et al., 2018; 

Bag et al., 2018; Malek & Desai, 2019; Gupta et al., 2020; Raghuvanshi & Agrawal, 2020), a 

comprehensive understanding of how sustainability managers navigate and perceive these 
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barriers in practice is lacking. This gap underscores the need for further research, which is 

crucial for advancing the field of sustainability management and enhancing its practical 

application in the corporate world. 

In conclusion, while the roles and responsibilities of sustainability managers have considerably 

evolved and are critical for embedding sustainability into business strategies and operations, 

significant research gaps remain. These gaps provide fertile ground for investigating how 

sustainability managers in the German finance industry understand, implement, and navigate 

the complexities of corporate sustainable transformation – directly addressing this study’s 

research aim and objectives. 

 

2.4 Identified Gaps in the Literature 

This thesis explores sustainability managers in the German finance industry, focusing on their 

understanding, responsibilities, and barriers concerning corporate sustainable transformation. 

The literature review indicates that while there is abundant research on sustainability broadly, 

specific studies addressing the nuanced roles of sustainability managers, especially in the 

finance sector and particularly in Germany, are scarce. 

Schaltegger et al. (2023) contribute significantly to this field by delineating the roles of 

corporate sustainability agents, who are central figures in spearheading the necessary 

changes within firms to achieve sustainable operations and practices. 

The literature further reveals a research gap in how sustainability managers in the German 

finance industry understand corporate sustainability transformation. Existing studies provide a 

general overview of corporate sustainable transformation but lack depth in these professionals’ 

context-specific interpretations and applications within this industry. This gap is noteworthy 

because understanding these managers’ perspectives is crucial for developing effective 

sustainability strategies decoupling economic growth from increasing climate change that are 

both practical and adaptable to the unique challenges of the financial sector in Germany 

(Göpel, 2020; Sachs et al., 2019). 

Olesson et al. (2023) delve into the conflicting roles of institutional logics in sustainability 

initiatives within organisations. Their study illustrates that the dynamics between commercial, 

professional, and sustainability logic can significantly influence the efficacy and direction of 

sustainable transformations. Such insights underscore a complex layer of institutional barriers 

that sustainability managers must navigate, which is particularly relevant in the finance sector, 

where traditional commercial logic is deeply entrenched. This addition highlights a crucial area 

for further exploration: the institutional logic at play within financial organisations in Germany 
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and their impact on sustainability integration, offering a nuanced perspective on the strategic 

challenges faced by sustainability managers. 

The roles and responsibilities of sustainability managers have evolved, but detailed research 

on how these responsibilities are executed in the German financial industry is lacking 

(Borglund et al., 2021). There is a need for a more detailed exploration of how these managers 

integrate sustainability into corporate strategies and operations. This gap is significant as it 

affects the implementation of effective sustainability practices that can contribute to the broader 

corporate sustainable transformation goals mandated by initiatives like the European Green 

Deal. 

Annosi et al. (2024) highlight the complexities sustainability managers face in aligning 

sustainability with profitability, revealing that these managers often act as organisational 

brokers who navigate internal goal conflicts and resistance. This adds a layer to understanding 

the barriers that sustainability managers face in integrating sustainability practices effectively, 

emphasising the importance of support from higher management levels to overcome these 

barriers and achieve corporate ambidexterity (Annosi et al., 2024). 

Another underexplored area is the barriers that sustainability managers face in the German 

finance industry. While some studies have touched on general challenges in corporate 

sustainable transformation, there is a lack of detailed research focusing on the barriers 

perceived and experienced by those within this niche role. Understanding these barriers is 

critical to developing realistic and effective strategies to overcome the barriers unique to this 

industry (Sachs et al., 2019). 

The research gaps identified through the literature review demonstrate a clear need for this 

thesis to focus on the understanding, responsibilities, and barriers perceived by sustainability 

managers in the German finance industry concerning corporate sustainable transformation. 

This research aims to significantly contribute to the academic literature and practical 

implementation of sustainability practices in this critical economic sector by addressing these 

gaps through the underlying research questions. The findings should provide actionable 

insights that can be used to refine corporate sustainability strategies and enhance the 

effectiveness of sustainability managers in navigating the complexities of the German financial 

landscape. This exploration is not only timely but essential, given the pressing global 

imperatives for sustainability and the pivotal role of the financial industry in achieving them. 
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2.5 Summary 

This literature review has methodically explored the multifaceted dimensions of corporate 

sustainability, culminating in a nuanced understanding relevant to sustainability managers’ 

evolving role in the German financial industry. Through a narrative review approach, this 

examination has revealed significant gaps and provided a rigorous foundation for addressing 

the specific objectives of this thesis. Central to this discourse is recognising the urgent need 

for corporations – particularly in the German finance industry, to integrate sustainability not 

merely as a peripheral activity but as a core component of their strategic operations. Influenced 

by seminal works such as Göpel (2020), this review underscores the imperative to decouple 

economic growth from environmental degradation – a transformative idea that challenges 

traditional business models and calls for innovative strategies that embed sustainability at their 

core. Moreover, the literature has highlighted a critical oversight regarding businesses’ 

geographical context, which profoundly influences their sustainability strategies and outcomes. 

This gap in the literature suggests a broader scope for research that extends beyond damage 

control to actively harnessing corporate influence for sustainable development – particularly in 

alignment with the 17 SDGs. Despite the broad discourse on sustainability, the specific role 

and challenges faced by sustainability managers – especially in regulatory frameworks like the 

European Green Deal and the EU Taxonomy – remain mainly underexplored.  

This review has identified a crucial need for research on how sustainability managers navigate 

and influence corporate strategies amidst these complexities. The evolving responsibilities of 

these managers, as discussed by authors such as Borglund et al. (2021) and MacDonald et 

al. (2020), highlight a dynamic field where strategic decision-making intersects with sustainable 

practice. 

Annosi et al. (2024) further emphasise the critical role of sustainability managers in brokering 

between internal and external stakeholders to address and balance conflicting goals, 

underscoring the necessity for comprehensive support systems within organisations in the 

Netherlands to empower these managers in their strategic roles (Annosi et al., 2024). 

This review also points to the financial sector’s significant influence in driving profitable and 

sustainable economic activities. The introduction of frameworks like the EU Taxonomy has 

reshaped the landscape, necessitating a reassessment of how financial activities are classified 

and funded. In this context, sustainability managers are pivotal in aligning corporate strategies 

with sustainable outcomes. This task has become increasingly complex and demanding due 

to new regulatory pressures. This literature review addresses these themes and sets the stage 

for the subsequent sections of this thesis, which aim to delve deeper into the understanding, 

responsibilities, and perceived barriers in the corporate sustainable transformation of 

sustainability managers in this sector.  



35 
 

The gaps identified herein not only justify the focus of this research but also highlight its 

potential contribution to the broader academic and practical discourse on sustainability. This 

review’s synthesis aligns with the research’s aim to explore the understanding, responsibilities, 

and perceived barriers of sustainability managers regarding corporate sustainable 

transformation in the German finance industry. This alignment is detailed in the research 

questions designed to probe the depths of corporate strategy integration, the strategic role of 

sustainability managers, and the barriers they face in guiding corporate sustainable 

transformation.  

In conclusion, the literature review has established a base for this research, highlighting both 

the complexity of the challenges and the critical role of sustainability managers in navigating 

these challenges. By bridging identified gaps with targeted research, this thesis aspires to 

contribute significantly to the discourse on corporate sustainable transformation, providing 

actionable insights and strategic directions for sustainability managers in the rapidly evolving 

financial sector. This exploration is not only timely but essential, given the pressing global 

imperatives for sustainability and the pivotal role of the financial industry in achieving them. 
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3. Methodology 

This section outlines the research methodology devised to explore the three objectives of this 

thesis, which focus on understanding, responsibilities, and barriers faced by sustainability 

managers in the German finance industry concerning corporate sustainable transformation. 

The three guiding research questions are: 

1. What are sustainability managers' understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation in the German finance industry? 

2. What responsibilities do sustainability managers have in corporate sustainable 

transformation within the German finance industry? 

3. What barriers do sustainability managers perceive to their responsibilities in the 

corporate sustainable transformation process in the German finance industry? 

To address these questions, the section begins by establishing the philosophical 

underpinnings that inform the research approach. This includes selecting an appropriate 

research paradigm and methodology that aligns with the study’s exploratory nature. The 

research strategy and design are then detailed, highlighting how they contribute to a 

comprehensive understanding of the research objectives. This involves outlining the 

researcher’s role in the data-gathering process, the methods employed for data collection, and 

the steps taken to ensure the rigour and ethical integrity of the research. This is followed by 

the data-collection method and the presentation of the two qualitative online questionnaires. 

The first qualitative online questionnaire explores the perspective of sustainability managers 

based on the underlying research objectives. The second qualitative online questionnaire is 

designed to delve deeper into the consensus statements identified in the first data-collection 

phase. This methodological framework sets the stage for the subsequent analysis of the 

gathered data and concludes with a summary of the methodological approach. 

 

3.1 Philosophy  

From the outset, the perception of our world and the creation of new knowledge guide the 

inception of a research idea. Acknowledging this is a fundamental step in any research project. 

Such a worldview is often referred to as a ‘paradigm’, a ‘fundamental belief system based on 

ontological, epistemological, and methodological assumptions’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 107). 

Guba & Lincoln (2005) also consider axiology an essential element within a paradigm’s 

framework. 
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This research explores sustainability managers’ understanding, responsibilities, and perceived 

barriers concerning corporate sustainable transformation in the German finance industry, 

which involves comprehending the phenomenon and its impact on organisations and 

identifying key future indicators that may impact their current worldview. 

Positioned in the social contexts of the German finance industry, the study requires a clear 

philosophical underpinning (epistemology, ontology) to derive a coherent methodology for its 

framework. The variability in interpreting terms such as ‘philosophy’, ‘epistemology’, ‘ontology’, 

and ‘methodology’ presents a primary challenge in defining a research approach (Crotty, 

1998), emphasising the need for consistency and logic in these foundational elements. 

The research framework adopts the structure proposed by Saunders et al. (2009), who 

introduced the ‘research onion’, layering the research process from philosophical 

considerations to methodological execution. This model underscores the importance of a 

coherent research design. 

After exploring various paradigms, the objective, fact-based positivist approach, which 

emphasises ontological objectivity and epistemological generalizability, was found unsuitable. 

Instead, this research leans towards acknowledging the socially constructed nature of 

sustainability practices in the German finance industry. This subjective experience is essential 

for grasping the complexities of corporate sustainable transformation as it relates to the 

perceptions and responsibilities of sustainability managers. 

Positivism, which emphasises objectivity and generalizability, and interpretivism, which 

focuses on subjective experiences, were both deemed unsuitable for addressing the research 

questions. Similarly, the critical-realist perspective, positioned between positivism and 

interpretivism, did not fully align with the nuanced understanding sought in this study. Thus, 

constructivism, viewing knowledge as a socially constructed phenomenon, emerged as the 

most fitting perspective for this research. 

In summary, this research understands the social constructs and subjective realities navigated 

by sustainability managers, accommodating the complex interplay of responsibilities, 

understanding, and barriers to corporate sustainability in the German finance industry. This 

nuanced stance justifies the choice of a social constructivist philosophy to address the 

research questions effectively. 
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3.1.1 Role of the Researcher 

The research topic was chosen because the researcher has firsthand experience with the 

challenges outlined in the literature review within her professional role. Through numerous 

interactions with other sustainability managers, she has witnessed the problems and barriers 

hindering successful corporate sustainable transformation. This topic holds personal 

significance for the researcher, as it aligns with her broader goal of safeguarding human health 

and preserving the environment while fuelling her professional drive to seek solutions for 

overcoming these obstacles. 

Given the researcher’s intimate familiarity with the subject matter and her business 

connections with some research participants through shared professional activities, the 

research methodology must enable a nuanced understanding without direct interaction during 

data collection and analysis. Although the researcher shares a professional background with 

the participants, it is essential to recognise that this insider perspective could influence the 

results. Thus, the qualitative approach chosen for the project cannot be divorced from the 

researcher’s experience, knowledge, and convictions. 

This marks a distinct departure from purely quantitative research approaches, as Saunders et 

al. (2019) highlighted, underscoring the blurred boundary between the researcher and the 

research process in qualitative studies. As an insider researcher operating in the same industry 

as the participants, the researcher brings extensive firsthand experience as a sustainability 

manager in corporate sustainable transformation. This insider status necessitates special 

measures throughout the research process to ensure authenticity and minimise bias. The 

researcher let the data speak for itself, free from undue influence from personal context or prior 

experiences. 

 

3.1.2 Ontology  

Ontology pertains to assumptions about the nature of reality. Saunders et al. (2019) elucidate 

that within business research, ontology frequently navigates between two main perspectives: 

objectivism and subjectivism. Easterby-Smith et al. (2021) separate realism from relativism 

and nominalism. Subjectivism and relativism posit that social phenomena are birthed from 

individual actions and perceptions, and facts depend on the observer’s viewpoint, resonating 

with the tenets of social constructivism. Guided by the researcher’s conviction, the stance is 

that multiple realities exist, shaped by cultural, historical, and societal frameworks (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). This belief is anchored in the principle that reality is a social construct and that 

no ‘real world’ exists in isolation from human interpretations and actions (Saunders et al., 

2019). Consequently, the research insights and findings, rooted in the viewpoints of 



39 
 

sustainability managers, adopt a relativist approach. Therefore, this approach values individual 

interpretations and is very well-suited to answer the underlying research questions and 

contribute to the research objectives. 

 

3.1.3 Epistemology and Axiology 

Epistemology, at its core, concerns the nature of knowledge, examining both the criteria that 

researchers use to deem knowledge acceptable (Saunders et al., 2019; Crotty, 1998) and the 

intricate connection between our comprehension of reality and the essence of acknowledged 

knowledge (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). 

Further, axiology adds another dimension by addressing the researcher’s stance on the role 

of values in the research process (Saunders et al., 2019). Such values are not standalone; 

they’re intertwined with the experiences and perspectives of the researcher. As highlighted in 

section 3.1.1, the role of the researcher is central to framing the complete philosophical 

spectrum. Sustainability managers merging professional experiences with the gathered data 

can blur the lines for a purely objective separation. This interplay between the researcher’s 

experiential knowledge and insights gleaned from participants evolves into a shared 

knowledge platform. This platform is continually moulded through abstract thought processes 

and a profound conceptualisation of the phenomenon being researched (Saunders et al., 

2019). Cultural beliefs, practices, and set rules play a crucial role in this interplay, impacting 

the viewpoints of individuals within a researched context (Bossy et al., 2018). At the heart of 

this research lies the social constructivism paradigm. This orientation of constructivism 

stresses the symbiotic and subjective relationship between the researcher and the participants, 

leading to a collaborative construction of meaning (Hammerschmidt, 2020; Mills et al., 2006). 

This study’s methodology is sheltered under the constructivist paradigm and synchronises with 

social constructivism, acknowledging the myriad realities birthed by individual assumptions. It 

postulates that researchers venture to comprehend and contextualise the environments in 

which their participants operate (Creswell, 2009). This approach respects the lived 

experiences and the accompanying social-cultural frameworks, rendering it apt for this study’s 

setting (Saunders et al., 2009). 

From a broader perspective, this viewpoint is directed by knowledge and reality, individual 

conversations, and discourses. Magala (2002, p. 23) asserts, ‘Social constructivism is a 

collective of theories and methods in the social sciences. It dissects how groups and individuals 

‘formulate’ social reality by creating meanings and deciphering relationships, interactions, and 

environments’. While the definition of social constructivism remains fluid, its core revolves 

around specific shared assumptions (Magala, 2002, p. 17; Burr & Dick, 2017).  
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As a natural progression, this study’s inductive qualitative research framework acknowledges 

the existence of diverse realities. It appreciates the dawn of new insights through social 

constructs, underlined by the researcher’s proximity to the research milieu and the human 

tendency to derive meaning based on personal perspectives. Conclusively, the research 

question’s alignment produces adopting a qualitative approach, further validated by the study’s 

exploratory nature and its firm anchorage in the philosophical underpinnings of social 

constructivism. 

 

3.1.4 Social Constructivism 

Given this research aim – to explore the understanding, responsibilities, and perceived barriers 

of sustainability managers in the German finance industry concerning corporate sustainable 

transformation – social constructivism is the most appropriate research philosophy. This choice 

is supported by its alignment with the literature gaps and the contributions it enables, which 

are critical in enhancing the operational and strategic aspects of sustainability practices in the 

German finance industry. 

Social constructivism, which views knowledge as constructed through social interaction and 

cultural contexts (Crotty, 1998), offers a framework that enables a deeper exploration of 

subjective perspectives in their specific organisational and socioeconomic contexts. Burr and 

Dick (2017) enhance this understanding by emphasising that the concepts and categories we 

use are historically and culturally specific, and the knowledge we operate with is maintained 

and shaped through ongoing social processes. 

By adopting a social constructivist approach, this research can critically examine the 

responsibilities, understandings, and barriers faced by sustainability managers in a way 

informed by their experiences and interactions in the German finance industry. This 

perspective is particularly valuable for addressing the operational challenges Borglund et al. 

(2021) highlighted and the integration issues within corporate strategies.  

Burr and Dick (2017) support this approach by underscoring the importance of interaction and 

social practices, emphasising that our constructions of the world are linked to power relations 

and have implications for how individuals are allowed to act and treat others in these 

frameworks. Furthermore, Burr and Dick (2017) point out that knowledge and social action are 

interlinked, suggesting that our understandings influence and are influenced by the social 

dynamics around us, focusing on the dynamics of interaction rather than static structures. This 

aligns with the methodological need to capture sustainability managers’ lived experiences and 

tacit knowledge, providing insights for effectively implementing sustainability strategies and 

practices. Research findings derived from a social constructivist perspective should offer 
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actionable insights that can refine corporate sustainability strategies and enhance the 

effectiveness of sustainability managers in navigating the complexities of the German financial 

industry. This contributes to academic literature and the practical implementation of 

sustainability practices, ensuring that the strategies developed are relevant and tailored to the 

challenges and opportunities in the German financial industry.  

In summary, social constructivism justifies its selection as the research philosophy for this 

study by providing the necessary framework to interpret the complex social interactions and 

cultural influences that shape the roles and perceptions of sustainability managers in the 

German finance industry. This approach aligns with the research objectives and enriches the 

understanding of corporate sustainability practices, thereby enhancing strategic integration 

and operational effectiveness in the sector. Burr and Dick’s (2017) insights on the critical 

attitude towards presupposed knowledge, the historical and cultural specificity of concepts, 

and the focus on language and process dynamics further solidify the rationale for this 

philosophical choice. 

 

3.2 Research Design 

The research design is the framework for collecting and analysing the data to answer the 

research questions and achieve the research objectives, providing reasoned justification for 

the choice of data sources, collection methods, and analysis techniques (Saunders et al., 

2019). Therefore, it starts with selecting the most appropriate research design as the general 

plan of action (Saunders et al., 2019); it further justifies the method of choice and the resulting 

coding process, and finally, the rationale for selecting the Grounded Delphi Method. 

 

3.2.1 Choice of Research Design 

The research design is an essential component of every research project and should rigorously 

address the research questions while permanently being anchored in a philosophical context 

(Howard, 2015). The basis for selecting the research design lies in the philosophical 

foundations of this research, coupled with the inductive approach and qualitative 

methodological choice. The researcher evaluated action research, case studies, constructivist 

grounded theory, and Delphi studies in this research context. The rationale behind this 

selection was its applicability in real-world scenarios and compatibility with the outlined 

research philosophy. After an intensive literature review of the mentioned strategies, the 

researcher chose a modified version of the ‘Delphi Study’, the so-called ‘Grounded Delphi 

Method’, as the research design for this thesis, which is explained in detail in the following 

sections.   
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3.2.2 Delphi Study 

The Delphi study has its origins as far back as 1950 when Kaplan et al. (1950) used the term 

‘Delphi’ to refer to the ‘oracle’ of future events. It is traditionally defined as a method to obtain 

reliable consensus from a group of experts through a series of intensive questionnaires 

interspersed with controlled opinion feedback (Kaplan et al., 1950; Meißner, 2012). 

The Delphi method, described by Linstone and Turoff (1975), effectively structures group 

communication to tackle complex problems. This includes various purposes such as 

forecasting, policy analysis, and consensus-building, employing a controlled, decentralised 

communication process to address uncertain, often future-oriented questions (Häder, 2014). 

The goal is typically to achieve a consensus among the experts, facilitated by anonymising 

feedback to avoid typical group dynamics and power imbalances (Meißner, 2012; Häder, 

2014).  

In the research aim – exploring the understanding, responsibilities, and perceived barriers of 

sustainability managers concerning corporate sustainable transformation – the Delphi 

method’s ability to refine complex, expert-based discussions into actionable insights is 

precious. This method enables systematically exploring expert assessments, further qualifying 

them to derive robust conclusions and action strategies (Cuhls et al. 1998). The research 

objectives are deeply connected to understanding and evaluating expert opinions in the 

dynamic field of corporate sustainability in the finance industry. The Delphi method’s structured 

yet flexible framework makes it an ideal choice for: 

Idea Condensation: This qualitative approach leverages the panel’s expertise to develop 

problem-solving proposals from the collected ideas. Unlike the classic approach, the results 

from the initial round are evaluated qualitatively by the experts in subsequent rounds to foster 

a deeper understanding and more nuanced perspectives on the subject matter (Häder, 2014). 

Establishment of Factual Situations: This approach determines factual situations as accurately 

as possible, blending qualitative and quantitative data to establish a comprehensive view 

(Häder, 2014). 

Identification of Expert Opinions: This involves a quantitative and qualitative assessment of 

expert opinions to gauge majority opinions and improve them through iterative surveys (Häder, 

2014). 

Consensus Building: This focuses on harmonising group opinion and prioritising consensus 

where the continuation of the survey depends on reaching a defined dispersion of responses 

(Häder, 2014). 
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These four types show various aspects of the research questions, from understanding the 

fundamental concepts of sustainable transformation to identifying specific barriers and 

responsibilities that sustainability managers perceive. 

Despite its strengths, the Delphi study is sometimes criticised for the potential invalidity of a 

consensus, where even a unanimous expert panel may be incorrect. This highlights the 

importance of dissent and the critical evaluation of consensus as quality features of research 

outcomes (Häder, 2014). Moreover, methodological relevance criteria, essential for finding 

results, often emerge only after the application, challenging the knowledge-gain process 

(Linstone & Turoff, 1975; Rowe & Wright, 1999; Meißner, 2012; Häder, 2014). 

In conclusion, the Delphi study provides a rigorous framework for addressing this study’s 

research questions – particularly in its qualitative and consensus-building formats. Facilitating 

structured yet flexible expert engagement ensures that the findings are comprehensive and 

reflect a deep understanding of the complex dynamics within corporate sustainability practices 

in the finance industry. The approach aligns well with the need to capture current expert 

assessments and project future scenarios, making it an invaluable tool for this research. 

 

3.2.3 Grounded Theory Approach  

Grounded Theory was first formulated by Glaser and Strauss (1967). They saw the key task 

of the researcher as being to develop theory through the ‘comparative method’, which means 

analysing the same event or process in different contexts (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Glaser 

and Strauss (1967) integrated quantitative research logic and rigour into qualitative data 

analysis to extract theories from the data. The approach involves ‘discovering theory from data 

systematically obtained and analysed in social research’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). A tightly 

data-bound, structured, grounded theory approach ensures methodological rigour throughout 

the study (Corbin & Strauss, 1998; Hammerschmid, 2020; Knoche, 2022). Grounded Theory 

provides tools for qualitative research, with data coding as a central component (Flick, 2009; 

Päivärinta et al., 2011; Howard, 2015). 

From the original approach, three main streams emerged (Flick, 2009): the classical approach 

by Glaser, the structured approach by Strauss, and the constructivist approach by Charmaz 

(Hammerschmid, 2020). These approaches differ in their coding methodologies, and their 

underlying philosophical assumptions vary (Howard, 2015). The most significant differences 

lie in the coding framework, the applied use of the literature, and the underlying philosophy 

(Hammerschmidt, 2020). In Grounded Theory, coding describes the ‘process of developing 

codes, categories, and concepts’ (Flick, 2009, p. 435). A ‘code’ is a word or a short phrase that 

summarises the meaning of a chunk of data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). While different views 
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by Strauss & Corbin (1998), Glaser (1992), and Charmaz (2006) are not the focus of this 

research (for a full comparison, see details in Hammerschmid (2020)), it is the shared core, 

the multi-step coding process – that is, pertinent to this research (Flick, 2009). Coding derives 

features, categories, and their relationships from the data (Päivärinta et al., 2011). According 

to Urquhart et al. (2010), a researcher’s ‘own ontological and epistemological stance influences 

the coding, data analysis, and application of Grounded Theory’. Thus, the researcher’s 

worldview may be through the coding principles of grounded theory during data analysis. 

 

3.2.3.1 Open Coding 

Open coding disaggregates data into units in grounded theory (Saunders et al., 2019). It 

identifies, describes, and classifies the main ideas and phenomena in the data (Flick, 2009; 

Päivärinta et al., 2011). The coding can be applied at the word, line, sentence, or paragraph 

level. According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2021), open coding is guided by open questions such 

as: 

• What are these data about? 

• Whose point of view is reflected in the data? 

• How is this view expressed? 

These codes describe the content of marked passages in qualitative data (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998; Flick, 2009). The coding depth varies depending on the study context, significance, and 

coding objectives (Howard, 2015).  

 

3.2.3.2 Axial Coding 

Based on open coding, so-called ‘axial coding’ is recognised as the second coding step of 

relationships between identified categories in grounded theory. It refers to looking for 

relationships between the categories of data that have emerged from open coding (Saunders 

et al., 2019). As relationships between categories are recognised, they are rearranged into a 

hierarchical form, with the emergence of subcategories (Saunders et al., 2019). The essence 

of this approach is to explore and explain a phenomenon by identifying what is happening and 

why, the environmental factors that affect it, how it is managed in the context being examined, 

and the outcomes of the action that has been taken (Saunders et al., 2019). Thus, relationships 

and categories arise inductively from the text and are deductively verified (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998; Flick, 2009).  
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3.2.3.3 Selective Coding  

As the third step in the coding process – based on open and axial coding – selective coding 

intends to identify principal categories (Saunders et al., 2019). Thus, selective coding is a 

process of integrating categories to produce theory in grounded theory (Saunders et al., 2019). 

It delves deeper into relevant categories and forms core concepts (Flick, 2009), focusing on 

theory development in the grounded theory and revealing the core themes (Päivärinta et al., 

2011). This process aims at general concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and concludes when 

no new insights emerge (Flick, 2009). Although the classic grounded theory does not serve as 

a methodological foundation in this study, its coding procedures facilitate a structured way of 

data analysis in a Delphi study to define categories and understand their relationships to each 

other. It also forms the basis for the selected grounded Delphi method, explained in the 

following section. 

 

3.2.4 Grounded Delphi Method 

The analysis of the Grounded Delphi Method (the combination of the Delphi Method and 

Grounded Theory) has highlighted their strengths and weaknesses in exploratory research 

(Howard, 2015). Motivated by these findings, Päivärinta et al. (2011) combined the Delphi 

Method with techniques from the Grounded Theory to optimise theory development. This 

approach aimed to harness the advantages of both methods while balancing their respective 

limitations (Howard, 2015). In this regard, Päivärinta et al. (2011) emphasised the significance 

of grounded theory principles during data collection and analysis, as cited in Howard (2015, p. 

112).  

To date, the Grounded Delphi Method has seen limited application. Its inaugural use traces 

back to the project by Päivärinta et al. (2011). Other instances include the dissertations by 

Hussey (2012), who explored decision-making processes through prayer, and Howard (2015), 

who examined information professionals in cultural institutions in Australia. More recently, 

Higgins et al. (2021) used the Grounded Delphi Method to study autistic burnout, and Knoche 

(2022) researched digital transformation in German small and medium enterprises. For the 

further development of the Grounded Delphi Method and to expand its applicability, Päivärinta 

et al. (2011) integrated the suggestion by Okoli and Pawlowski, urging experts to justify their 

perspectives, thus garnering additional insights, as quoted in Päivärinta et al. (2011).  

Based on social-constructivist assumptions, humans create knowledge in their social realities 

(Burr & Dick, 2017). This is particularly true for experts who develop specialised expertise in 

their respective social contexts. Through the Grounded Delphi Method, experts will discuss 

and consolidate knowledge. It enables asynchronous, interactive knowledge formation and 
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intends to consider potential power relations in the expert panel and their interactions with 

researchers. It is essential to emphasise that power relations and worldviews are closely 

intertwined (Burr & Dick, 2017). 

When carefully applied, the Grounded Delphi Method is a versatile tool, especially for 

questions arising from an incomplete understanding of a problem or phenomenon (Rowe & 

Wright, 1999; Skulmoski et al., 2007).  

Its online applicability facilitates access to experts, even during pandemic times. A central 

feature of the method is the anonymity of the experts, which minimises potential group 

dynamics and grants time autonomy to every expert, thereby reducing dropout rates. 

Qualitative data analysis, especially coding based on grounded theory, offers a structured 

approach to theory-building. This approach is justified in the research subject and 

understanding of the phenomenon. This method ensures a structured data-collection process 

that enables evolutionary knowledge development. The required feedback or rating of 

consensus statements built after the first round sharpens understanding and enhances data 

quality. The diversity of expert opinions enables a profound investigation of the phenomenon. 

This holistic approach, based on the contributions of various experts with unique perspectives, 

promises nuanced results. Anonymity prevents power imbalances and the overdominance of 

specific views. Thus, a theoretically grounded, practically implementable approach can be 

developed, assisting organisations in adapting to newly identified future challenges. In 

conclusion, the data evaluation method relies on open, axial, and selective coding. In the 

second round, expert statements are validated to ensure reliable results. This approach was 

pursued in this study’s initial data-collection phase, with further details provided in the following 

subsections. Thus, the adapted Grounded Delphi Method will lead this study, focusing 

precisely on the desired knowledge object while maintaining a profound philosophical 

understanding.  

 

3.3 Rigour  

Regarding evaluating the quality of a study, quantitative and qualitative approaches differ. In 

quantitative approaches, rigour is assessed through validity, reliability, and objectivity 

(Amaratunga et al., 2002). Ensuring rigour in qualitative research is one of the concerns in 

academia, as the concepts of ’reliability’ and ‘validity’ were developed in the natural sciences 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 270). Because of this and the very different epistemological basis of 

qualitative research, there are real concerns about whether the same concepts have any value 

in determining the quality and sustainability of qualitative evidence (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 

270). According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2021), the question should be, ‘Does the study use 

appropriate data, concepts, and methods?’.  
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It is believed in qualitative approaches that even in a qualitative design, quality can be checked 

against specific standards. Lincoln and Guba (1985) break down the overall trustworthiness of 

qualitative research in five areas: 

The first area is ‘credibility’, which asks whether good, relevant, or valid data was collected. 

Credibility can be checked by questioning whether the ‘right questions’ were asked and 

whether the responses were collected ‘accurately’ (Bell, 2023; Jensen, 2008). When 

attempting to apply the aspect of ‘credibility’ to the underlying research project, one can refer 

to the positive feedback from the research participants. First and foremost, the data-collection 

process, including initial contact and the online questionnaire, was tested in a pilot test; only 

then did the official data collection begin. Although all responses in the online questionnaire 

were optional and not mandatory, all questions were answered thoroughly. Additionally, some 

experts voluntarily described the questionnaire to the researcher as very interesting and 

effective. The online data collection using the software LimeSurvey – which is explained in 

more detail in the upcoming sections – ensures accurate data collection through its digital 

application. Since the experts composed their responses in writing themselves, the necessary 

precautions were directly taken in the choice of data-collection method. Additionally, the 

character of a Delphi study is to achieve consensus in the data, which is achieved through 

several rounds of interaction with the participants. The researcher formulates statements from 

the data analysis process, which the participants need to agree or disagree on. Thus, the 

conclusions drawn from the data collection were made by both the researcher and the experts 

who agreed on the final consensus statements. This way, the chosen Delphi study supported 

the credibility of the drawn conclusion in the qualitative research. Another aspect of credibility 

that can be increased by designing contact with participants so they can grasp the study 

context (Jensen, 2008) is the language. Since the researcher’s and participants’ native 

language is German, communication with the participants, information on the questionnaires, 

and the entire study were conducted in German, which prevented misunderstandings due to 

linguistic imbalances. In the researcher’s opinion, this ensured better linguistic nuances, 

idioms, and depth of content. 

The second area is ‘dependability’, which questions whether the timing or context has affected 

the data-collection process. To check this, one should analyse whether there were ordinary 

problems with the timing of data collection that may have impacted the quality of the answers 

made by the participants (Bell, 2023). To assess dependability, particular attention was paid to 

the timing of the invitations to prevent potential problems (absences, vacations, holidays), as 

the first survey was sent out in November 2023. From practical experience, December is 

typically not a good month for data collection, representing an additional task during working 

hours or a voluntary activity in one’s free time. Due to year-end closing activities, many German 

employees are extra professionally and privately busy in December. Therefore, the first round 
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of data collection could be mainly completed by early December without any dropouts or 

technical problems, which was reflected in the relatively quick response time of the experts. 

Furthermore, due to the online nature of the data-collection process, all the participants were 

free to choose where (place) they wanted to answer and when (time) they wanted to answer 

the survey. 

The third area is ‘confirmability’, which questions whether the data was interpreted objectively. 

This can be assessed by considering whether the interpretation could be biased by the 

researcher’s perceptions (Bell, 2023; Jensen, 2008). To address the aspect of ‘confirmability’, 

the researcher disclosed her role as a researcher at the beginning of her research work and 

outlined her professional connection to the target group. Even though it is a qualitative research 

format and the values and views in this thesis play an important role, the chosen research 

design supports objective data analysis. Applying the Grounded Delphi Method in three coding 

steps aims to develop a new theory from the data and reduce bias. The structured coding 

process is based on the fundamental idea of Glaser and Strauss (1967), whose original notion 

of grounded theory techniques was ‘to apply the logic and rigour of quantitative studies to 

qualitative data’ (Hammerschmid, 2020, p. 71). Since the researcher is aware of this risk, 

constant self-reflection on the approach and interpretation is a matter of course during the 

research process. Additionally, the character of the Delphi study supports confirmability due to 

the overall aim of achieving consensus in the final stage of data collection. Thus, it is not only 

the researcher who interprets the data. Moreover, the final statements were a consensus 

among all the participants. This is supported by Jensen (2008, p. 113), who states that 

transparency helps confirmability, which can be achieved by having selected participants 

‘review part of the coding and meaning-making process’. With one more specific reference to 

Delphi studies, Brady (2015) states, ‘In Delphi studies, the primary control of rigour is the ability 

of participants to expand and revise data as the study progresses, and the use of consensus 

in determining which responses and data are valid’. For the present study, the chosen method 

of data analysis of the qualitative data in Round 1 – coding according to grounded theory – 

increased rigour. 

The fourth area examines ‘transferability’, which means how useful the underlying research is 

in other contexts and how the recommendations can be transferred to make a more significant 

impact (Bell, 2023). Regarding transferability, the researcher is convinced that the results 

gained from this research will be valuable in the German financial system and other economic 

sectors. The conclusions will provide further insight into transferability; therefore, the 

researcher delves deeper into this aspect in the final section of this thesis. 
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According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), there are further things that can compromise 

trustworthiness; for example, there are three potential biases: interviewer bias, interviewee 

bias, and participation bias. The choice of how to collect the data reduced interviewer bias as 

much as possible. As the data was collected via an online questionnaire, interviewer bias plays 

no role in this research project. The interviewee bias concerns the truthful answers of the 

research participants; the online questionnaire supported an honest way of responding to the 

questions. Instead of reacting in a not-truthful manner to questions, the participants would 

probably have chosen not to answer the question online at all, which would have been an 

option because all questions were voluntary. Furthermore, the experts could respond privately 

and anonymously. Thus, there was no risk of exposure during the entire data-collection 

process. Finally, the participation bias concerns the study’s participant selection. The 

researcher selected the participants in her network based on her knowledge of their expert 

status and accomplishments. Still, the online questionnaire asks at the beginning of the survey 

how many years of professional experience the participants have in the relevant research field 

so the expert status can be assured. 

 

3.4 Ethics 

Although management research generally does not undertake studies that put at risk the lives 

of those who take part (…), many ethical principles still apply (…) ‘do no harm’ (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2021). Bryman (2015) identified ten key principles in research ethics: 

1. Ensuring no harm comes to participants. 

2. Respecting the dignity of research participants. 

3. Ensuring the full informed consent of research participants. 

4. Protecting the privacy of research participants. 

5. Ensuring the confidentiality of research data. 

6. Protecting the anonymity of individuals or organisations. 

7. Avoiding deception about the nature or aims of the research. 

8. Declaring affiliations, funding sources, and conflicts of interest. 

9. Communicating research honestly and transparently. 

10. Avoid misleading or false reporting of results. 
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While the first six principles focus on protecting the interests of the research subjects, the other 

four are intended to protect the integrity of the research community (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2021). Thus, this highlights the necessity for researchers to avoid conflicts of interest, 

especially regarding later published results (Brymann, 2015).  

In this research, the researcher did, to the best of her ability, ensure that no harm was done to 

the research participants and that the dignity of the participants was respected. Therefore, the 

researcher strictly adhered to the guidelines provided by the University of Worcester and the 

associated ethical principles. This also meant that the entire qualitative data-collection process 

was thoroughly prepared by the researcher and approved by the official ethics committee of 

the university before the pilot and potential study participants were contacted. The ethics 

committee thus consented to the procedure proposed by the researcher. Part of this approval 

process was to ensure that the participants gave fully informed consent, for instance, obtained 

at the beginning through a declaration of consent. Participation in the research was entirely 

voluntary, and participants had the right to withdraw their consent at any time. Furthermore, 

the privacy of the research participants plays a crucial role. Therefore, the procedure and the 

data collection were carried out via an anonymised online questionnaire, which did not collect 

any sensitive or personal data from the research participants, ensuring no possibility of 

identifying the individual participants.  

To maintain confidentiality and anonymity, it must not be possible to conclude the identity of 

the participants from the results (Anastas, 2004). Therefore, individuals’ anonymity was 

protected. Moreover, apart from the researcher herself, no other person had access to the raw, 

unprocessed research data.  

Overall, only the data necessary for this research was collected. A close collaboration between 

the researcher and the supervising professor ensured that any deception about the nature or 

aims of the research was avoided. As part of the ethics application, affiliations, funding sources, 

and potential conflicts of interest were also disclosed. Power relations were considered 

between the researcher, the experts, and the research context. Participation was based on 

absolute voluntariness to not create any pressure or sense of obligation on the researcher’s 

part for a potential participant (Brymann, 2015). The research results will be communicated 

honestly and transparently using the described Grounded Delphi Method. Misleading or false 

reporting of results was avoided. 
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3.5 Conducting the Grounded Delphi Method  

This section focuses on the criteria and method for selecting study participants and clarifies 

the sampling method. It describes the research participants and concerns about conducting 

qualitative data in this study’s first and second rounds. Therefore, it introduces the open-ended 

online questionnaire developed from the literature review and the underlying research 

questions. It outlines the data-collection technique and describes the pilot interview. 

Furthermore, this section presents the second online questionnaire, which consists of 

developing the consensus statements based on the first round of data collection and the 

second pilot interview. Thus, it concerns the necessary steps to collect the qualitative data 

before the next main section delves into the data analysis process of the results from both 

rounds of data collection. 

 

3.5.1 Sampling Method 

In aligning with a constructivist grounded theory approach, as advocated by Charmaz (2014), 

this research acknowledges that the demographic representation of the sample is not of 

primary concern unless it contributes to a deeper understanding and exploration of emerging 

categories and theory. This standpoint is corroborated by Butler et al. (2018), who suggest that 

an undue emphasis on participant demographics may lead to data collection lacking the 

necessary depth for developing substantial categories and supporting theory advancement. 

Accordingly, while the optimal participant count for a Delphi study is debated, with 

recommendations ranging from 6 to 40 for qualitative or modified approaches (Häder, 2014), 

this research prioritises quality over quantity to prevent data quality loss, even with participant 

withdrawal post-initial data collection. This study’s resilience stems from its qualitative method, 

which forgoes the need for large sample sizes, characteristic of quantitative research. Instead, 

it seeks to achieve informational saturation through a Delphi process involving a round of 

feedback on the first round of collected data, with the survey rounds repeating based on the 

depth and range of the expert feedback received (Häder, 2014). The goal is to reach data 

saturation by cycling back the collated data to the experts, fostering an environment conducive 

to reaching a consensus by the second round of data collection, as evidenced by previous 

qualitative Delphi studies, such as Knoche’s (2022) research. The qualitative nature of this 

method enables varied opinions on the number of necessary experts. The research plan is 

committed to 28 experts and is manageable through personal and selective recruitment 

strategies, underscoring the study’s flexibility and robustness against participant fluctuation 

(Häder, 2014).   
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3.5.2 Sampling Criteria 

The criteria for selecting the experts are derived from the research objectives (Jünger, 2011, 

p. 200 ff.). Given the relative novelty of the sustainability manager role in the German financial 

industry, a purposive sampling strategy is employed. The researcher’s criteria will direct this 

purposive sampling to select experts who have established a foundation in sustainability in 

their organisations, leveraging the researcher’s extensive network across Germany. This 

ensures that the chosen research participants are experts in their field and contribute rich and 

contextually relevant data. Therefore, for this research, sustainability managers with 

experience in corporate sustainable transformation are sought, either currently holding a 

responsible position or having held such a position. The sample will comprise experts from 

multiple companies, aiming to obtain a comprehensive picture of the different experiences and 

perspectives of sustainability managers across companies in the German financial industry, as 

the researcher operates within this industry and has a relevant network. This focus will also 

ensure that this research’s outcomes and recommendations are significantly more specific, 

especially since this sector faces immense political pressure to empower the economy in its 

sustainable transformation process. A meticulous selection of such experts is essential, given 

these criteria. Owing to the researcher’s network, there’s no need for external gatekeepers to 

get access to this target group. Given the typical experience level of the experts, their answers 

will very likely provide a multifaceted representation of their perspectives, regardless of their 

relationship with the researcher, especially since the online questionnaire does not involve 

direct interaction between the participants with each other or with the researcher herself. 

 

3.6 Round°1: Open-ended Online Questionnaire 

3.6.1 Round°1: Questionnaire Development 

As Häder (2014) described, a questionnaire should meet specific criteria. First, the questions 

should be clear and relevant to the expert group to prevent misunderstandings and garner 

valuable responses. Second, the questionnaire should be designed in an open format to collect 

qualitative data. Howard (2015) emphasises that a questionnaire is a tool for the researcher to 

gather data in line with the research questions and achieve the study’s knowledge objectives. 

The quality of this data is pivotal to the study’s success. The questionnaire for this study is 

logically divided into four different areas, which cover 16 questions, of which three allow the 

participants to add further thoughts or feedback in a free-text field. While the first area focuses 

on the context, the other three areas address one research question each. 
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The first area, ‘Context’, captures the experts’ professional data. It asks experts to self-assess 

their expertise in corporate sustainable transformation. This self-assessment will later be used 

to ensure the quality of the results and verify the status of each expert (Häder, 2014). This data 

is indirectly related to the experts but instead assists the researcher in evaluating their status 

and qualifications. The following statements are to be made by the experts: 

• How many years of professional experience do you have as a (former) sustainability 

manager (or similar title)? Please select an option. 

• Up to 12 months / Up to two years / Over two years  

• Describe in a few sentences where your position as a (former) sustainability manager 

(or similar title) is/was embedded in the organisational structure and how you assess 

this placement for your effectiveness. 

 

The second area, ‘Understanding’, addresses the first research question. For this purpose, the 

context regarding corporate sustainable transformation is explored in more detail, and the 

experts’ understanding is collected. Moreover, the future perspective is addressed: 

• Describe in a few sentences the differences between the terms if there are differences 

in perception/implementation for you. 

• CST = Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

• CSC = Corporate Sustainable Change 

• CSD = Corporate Sustainable Development 

• Define ‘corporate sustainable transformation’ in your own words. 

• Describe in 1–3 sentences how you expect the understanding of ‘corporate sustainable 

transformation’ to change over the next 15 years. 

• Name what you believe will be the future drivers of understanding for ‘corporate 

sustainable transformation’. 

• Do you have any additional thoughts on this context that the previous questions have 

not covered? If so, you may elaborate on them here. 

 

The third area, ‘Responsibility’, addresses the second research question by exploring the 

responsibility sustainability managers perceive in corporate sustainable transformation. 

• Describe in 1–3 sentences the official responsibility you hold as a sustainability 

manager (or similar title) concerning ‘corporate sustainable transformation’. 

• Describe in 1–3 sentences the responsibilities you perceive as a sustainability manager 

(or similar title) within ‘corporate sustainable transformation’. 
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• Explain in 1–3 sentences why there is a difference between the official responsibilities 

and the responsibilities you perceive. 

• Describe in 1–3 sentences how you expect the responsibilities of a sustainability 

manager (or similar title) to change over the next 15 years. 

• Do you have any additional thoughts in this context that the previous questions have 

not addressed? If yes, you may explain them here. 

 

The fourth and final area, ‘Transformation Barriers’, deals with the third research question. Its 

purpose is to identify the barriers that sustainability managers perceive in corporate 

sustainable transformation as well as responsibility-related enablers, which, from the 

perspective of the sustainability managers, can help reduce the perceived barriers and collect 

enabling ideas for future recommendations for action. 

• Name the transformation barriers you perceive in ‘corporate sustainable 

transformation’ from your perspective. 

• Name enablers of transformation that you perceive in ‘corporate sustainable 

transformation’ from your perspective. 

• Describe the decisions and adjustments necessary to enable the sustainable 

transformation process of companies in the future. 

• Do you have any additional thoughts in this context that the previous questions have 

not addressed? If yes, you may explain them here. 

 

The questionnaire for the first round of data collection primarily generates extensive 

information from the expert panel on the various aspects previously described as relevant and 

uses this database to lay the foundation for answering the underlying research questions. 

 

3.6.2 Round°1: Pilot Test 

Before the primary data collection begins, a pilot test should examine the comprehensibility of 

the questionnaire for both quantitative and qualitative research (Schreiber, 2008). According 

to Häder (2014), pilot tests are shortened versions of the main study with fewer participants. 

In this research, the pilot tests aimed to validate the clarity of the questions and better estimate 

the required time for answering them (Lancaster et al., 2004; Schreiber, 2008; Häder, 2014) 

and, critically, to check the user experience of the LimeSurvey software. For the pilot test, two 

experienced managers from the researcher’s private network were approached and asked to 

go through the whole online journey, starting at the first point of interaction, the contact email, 
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which presents the study and its data-collection process. Thus, it was also required that the 

list of questions in the online survey be read, and constructive feedback is provided directly in 

the LimeSurveys free text answer fields per question. The two pilot participants were 

encouraged to critically review every question and the whole point-of-contact process from the 

start to the final page of the online questionnaire from a participant’s perspective. Overall, the 

feedback on the questions was very positive and concise. Notes were made on only a few 

questions regarding a more comprehensible formulation. The revised questionnaire was then 

finalised as the ultimate version for the data collection. 

 

3.6.3 Round°1: Data Collection 

As explained in the previous sections, the Grounded Delphi Method and qualitative data 

collection via an online questionnaire were chosen for this research. However, various 

methods for its implementation are possible. For instance, an initial survey round is often 

conducted using semi-structured interviews, open questionnaires, or focus groups, like the 

approach taken by Howard (2018) for the Grounded Delphi Method. Knoche (2022) employed 

qualitative online questionnaires in her study and elaborated on the advantages and 

disadvantages of different data-collection methods.  

When directly comparing qualitative techniques such as interviews, focus groups, and open 

online questionnaires, studies (Jankowicz, 2005; Flick, 2009; Saunders et al., 2009; Häder, 

2014) suggest that the advantages of an open online questionnaire for data collection using 

the Delphi method prevail. Another advantage is the preservation of the anonymity of the 

experts, which counteracts potential power imbalances or dominance of individual experts. In 

addition, the logistical challenge of physical meetings with the participating experts is 

circumvented. Since the participating experts are from all over Germany, physical meetings 

would not only be expensive and time-consuming but, given the busy schedules of the selected 

experts, also problematic in terms of organisation. An online questionnaire offers the 

considerable advantage that each expert can complete the responses flexibly according to 

their schedule, thus whenever and wherever they want. This strongly supports the chance for 

successful participation and appears to be the most suitable method for the experts and the 

researcher.  

As participation is voluntary and non-binding, the participants have no incentives for 

participation besides a summary of the data-collection results as soon as the researcher gets 

official permission to communicate them.   
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3.6.4 Round°1: Participant Recruitment and Retention 

The recruitment and first round of data collection for this doctoral study, which occurred 

between November 8th and December 29th, 2023, were intricately planned and officially 

ethically approved. Following approval from the university’s ethics committee in October 2023, 

the researcher initiated the recruitment phase.  

The first step involved contacting 20 potential experts on November 8th using the researcher’s 

university email address. This initial contact, which included the ethically approved participant 

information sheet about the study, was designed to introduce the research and invite 

participation. Importantly, this invitation emphasised that expressing interest was not a binding 

commitment, giving the experts one week to decide on their involvement. As expressions of 

interest were received, the participants were sent ethically approved consent forms to ensure 

complete transparency about the nature and scope of the study. The researcher, leveraging 

their expertise in the field, reassured participants about the non-sensitive nature of the 

questions and the data to be collected. 

The online questionnaire was distributed using the software LimeSurvey after the consent 

process. This software tool was selected for various reasons: its widespread recognition in 

Germany and its monthly cost plan flexible and cost-effectiveness; it is in compliance with data 

protection laws; it is suited for anonymous data collection; it is very flexible in questionnaire 

design; it has ease of use; and it has positive user feedback in a pilot test. After changing the 

initial plan of setting a uniform start time for the survey after collecting all consent forms, the 

researcher chose a more dynamic approach. 

Recognising the importance of capitalising on the participants’ immediate interest, the online 

invitation links were sent individually and directly after receiving each signed consent form. 

Although this approach was more time-intensive for the researcher, this adaptive strategy – 

particularly in tracking responses, resulted in a zero dropout rate. The participants were given 

14 days to complete the online questionnaire; if necessary, reminders were sent out after 10 

days. The online questionnaire was conducted in German to lower participation barriers and 

enhance the quality of the qualitative data collection, aligning with the daily business language 

of the selected target group. The estimated duration for completing the online questionnaire, 

set at 29 minutes based on the pilot test, was communicated in the preliminary information. 

Feedback from participants indicated that this timeframe was generally accurate, with only two 

out of 28 participants reporting a longer completion time. 

The approach of sending individual invitation links led to an unexpected benefit: by the end of 

November, not only were the initially targeted 20 complete responses received, but the high 

quality of these responses also motivated the researcher, in consultation with their doctoral 

supervisor, to contact and invite additional participants.  
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This decision extended the data-collection period by four weeks, culminating in 28 complete 

responses, a 40% increase over the initial target. The first round of data collection concluded 

on December 29th, 2023. The researcher personally emailed all the participants, thanking 

them for their contributions, informing them about the successful completion of this first data-

collection phase, and reminding them about the upcoming second online questionnaire in four 

weeks. This follow-up communication was crucial in maintaining a close relationship with the 

participants and ensuring their engagement for subsequent study phases. Overall, the process 

from ethical approval to the completion of the first round of data collection was marked by a 

commitment to conducting rigorous, honest, and participant-centred research, characterised 

by adaptability and effective communication. 

 

3.7 Round°1: Coding 

In the first round, 11,662 words of qualitative data were collected. After the first round of data 

collection, the researcher exported all the responses for each question into a Word document 

and compiled them, followed by the importation into the NVivo software provided by the 

university.  

The document was analysed word-for-word in a time-consuming process in the first open 

coding process. The chosen approach seemed unsatisfying when the researcher considered 

the following axial coding. What seemed misleading at this point was that the online 

questionnaire questions were divided into four sections with four different focuses. Therefore, 

depending on the respective section, the code ‘Board’ could have vastly different meanings. 

‘Board’ could thus represent placement in the organisational chart, a success factor, or a 

transformation barrier. Depending on the section and context, the code ‘Board’ had a different 

significance, which is why the researcher found it very challenging to initiate the two further 

coding stages, as she would have had to add, for example, the code ‘Board’ to various 

overarching categories. For this reason, the researcher started the open-coding process all 

over again. For that, the collected data was separated according to the four main areas, 

resulting in four separate Word documents focused on the four main areas of the 

questionnaire: context, which relates to all three research questions; understanding, which 

relates to the first research question; responsibility, which relates to the second research 

question; and barriers, which relate to the third research question. 

Therefore, the whole coding process started again from the beginning, and the researcher took 

each Word document separately. Hence, a separate coding process for each Word document 

was carried out for all three coding stages. While the first theme focuses on getting rich data 

for the overall context of all three research questions, the following three areas – 

‘Understanding’ (addresses the first research question), ‘Responsibility’ (addresses the second 
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research question), and ‘Barriers’ (addresses the third research question) – target a specific 

research question each. The coding process for the first round was carried out according to 

this structure. The following subsections deal with the practical application of the three coding 

steps – documented in the Appendix – to develop the questionnaire for the second round of 

data collection, presented below.  

 

3.7.1 Round°1: Coding Process 'Context' 

The first area of the questionnaire was to collect qualitative data from the research participants. 

In contrast to the following three main areas, the ‘context’ contributes not only to answering a 

specific research question but also to generating important information that will contribute to 

all three research questions in the analysis, enriching the results, conclusions, and 

recommendations for future research. Since the collected data reflects the individual 

perspectives of the experts, the context, in terms of the environment in which the experts 

operate, can play a significant role in interpreting the results. 

In this first area, the first question was asked about the expertise gained over the years in the 

required context of sustainable transformation. However, these responses were not evaluated 

as part of the coding process and were not coded. In summary, 28 experts participated in the 

first round of data collection. Most – 15 out of 28 – have over two years of experience in 

sustainable transformation. Ten participants have up to two years of expertise in this field, and 

three out of 28 experts have been involved in sustainable transformation for up to 12 months. 

Thus, the expertise of the participating sustainability managers was formally ensured at the 

beginning of the data collection. 

The second question concerning ‘context’ collected data on the positioning of the experts in 

the organisation and how this positioning is perceived regarding their successful impact. The 

open-coding process resulted in 32 codes and 214 references. The most frequently mentioned 

references are the codes ‘Board’ (27 references), ‘short paths (of communication)’ (19 

references), ‘proximity to the board’ / ‘coordination’ (12 references each), and ‘regular board 

exchange’ / ‘staff position’ / ‘sustainability department’ and ‘corporate development’ (11 

references each). Also noteworthy were ‘executive’ (nine references), ‘cross-departmental’ / 

‘steering committee’, and ‘improvable’ (six references each). 

In the next coding step, the identified individual codes are combined into categories as part of 

axial coding. The open codes have been derived into the following categories: Communication 

and Networking, Corporate Leadership and Management, Project and Sales Management, 

Strategy and Organisational Development, and Structural and Operational Aspects. 
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In the final coding step, the identified categories through axial coding based on the open codes 

are combined into the last core categories as part of the selective coding step. These serve as 

the basis for the subsequent formulation of statements for the second round of the Delphi 

study: 

The core category, ‘Strategic Corporate Leadership’, focuses on how strategic decisions are 

made, implemented, and communicated throughout the company. This category is based on 

one axial code, ‘strategy and organisational development’, five open codes and 39 references. 

The core category ‘Operational Excellence and Innovation’ emphasises the importance of 

efficient operational processes and the promotion of innovations for business success. This 

category is based on two axial codes, ‘project and sales management’ and ‘structural and 

operational aspects’, 14 open codes and 56 references. 

The core category, ‘Organisational Culture and Stakeholder Integration’, focuses on how the 

company maintains its culture and shapes interactions with various stakeholders, including 

executives and boards. This category is based on one axial code, ‘communication and 

networking’, four open codes and 54 references. 

In summary, the following three statements can be derived from the coded data, which build 

the first part – namely, ‘context’, of the questionnaire for the second round of data collection: 

 

Question 1.2: Describe where your position as a (former) sustainability manager (or similar 

title) is/was embedded in the organisational structure and how you assess this placement for 

your effectiveness: 

• ‘Short paths’ and the resulting proximity to (top) management are crucial for effectively 

integrating sustainability initiatives into the company’s strategy, processes, and line 

activities. 

• Coordinative, cross-departmental collaboration with sustainability management is 

essential for integrating sustainability topics across all company divisions and 

(internal/external) stakeholders. 

• The more top-down the corporate culture is shaped, the more important the role of (top) 

management in actively driving and embodying sustainability goals becomes. This role 

is, in turn, closely intertwined with the effectiveness of sustainability management. 
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3.7.2 Round°1: Coding Process 'Understanding' 

During the open coding of the second area, focusing on ‘understanding’, 96 open codes were 

marked. Since these questions reflect sustainability managers’ understanding of ‘corporate 

sustainable change’ (37 references), ‘corporate sustainable transformation’ (89 references), 

and ‘corporate sustainable development’ (38 references), it is logical that these codes were 

frequently assigned. Additionally, ‘Regulation’ (41 references) was a quite prominent topic in 

the answers of the second section, followed by ‘Business Model Development’ (26 references) 

and ‘Climate Impacts’ (24 references), as well as ‘Conscious Change’ (22 references). 

Axial coding again identified connections between the open codes and grouped them into 

higher-level categories to gain deeper insights into the qualitative data. The 96 individual codes 

were analysed and organised into the six following thematic clusters to identify the central 

themes:  

• Awareness and Culture  

• Corporate Change and Transformation  

• Economic Factors and Challenges  

• External Influences and Regulation  

• Risks and Opportunities 

• Sustainability and Social Responsibility  

The third step, selective coding, formed three core categories, focusing on answering the first 

research question and reflecting a comprehensive understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation from the perspective of sustainability managers. Subsequently, corresponding 

consensus statements were derived from the posed questions for developing the second 

questionnaire. This allocation reflects how the individual axial codes contribute to the 

overarching themes of corporate sustainable transformation and provides a structured 

foundation for understanding how this core category relates to the overall first research 

question: 

The core category ‘Strategic and Holistic Change’ encompasses the profound and 

comprehensive company changes required for corporate sustainable transformation. It refers 

to the realignment of business models, corporate strategies, and organisational structures to 

integrate sustainability into all aspects of corporate governance. It also considers economic 

viability, competitiveness, and adaptation to future challenges. This category addresses the 

core of corporate sustainable transformation by highlighting the need for a holistic approach to 

sustainable changes beyond isolated measures. It forms the basis for an understanding of 

what sustainability managers perceive as corporate sustainable transformation and how they 
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implement their understanding of it in the companies. This core category is based on two axial 

codes, ‘Corporate Change and Transformation’ and ‘Economic Factors and Challenges’, 42 

open codes and 363 references. 

The core category ‘Awareness Change and Education’ refers to the change in consciousness 

and attitudes regarding sustainability in the company and society. It encompasses educational 

and communication measures to foster understanding and appreciation for sustainable 

practices. It also considers the cultural transformation in companies necessary for sustainable 

corporate development. This category deals with how understanding and attitudes towards 

sustainability influence corporate sustainable transformation. It shows that implementing 

corporate sustainable transformation requires structural changes and a shift in mindset and 

culture at an individual and organisational level. This core category is based on two axial 

codes, ‘Awareness and Culture Sustainability’ and ‘Social Responsibility’, 30 open codes and 

142 references. 

The core category ‘External Influences and Regulation’ encompasses the role of external 

factors such as legal regulations, political frameworks, market dynamics, and societal 

expectations. It highlights how these external influences motivate companies to implement 

sustainable practices. The role of risks and opportunities arising from the external environment 

is also considered. This category demonstrates that the understanding of corporate 

sustainable transformation does not occur in isolation in the company but is strongly influenced 

by external factors and requirements. This core category is based on two axial codes, ‘External 

Influences and Regulation’ and ‘Risks and Opportunities’, 23 open codes and 125 references. 

Finally, the following consensus statements provide a more comprehensive perspective on 

corporate sustainable transformation by highlighting the importance of strategic leadership, 

education, and continuous adaptation to external challenges and opportunities. They serve as 

a solid foundation for understanding the complexity of corporate sustainable transformation 

and dynamics from the sustainability managers’ perspective and how sustainability managers 

understand the difference between the terms corporate sustainable change, corporate 

sustainable transformation, and corporate sustainable development. The statements 

presented below are the basis for the second round: 

 

Question 2.1: Describe the differences between the terms CST, CSC, and CSD if you have 

differences in perception/implementation: 

• Corporate sustainability transformation (CST) is a comprehensive and strategic change 

encompassing the entire business model and corporate culture. This includes the 

challenge of integrating sustainability into the whole corporate structure without 

compromising competitiveness. 
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• Corporate sustainability change (CSC) refers to an individual, not necessarily 

interconnected, internal changes within a company. 

• Corporate sustainability development (CSD) emphasises the continuous development 

of specific projects or areas to achieve the company’s long-term sustainability goals. 

• CST is more ambitious and far-reaching than CSC and CSD, as it involves a 

fundamental, sustainable realignment of the company’s strategy, transforming towards 

a sustainable business model. 

 

Question 2.2: Define ‘corporate sustainable transformation’ in your own words: 

• CST is a conscious, profound, and extensive transformation within a company that 

integrates sustainability aspects into all core processes, moving towards a sustainable 

business model. 

• CST is driven by a new understanding of a company’s ecological, social, and economic 

responsibilities, highlighting the need for further research, education, and awareness. 

• CST encompasses a comprehensive realignment of corporate culture, strategy, and 

processes to operate sustainably and responsibly in the long term, ensuring future 

viability. 

 

Question 2.3: Describe how you expect the understanding of ‘corporate sustainable 

transformation’ to change over the next 15 years: 

• The understanding of CST will deepen as sustainability is increasingly seen as an 

economic necessity and an ethical obligation. 

• Technological advancement and global challenges such as climate change will 

intensify the urgency and scope of the required CST, underscoring the need for further 

research and education. 

• Awareness of the importance of social and ecological responsibility will continue to 

grow, with younger generations playing a key role in CST. 

 

Question 2.4: Name what you believe will be the future drivers of understanding for ‘corporate 

sustainable transformation’: 

• Regulatory requirements and political frameworks are the main drivers for the corporate 

understanding of CST. 



63 
 

• Advances in technology and innovation, along with growing societal pressure (such as 

experiences of the effects of climate change, resource scarcity, and resulting price 

increases) and the resulting shift in consumer behaviour, promote the understanding 

and necessity of CST. 

• The visibility of economically successful case studies contributes to a deeper 

understanding of CST. 

• Awareness raised through research and education promotes the understanding and 

necessity of CST. 

 

The answers to Question 2.5, which asks the participants for additional thoughts in this context, 

were integrated into the consensus statements above through the three coding steps. 

 

3.7.3 Round°1: Coding Process 'Responsibility' 

During the open coding process of the third area, which focused on the ‘responsibility’ of the 

sustainability managers in corporate sustainable transformation in their organisation, 83 open 

codes were marked. The most present codes in sustainability managers’ responsibility are 

‘coordination of cross-sectional implementation’ (18 references), the ‘job description 

corresponds to responsibility’ (18 references), the ‘implementation of sustainability strategy’ 

(15 references) and a ‘deep integration of sustainability into the business model’ (15 

references). Also frequently named are ‘interface function’ (13 references) and ‘regulatory 

requirements’ (12 references). 

Axial coding involved again identifying connections between the open codes and grouping 

them into higher-level categories to gain deeper insights into the data. The 83 codes were 

analysed and organised into eight thematic clusters to identify the central themes and patterns 

in the responses of the 28 research participants. These clusters were: 

• collaboration and team dynamics, 

• communication and stakeholder management, 

• external influences and market changes, 

• futures changes and adaptations, 

• official and perceived responsibilities, 

• operational challenges and workload, 

• personal and organisational development; and 
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• strategic and operational challenges. 

Selective coding was conducted in the next step, and consensus statements were formed for 

the second round of data collection. This meant building core categories from the axial 

categories again, reflecting how sustainability managers perceive their responsibilities. 

The core category ‘Responsibility and Influence in Transition’ focuses on the evolving role and 

increasing influence of sustainability managers in corporate sustainable transformation. It 

encompasses both official responsibilities and the challenges arising from the perception of 

this role in a dynamic corporate environment. This category illuminates how sustainability 

managers’ responsibilities evolve and adapt to drive effective and sustainable organisational 

changes. This core category is based on three axial codes: ‘Official and Perceived 

Responsibilities’, ‘Personal and Organisational Development’, and ‘Future Changes and 

Adaptations’. It is also based on 31 open codes and 98 references. 

The ‘core category ‘Strategic Integration and Operations Management’ focuses on integrating 

sustainability strategies into the core business and managing operational challenges. It 

considers the necessity of profoundly embedding sustainability into all business aspects and 

the operational demands and workload that come with it. It reflects how sustainability 

managers develop, implement, and continuously adjust strategic plans to meet the 

requirements of sustainable corporate management. This core category is based on two axial 

codes, ‘Strategic and Operational Challenges’ and ‘Operational Challenges and Workload’, 29 

open codes and 93 references. 

The core category ‘Communication, Collaboration, and Stakeholder Relationships’ 

encompasses the importance of effective communication, collaboration, and stakeholder 

relationship management. It emphasises the role of sustainability managers as intermediaries 

and multipliers within and outside the organisation. It highlights how crucial communication 

and networking work is for successfully implementing sustainability strategies. This core 

category is based on two axial codes, ‘Communication and Stakeholder Management’ and 

‘Collaboration and Team Dynamics’, 17 open codes and 58 references. 

The core category ‘Adapting to External Challenges and Market Changes’ addresses how 

sustainability managers respond to external influences and changing market demands. It 

includes adapting to regulatory requirements and seizing market opportunities. This category 

shows how sustainability managers use external challenges as opportunities for innovation 

and transformation. This core category is based on one axial code, ‘External Influences and 

Market Changes’, six open codes, and 20 references. 

Finally, the consensus statements below offer a deeper insight into sustainability managers’ 

evolving roles and responsibilities within corporate sustainable transformation. These 

statements emphasise the strategic leadership required, the ongoing need for education and 
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skill development, and the critical importance of adapting to internal organisational dynamics 

and external environmental challenges. These insights are a robust foundation for 

understanding sustainability management responsibilities’ complex and dynamic nature within 

corporate sustainable transformation and lead to the following statements for a second Delphi 

round: 

 

Question 3.1: Describe the official responsibility you hold as a sustainability manager (or 

similar title) concerning ‘corporate sustainable transformation’: 

• Developing and implementing sustainability strategies aimed at comprehensive 

corporate transformation. 

• Adapting the company to regulatory requirements and developing sustainability goals, 

focusing on long-term profitability and competitiveness. 

• Communicate and coordinate collaboration with internal stakeholders to promote a 

sustainable corporate culture and support knowledge transfer in the company. 

• Monitoring and reporting on sustainability performance increases transparency and 

accountability for internal and external stakeholders. 

• In close, cross-functional exchange and (indirectly) reporting to the (top) management. 

 

Question 3.2: Describe the additional responsibilities you perceived and undertook as a 

sustainability manager (or similar title) in the ‘corporate sustainable transformation’: 

• A more pronounced role as a ‘change agent’ and internal advocate, often confronted 

with the challenge of overcoming internal resistance and fostering a willingness to 

embrace change among the workforce. 

• A more prominent, direct involvement in implementing department-specific 

sustainability projects, which the departments themselves should increasingly initiate. 

• A stronger focus on innovation for specific sustainability issues and a significant 

contribution to developing market opportunities and new business areas. 

• There is a greater emphasis, alongside strategic measures, on translating operational 

and practical solutions into achievable actions. 

• A more prominent role as an ‘explainer’ and knowledge disseminator in the company. 
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Question 3.3: Explain the reason if there is a difference between the official responsibilities 

and the responsibilities you perceived: 

• The corporate cultural dimension of CST is often still underestimated and, therefore, is 

only partially reflected in the official job description. 

• There is often a gap experienced between the strategic vision of the company and its 

practical implementation, especially when integrating sustainability into all business 

areas, indicating the need for better alignment and clarity in roles and expectations. 

• The discrepancy between official and perceived responsibilities often arises due to 

inadequate resources and a lack of prioritisation by the (top) management, leading to 

an expansion of official duties. 

• The unofficial role is perceived as more comprehensive and influential than what is laid 

out in the official job description, highlighting the need for stronger recognition and 

support in the company. 

 

Question 3.4: Describe how you expect the responsibilities of a sustainability manager (or 

similar title) to change over the next 15 years: 

• The role will evolve from a predominantly coordinating and advisory function today to 

a central management role, where it actively contributes to shaping the company’s 

future. 

• Responsibility is becoming increasingly strategic and specialised, with a stronger focus 

on integrating sustainability into the company’s strategy and corporate culture. 

Additionally, employees in various professional roles are, to some extent, evolving into 

‘sustainability managers’. 

• A key role in adapting to changing market conditions and regulatory requirements while 

driving innovative solutions, new technologies, and sustainable business models. 

 

3.7.4 Round°1: Coding Process 'Barriers' 

During the open coding process of the fourth area, which focused on the ‘barriers’ sustainability 

managers perceive in the corporate sustainable transformation in their organisation, 71 open 

codes were marked. The most present codes in ‘barriers’ are ‘Enabler Role Model and 

Prioritisation Top Management’ (24 references), ‘Enabler Practical Regulatory Compliance’ (22 

references), ‘Barrier Lack of Sustainability Understanding’ (19 references), ‘Enabler Pressure 

from External Stakeholders’ (17 references), ‘Enabler Communication and Integration of 



67 
 

Employees’ (16 references). Overall, the coding also enables an inverse conclusion. If the 

barriers were initially asked about, and for example, the lack of top management prioritisation 

was mentioned, then this code could be identified as an enabler during the responses. Axial 

coding involved again identifying connections between the open codes and grouping them into 

higher-level categories to gain deeper insights into the data. The 71 open codes were analysed 

and organised into 16 thematic clusters to identify the central themes:  

• Awareness and External Influences 

• Economic and Market Opportunities 

• Enabling Strategies and Leadership 

• External perception and engagement barriers 

• Knowledge and Understanding Barriers 

• Knowledge Management and Education 

• Market and Economic Barriers 

• Organisational and Cultural Barriers 

• Organisational Capacity and Resource Management 

• Regulatory and Compliance Barriers 

• Regulatory and Policy Support 

• Resource and Capacity Barriers 

• Stakeholder Engagement and Communication 

• Strategic Vision and Integration Barriers 

• Technological and Innovation Barriers 

• Technology and Innovation 

 

Facing the third research question, selective coding was conducted to form consensus 

statements for the second round. This involved forming core categories from the axial 

categories, reflecting how sustainability managers perceive transformation barriers in 

corporate sustainable transformation: 

The core category, ‘Strategic Leadership and Decision-Making’, focuses on the role of strategic 

leadership and decision-making processes in facilitating sustainable transformation. It 

encompasses developing and implementing effective strategies, leadership commitment, and 

integrating sustainability principles into corporate decision-making processes. Understanding 
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the role of leadership and strategic decision-making is vital in identifying and overcoming 

barriers in corporate sustainable transformation. It reflects the importance of a top-down 

approach and aligning organisational culture with sustainability goals. This core category is 

based on five axial codes, 26 open codes, and 128 references. 

The core category ‘Knowledge and Learning Systems’ highlights the significance of knowledge 

management, education, and continuous learning in overcoming barriers to sustainability. It 

involves developing comprehensive learning systems, knowledge sharing, and fostering a 

culture of constant improvement and innovation. Addressing gaps in knowledge and 

understanding is key to addressing barriers in the corporate sustainable transformation. It 

underscores the need for enhanced awareness and understanding of sustainability issues at 

all organisational levels. This core category is based on four axial codes, 16 open codes, and 

62 references. 

The core category ‘Stakeholder Collaboration and External Dynamics’ emphasises the 

importance of engaging with internal and external stakeholders and adapting to external 

dynamics. It involves proactive communication, collaboration with external entities, and 

responsiveness to external pressures and market opportunities. This question emphasises 

engaging with various stakeholders and adapting to external dynamics. It involves proactive 

communication, collaboration with external entities, and responsiveness to external pressures 

and market opportunities. It illustrates the need for an outward-looking approach and active 

engagement with internal and external stakeholders. This core category is based on five axial 

codes, 19 open codes, and 92 references. 

The core category ‘Resource Management and Organisational Infrastructure’ addresses the 

management of resources and organisational infrastructure to support corporate sustainable 

transformation. It encompasses resource allocation, capacity building, and establishing 

supportive structures and systems. Efficient resource management and robust organisational 

infrastructure are critical to overcoming barriers in corporate sustainable transformation. This 

category highlights the need for sufficient resources and an enabling corporate environment 

for sustainable practices. This core category is based on two axial codes, nine open codes and 

45 references. 

Finally, the consensus statements below offer a deeper insight into the barriers that 

sustainability managers perceive within corporate sustainable transformation and form the 

basis for the second round: 

  



69 
 

Question 4.1: Name the transformation barriers you perceive in ‘corporate sustainable 

transformation’ from your perspective: 

• The level of deep integration into the areas has not been reached yet. As a result, every 

sustainability activity is perceived as a time-consuming additional task or additional 

cost. 

• The gap between the strategic vision for sustainability and its actual implementation in 

practice is often due to insufficient support and a lack of understanding of sustainability 

at the (top) management level. 

• Resistance and a lack of willingness to change in corporate cultures and structures 

make integrating new practices and sustainable values challenging. 

• The lack of comprehensive sustainability knowledge and internal training of employees 

produces a misalignment between sustainability goals and the execution of everyday 

business practices. 

• There is a prevalent focus on short-term financial gains over long-term sustainability 

goals, often resulting in limited resources, capacity, and commitment to transformative 

sustainability initiatives. 

• Absence of a holistic, top-down role model function and associated active 

demonstration of the sustainability strategy. 

 

Question 4.2: Name enablers of transformation that you perceive in ‘corporate sustainable 

transformation’ from your perspective: 

• Advocacy and the associated visible and exemplary commitment of top management 

promote a change-oriented organisational culture that prioritises sustainability in 

business processes and actively integrates it. 

• Regulatory pressure and increasing demands from external stakeholders. 

• Building internal capacities through developing sustainability expertise and establishing 

multipliers or additional sustainability specialists. 

• Use innovative technologies and quantify sustainability activities to align organisational 

objectives with sustainable goals. 

• Increasing damage events due to climate change (e.g., credit defaults) and the 

resulting economic consequences. 

• Clear economic best practices in the competitive environment. 
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Question 4.3: Describe the decisions and adjustments necessary to enable the sustainable 

transformation process of companies in the future: 

• Ensure sustainability expertise in (top) management and the associated integration of 

ESG into all decision-making processes. 

• Cultivate a change-oriented organisational culture. 

• Provide education and department-specific training. 

• Establish collaborative, cross-company networks for knowledge and resource 

exchange. 

• Continuously adapt sustainability strategies that respond to regulations, volatile market 

dynamics, and stakeholder feedback. 

• Central embedding in the goal system through quantification and incentivisation. 

• Integrate ESG throughout the entire education system (new general knowledge).  

 

3.7.5 Round°2: Pilot Test  

The pilot test in the second round followed the procedure of the first round, as it had proven 

effective after the researcher completed the questionnaire for Round 2 in the LimeSurvey 

software; the same pilot participants as in the first round were contacted. The pilot participants 

again received an invitation to participate online from their email addresses. This way, the 

software and the integrated texts could be directly tested. Moreover, the pilot participants 

reported the time required for the second round, eight to ten minutes, back to the researcher. 

Once the pilot round was completed, the researcher, as in the first round, could import the 

email addresses of the 28 research participants into the software, thereby initiating the second 

process. 

 

3.7.6 Round°2: Level of Consensus 

In the second round of the Delphi study, the focus was on qualitatively evaluating experts’ 

statements into consensus statements to identify relevant aspects for the final discussion and 

subsequent development of results. As with a few other elements of the Delphi Study 

incorporated into the Grounded Delphi Method, there are no set criteria to determine 

consensus: 

In the literature review, Heiko (2012) examined 15 types of consensus measurement, one of 

which is defining agreement in the data-collection rounds. This level ‘can be based on accepted 
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standards, such as political voting systems (e.g., a simple majority, a two-thirds majority, the 

absolute majority)’ (Heiko, 2012, p. 1530). 

Based on this, Howard (2018), followed by Knoche (2022), determined that a three-quarters 

majority – or 75% consensus – would be acceptable. This level of consensus enables a more 

precise representation of expert opinion than a simple majority (Knoche, (2022). For the 

evaluation, like Knoche (2022), a differentiated 5-point Likert scale was used, which more 

accurately reflects the attitudes of the experts than simple ‘Yes/No’ options and includes the 

following choices: 

• Fully agree 

• Rather agree 

• Neither agree nor disagree 

• Rather disagree 

• Do not agree at all 

This scale primarily represents general frequencies without measuring the distances between 

the options. It represents a ‘discrete ordinal scale’ as a ‘nominal feature’ (Marateb et al., 2014, 

p. 48), meaning it reflects the degree of expression but does not allow quantitative 

measurements of individual statements. This qualitative approach was chosen to capture the 

attitudes of the research participants towards the statements without relying on statistical 

operations. Thus, the responses have no numerical value. Achieving a consensus of over 75% 

in the responses ‘fully agree’ and ‘rather agree’ led to accepting a statement and was 

considered in the discussion of results. Thus, the study remained fully qualitatively focused, 

without quantitatively measuring individual statements, and primarily served to generate critical 

ideas for the study’s research questions. 

 

3.7.7 Round°2: Summary 

The second round occurred between 22 January 2024 and 9 February 2024. It aimed to gain 

deeper insights into the consensus statements generated from the first round and create a 

basis for answering the research questions. The selection of research participants remained 

unchanged, and official consent for participation in a second round had already been obtained 

in November 2023 through the consensus forms. Furthermore, the research participants were 

informed again about an upcoming second round in approximately four to six weeks in the 

researcher’s end-of-year 2023 email. Therefore, all 28 research participants were likewise sent 

the LimeSurvey link for anonymous online participation. However, this time, all research 

participants were invited to the second round simultaneously, which reduced the researcher’s 
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workload in terms of time management for each participant. The experts had another 14 days 

to evaluate and submit the online questionnaire. The response rate in the second round was 

100%. The responses were stored on the LimeSurvey platform and were again exported into 

an Excel file for evaluation. The second round focused on evaluating each statement, 

considering only the responses ‘fully agree’ and ‘rather agree’. The percentage agreement 

values of each statement were summarised in an Excel list.  

In addition, responses from the free-text fields were exported into a Word document. These 

qualitative data, along with the comments on the respective statements, were considered 

together. Comments similar in content were paraphrased, while different contents were 

presented as direct quotes or formulated in the results. This additional information helped me 

better understand the evaluation results without influencing the predetermined consensus 

level. The second round of data collection followed the procedure of the first round, as already 

described in this section. A detailed description of the results is in the fourth section, which 

analyses the results and formulates the findings of this research. 

 

3.8 Summary  

This section has established the methodological framework for the study. For this purpose, the 

philosophical positioning of the study was introduced and justified after contextualising the 

research. Following this, the chosen research strategy was derived, presented, and critically 

discussed in depth to describe the specific process of the Grounded Delphi Method. Moreover, 

there was a thorough engagement with rigour and ethical aspects, after which the Ethics 

Committee approved data collection in October 2023. 

Data collection involved 28 experts from the German finance industry. The first round of the 

online questionnaire was described, from preliminary considerations about the questionnaire 

design to the pilot test and the execution of the first round of data collection. The qualitative 

data from the first round were coded according to grounded theory (open, axial, and selective 

coding). They could be formulated into statements, which formed the basis for the second 

round of the online questionnaire. Once again, all 28 experts participated, and a dropout rate 

of 0% was recorded. Thus, the second round of data collection was also successfully 

conducted, in which the experts qualitatively responded to the proposed statements. 

The following section addresses the results of the second round of data collection, analyses 

them, and formulates the findings for the subsequent discussion. 
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4. Data Analysis and Results 

This research explores sustainability managers' understanding, responsibilities, and perceived 

barriers concerning corporate sustainable transformation in the German finance industry. The 

following three research questions will be answered in this chapter, based on the results of the 

second round and the interpretation of the qualitative data by the researcher:  

1. What are sustainability managers' understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation in the German finance industry? 

2. What responsibilities do sustainability managers have in corporate sustainable 

transformation within the German finance industry? 

3. What barriers do sustainability managers perceive to their responsibilities in the 

corporate sustainable transformation process in the German finance industry? 

The results of this chapter will be the basis for the discussion in the fifth chapter.  

 

4.1 Round°2: Data Analysis 

As described in detail in the method section, ‘consensus statements’ regarding the original 

questions of the questionnaire were formed from the results of the first data collection. The 28 

participating sustainability managers then assessed these on a 5-point Likert scale to 

determine whether they agreed with the consensus. A critical threshold for agreement was set 

at 75%. Hence, all consensus statements receiving a 75% or higher approval rate from the 

experts were valuable in answering the research questions and thus are discussed with 

constant regard to the existing literature in the fifth section. The results are based on a 100% 

response rate and 0% dropout rate in the first and second rounds of data collection and are 

further supported by quotes from the experts from the first round. The Appendix shows the 

underlying Excel sheet, in which the consensus was summarised and calculated. 

The following presentation is structured around the four main areas – context, understanding, 

responsibility, and barriers – which also shaped and guided the original structure of the two 

online questionnaires. The consensus rates were calculated on an Excel sheet. To ensure 

anonymity, the quotes from study participants are presented using pseudonyms, such as 

XX.1.2, whose identities are known only to the researcher.  
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4.1.1 Assessing Sustainability Manager´s Context 

The role of context in qualitative research and social constructivism is crucial, influencing how 

findings are interpreted and ensuring the relevance of data. Baxter and Jack (2008) emphasise 

the impact of social and cultural contexts on how participants interpret their experiences. 

Patton (2015) notes that understanding these contexts enriches the depth of data, aligning 

findings with real-world experiences. Creswell and Poth (2017) highlight how context informs 

methodological choices to suit cultural and situational nuances. Therefore, understanding the 

context in which sustainability managers operate is essential for the following data analysis 

since the analysis explores how the operational context of sustainability managers influences 

their perceptions and responsibilities related to corporate sustainable transformation. 

The following Table 2 below displays the consensus rate among experts regarding the 

organisational context perceived as effective by themselves in their (former) role as 

sustainability managers and the crucial elements therein. 

Table 2: Effectiveness Context for Sustainability Manager 

‘Short paths’ and the resulting proximity to (top) management are crucial for 

effectively integrating sustainability initiatives into the company's strategy, 

processes, and line activities. 

100% 

Coordinative, cross-departmental collaboration with sustainability 

management is essential for integrating sustainability topics across all 

company divisions and (internal/external) stakeholders. 

96% 

The more top-down the corporate culture is shaped, the more important the 

role of (top) management in actively driving and embodying sustainability 

goals becomes, which, in turn, is closely intertwined with the effectiveness of 

sustainability management. 

93% 

In a top-down culture, the proactive and pro-sustainability positioning of top management 

towards sustainability initiatives is crucial. This ensures that sustainability measures are 

perceived as more important and prioritised, even during capacity constraints. Short 

communication channels between experts and management expedite projects. However, 

increased, indirect communication between sustainability managers and top management can 

lead to complications, inaccuracies, divergent results, and slower implementation. A 100% 

consensus level indicates that ‘short paths’ and proximity to management are key outcomes, 

suggesting that experts either hold positions close to top management or make important 

decisions through direct exchanges, bypassing intermediary levels. This consensus is 

supported, among others, for example, by FW.1.2, who points out how his organisational 
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placement close to the Chief Executive Officer and the resulting short and direct paths of 

communication are crucial for his work success: 

‘… executive in corporate strategy, belonging to the Chief Executive Officers 

department. The placement is optimal for my activities, as there is regular direct contact 

with the Chief Executive Officer despite intermediate hierarchical levels. From this 

prominent, central role, there is reach throughout the entire organisation.’ 

More valuable quotes support the direct communication and resulting reporting line to the (top) 

management, as revealed by CS.1.2: 

‘I am … directly reporting to the Chief Executive Officer.’ 

Furthermore, MS.1.2 points out how direct proximity to the (top) management can be very 

supportive of adding more value to this organisational positioning: 

‘Direct proximity to the board is very helpful and meaningful.’ 

Similarly, establishing short paths to top management can be applied to other areas in the 

company. Accordingly, sustainability managers agree that direct and cross-departmental 

communication and the implementation of measures are also conducive to transformation. In 

terms of the organisational placement of a sustainability manager, this means it should be a 

position on the organisational chart, reporting directly to the Chief Executive Officer while being 

able to interact directly with implementing departments without additional communication 

loops. This is supported in the following quotes and was rated with 96% approval, for example, 

by RM.1.2, who shares: 

‘Success requires a close exchange with (almost) all departments.’ 

Additionally, PG.1.2 names an established ESG committee that meets regularly and thus 

supports cross-departmental collaboration: 

‘… a company-wide ESG committee with representatives from business divisions, staff 

units, and back-office units affected by sustainability aspects.’ 

While MH.1.2 centres attention on the important function in terms of collaboration on 

sustainability management: 

‘… rather, the collaboration occurs directly with the sustainability management.’ 

Or in other words, SS.1.2 says: 

‘… close exchange with leaders and specialists who ultimately are responsible for 

implementation within the organisation.’ 
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Consequently, it is essential that the person with whom the sustainability managers work 

represents the other department and is responsible for ESG matters in cross-department 

communication or an ESG committee.  

Fostering direct access to top management logically results in the success of sustainable 

transformation in the company and the effectiveness of the sustainability manager in fulfilling 

their responsibilities. These crucially depend on top management’s behaviour and their 

demonstration of commitment to implementing the sustainability strategy. Given the consensus 

among experts in a top-down culture, it can be inferred that the German finance industry 

predominantly operates with hierarchical structures, emphasising top-down management 

approaches in its corporate culture.  

Thus, the third consensus statement, supported by 93% of experts, underscores the pivotal 

role of top management’s stance on sustainability in the organisation’s top-down culture in 

achieving sustainability objectives. For instance, SB.1.2 suggests that top management should 

actively advocate for sustainability and prioritise it during management meetings with other 

leaders in the organisation. 

‘… emerging placement in leadership meetings or associations.’ 

MS.1.2 points out that if (top) management presents a topic, it has more value, which is 

essential because regulations are getting stricter, and sustainability cannot be ignored: 

‘Direct proximity to the board is very helpful and meaningful as the topic becomes 

increasingly significant both qualitatively and quantitatively due to rising regulation.’ 

As well as TR.1.2 mentions that for getting good results and being heard in an organisation, 

the support of the top management is crucial: 

‘Support from the top down is a crucial deciding factor for me.’ 

 

This section was designed to establish the foundational context that informs the results 

discussed throughout this thesis. Context in qualitative research and social constructivism 

critically shapes the interpretation and relevance of findings, influencing the meanings 

participants assign to their experiences.  

As Baxter and Jack (2008) highlight, social and cultural contexts significantly affect participant 

interpretation. Further, Patton (2015) noted that understanding these contexts deepens the 

data’s relevance and ensures findings are grounded. This principle is essential in examining 

the role of sustainability managers operating within complex organisational structures and 

cultural settings.  
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The results from this section underscore that top management’s commitment to sustainability 

dictates its prominence in the company and respect for sustainability managers. A longer 

communication path between sustainability managers and top management tends to dilute this 

support, adversely affecting the sustainability manager’s ability to perform effectively in their 

context. These introductory context insights set the stage for understanding the crucial role of 

context in influencing the perceptions, responsibilities, and challenges sustainability managers 

face in the organisational hierarchy.  

 

4.1.2 Answering the First Research Question  

These subsection consensus statements address the first research question, which explores 

how sustainability managers perceive and understand corporate sustainable transformation. 

The literature review reveals distinctions among the terms ‘sustainable change’, ‘sustainable 

transformation’, and ‘sustainable development’. For this thesis, ‘corporate sustainable 

transformation’ was selected as the primary focus due to its relevance and specificity. 

A gap in the literature concerns the insights of sustainability managers regarding their 

interpretation and application of these concepts. As implementation experts, their perspectives 

are crucial yet underrepresented – particularly in the context defined by this research. Ideally, 

these terms should be clearly and consistently defined across the corporate landscape to 

ensure a unified understanding among all stakeholders. Such clarity would facilitate more 

effective communication and the implementation of sustainability strategies within 

organisations. Although some experts openly expressed that these terms are partially 

unknown and that no distinction has been made in practice so far, as CS.2.1 says: 

‘I have never seen a definition for any of these terms before, and it was not part of my 

Sustainability Manager Certification programme.’ 

Significantly, two experts point out Corporate Sustainable Development as an unknown term 

like MH.2.1 admits: 

‘CSD ??’ 

As well as FW.2.1: 

‘I have no clear understanding of CSD.’ 

Still, there was enough high-quality data to define those terms and generate new knowledge. 

The following Table 3 shows the results concerning sustainability managers’ understanding of 

corporate sustainable transformation and the differences between corporate change, 

transformation, and development:  
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Table 3: Differences Between Corporate Change, Transformation, and Development 

Corporate sustainability transformation is a comprehensive and strategic 

change encompassing the entire business model and corporate culture. This 

includes the challenge of integrating sustainability into the whole corporate 

structure without compromising competitiveness. 

96% 

Corporate sustainability change refers to an individual, not necessarily 

interconnected, internal changes within a company. 

96% 

Corporate sustainability development emphasises the continuous 

development of specific projects or areas to achieve the company's long-term 

sustainability goals. 

89% 

Corporate sustainability transformation is more ambitious and far-reaching 

than corporate sustainability change and corporate sustainability 

development, as it involves a fundamental sustainable realignment of the 

company's strategy, transforming towards a sustainable business model. 

96% 

Concerning corporate sustainable transformation, the quotes show that the experts come to a 

common understanding that the whole organisation and business model are affected, as well 

as its corporate culture, which plays a significant role in integrating sustainability into its core 

over a long-lasting process. This is, for example, supported by the quote from FW.2.1, who 

understands corporate sustainable transformation as: 

‘I understand a profound, lasting, intentionally induced change.’ 

Furthermore, DS.2.1 points out the long-lasting process as: 

‘… focuses more on the bigger picture with the rather passive derivation; what does 

this mean for us as a company.’ 

TR.2.1 highlights in the quote the important fact of a long-term process, which also affects the 

corporate culture and strategy: 

‘Transformation means a long-term and substantially more comprehensive company 

restructuring, including the culture, strategy, etc.’ 

With a consensus level of 96%, the participating experts were satisfied with the statement 

about the concerns about corporate sustainable transformation. Based on the quotes, 

corporate sustainable change differs from corporate sustainable transformation, especially 

because individual and short-term changes do not need to be interconnected, and an overall 
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strategic sustainability goal is not required. Neither is a supportive corporate culture an element 

of the definition. This is supported, for example, by BS.2.1, which says: 

‘Corporate sustainable change is always a transition towards a specific goal; the 

change is complete once the goal is reached.’ 

AK.2.1 highlights the point that corporate sustainable change does not aim for a holistic 

transformation but relatively quick wins as small sustainable changes: 

‘Corporate sustainable change focuses on sustainable changes within the company, 

without aiming for a complete transformation.’ 

BF.2.1 highlights corporate sustainable change with the detail of a much smaller scope of 

action: 

‘The scope of consideration is smaller (than in corporate sustainable transformation or 

corporate sustainable development).’ 

The experts purely related corporate sustainable development to an organisation’s scope. This 

term differs from corporate sustainable transformation in the continuous development of 

projects, processes, etc. Hence, it is not achieved by a successful change like corporate 

sustainable change and does not focus on the whole business model like corporate sustainable 

transformation. This consensus is supported by the quotes from SB.2.1, who relates in his 

quote to the development of products as an ongoing process: 

‘Corporate sustainable development describes the sustainable development of the 

business model and associated products.’ 

The quote from AK.2.1 points out the characteristic of continuous development over time in 

terms of adjustments or improvements: 

‘Corporate sustainable development focuses on the company’s sustainable 

development over time. This includes continuous adjustments and improvements to 

achieve long-term ecological, social, and economic goals.’ 

Overall, like corporate sustainable transformation, corporate sustainable development is 

developing the company in terms of its sustainability goals, as supported by SZ.2.1: 

‘Describes the company’s alignment with sustainability goals.’ 

After the previous section focused solely on distinguishing between corporate sustainable 

transformation, change, and development, the comprehensive definition of corporate 

sustainable transformation was then requested and collected from the experts. Some experts 

additionally referred to their response to Question 2.1, as many had already taken extensive 

time in the questionnaire to elaborate on each term’s definition.  
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Nevertheless, further high-quality data on the experts’ definition of corporate sustainable 

transformation was provided, which has now been consolidated into three consensus 

statements. The experts rated these three statements at 100%, 93%, and 96%, respectively; 

therefore, all statements are part of the results and discussion. 

Table 4: Understanding Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

Corporate sustainable transformation is a conscious, profound, and extensive 

transformation within a company that integrates sustainability aspects into all 

core processes, moving towards a sustainable business model. 

100% 

Corporate sustainable transformation is driven by a new understanding of a 

company's ecological, social, and economic responsibilities, highlighting the 

need for further research, education, and awareness. 

93% 

Corporate sustainable transformation encompasses a comprehensive 

realignment of corporate culture, strategy, and processes to operate 

sustainably and responsibly in the long term, ensuring future viability. 

96% 

Based on the conclusions on corporate sustainable transformation in this section above, it can 

be added that further research and education are needed to align the whole company and its 

culture ‘on board’. Another critical point is the integration of sustainability aspects into all core 

processes to enable a holistic transformation towards the company’s sustainability goals. 

Therefore, the experts often emphasise the words ‘consciously induced’ and ‘comprehensive 

change’, referring to the entire enterprise, such as FW.2.2: 

‘Corporate sustainable transformation is a consciously induced, profound change in a 

company’s core processes, products, and/or business model, driven by sustainability 

aspects (environmental, social, and/or government dimensions).’ 

While SZ.2.2 points out a whole business model shift through a transformational process: 

‘Corporate sustainable transformation is the most comprehensive and describes the 

transformation of the business model towards a sustainable business model.’ 

In a comparison of the differences in corporate sustainable development, MS.2.2 shares the 

idea of integrating environmental, social, and government into not one but all business 

processes: 

‘Integration of environmental, social and/or government into the business model, 

aligning all relevant processes towards sustainability.’ 
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Which is also supported by AK.2.2: 

‘Strategic restructuring of a company to integrate sustainable practices into all aspects 

of its business operations to act responsibly in the long term ecologically, socially, and 

economically.’ 

The next question, which still focused on answering the first research question, addressed a 

specific feature of a Delphi study: the aspect of the future. Therefore, experts were asked to 

describe how they expect the understanding of corporate sustainable transformation to change 

in the next 15 years. From the qualitative data, three consensus statements were again 

formulated and confirmed by the experts in the second round – namely, 100%, 96%, and 82%, 

and therefore will influence answering the first research question.  

Table 5: Future Perspectives on Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

The understanding of corporate sustainable transformation will deepen as 

sustainability is increasingly seen as an economic necessity and an ethical 

obligation. 

100% 

Technological advancement and global challenges such as climate change 

will intensify the urgency and scope of the required corporate sustainable 

transformation, underscoring the need for further research and education. 

96% 

Awareness of the importance of social and ecological responsibility will 

continue to grow, with younger generations playing a key role in corporate 

sustainable transformation.  

82% 

Based on the knowledge gained in this section about corporate sustainable transformation, 

this part highlights the estimated changes this definition will undergo in the next 15 years. The 

experts shared a common consensus, mainly because the understanding will deepen the 

economics related to our society. Among others, the opinion of FW.2.3 stands out, and 

interestingly, the following quote from FW.2.3 also ties into the future financial credibility 

problem described in the introductory section and the close relationship between banks and 

the economy, which mutually depends on achieving their sustainability goals: 

‘Economic necessity will be decisive, and companies will recognise that clinging to 

outdated technologies is not only damaging to the climate but also uneconomic. 

Likewise, access to financing will become difficult to impossible if no efforts are made 

regarding corporate sustainable transformation.’ 
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Another quote from AK.2.3 underlines the upcoming and essential economic aspect: 

‘Companies will likely increasingly recognise that sustainable practices are not only an 

ethical obligation but also a crucial factor for long-term business success.’ 

The second statement addresses the future imperative of technological development, 

accelerating climate change, and its resulting impacts. This was powerfully described in 

connection with the necessary knowledge, as exemplified in quotes from BS.2.3: 

‘… the more knowledge and experience are accumulated in the field.’ 

Other experts, for example, RM.2.3 highlight the experiences with the consequences of climate 

change, which will lead to the need for further research to find solutions: 

‘… include personal experiences with the consequences of climate change.’ 

Although approved by the majority, the third statement had some experts dissenting, not 

entirely comfortable with mentioning the younger generation playing a key role, as illustrated 

by MH.2.3: 

‘Furthermore, understanding of the issue tends to be more pronounced among the 

younger generation than the older.’ 

Nevertheless, the statement was ratified with over 82% approval, mainly focusing on increased 

social and environmental responsibility.  

In addition to the quotes already named in this section, for example, this is illustrated with the 

statement from SS.2.3: 

‘… sustainability awareness … will not only expand but become an integral part.’ 

The experts answered the last question in this area concerning ‘understanding’, which 

provided valuable data to answer the first research question, which dealt with the future drivers 

of understanding corporate sustainable transformation. Due to the high-quality qualitative data 

and the different aspects described and mentioned, four consensus statements were formed. 

The experts approved all four statements with agreements of 89%, 96%, 86%, and 82%. 

Table 6: Key Drivers of Future Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

Regulatory requirements and political frameworks are the main drivers for the 

corporate understanding of corporate sustainable transformation. 

89% 

Advances in technology and innovation, along with growing societal pressure 

(such as personal experiences of the effects of climate change, resource 

scarcity, and resulting price increases), as well as the resulting shift in 

96% 
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consumer behaviour, promote the understanding and necessity of corporate 

sustainable transformation. 

The visibility of economically successful case studies contributes to a deeper 

understanding of corporate sustainable transformation. 

86% 

Awareness raised through research and education promotes the 

understanding and necessity of corporate sustainable transformation.  

82% 

The first statement highlights the importance of regulatory requirements and political 

frameworks as the main drivers. Compared to the second one, which had a consensus of 96%, 

this statement received a consensus rate of 89%, which can be a consequence because 

experts see personal effects as one of the main drivers. So generally, if the word ‘main driver’ 

had been replaced with ‘important drivers’, the acceptance rate would eventually be much 

higher. However, politics is pushing for a future understanding of sustainable corporate 

transformation, which may help formulate a common future understanding of our economy and 

society. The quote by JZ.2.4 combines the two consensus statements Focusing on regulation 

and climate change effects:  

‘I see two drivers, regulation and personal impact from climate change.’ 

Likewise, CS.2.4 also combines those two drivers in one quote: 

‘Impact from climate change and regulation.’ 

As agreed in the current understanding of the drivers of the question, personal impact was 

mentioned as an essential point. Again, this point will gain importance in the future as the 

effects of climate change and societal changes sharpen. As quoted by MH.2.4 says: 

‘Personal experiences or impacts are, in my opinion, always the biggest (future) driver 

of understanding.’ 

And BF.2.4: 

‘Again, Personal impact. For example, rising energy costs, intense discussions among 

proponents in one’s social circle, or forest dieback among nature enthusiasts.’ 

If there is no common understanding of corporate sustainable transformation combined with 

the fear of changing and transforming a whole business model, then there is the fear and risk 

of failing such a transformation. Therefore, it seems best-practice businesses that have 

successfully undergone such a transformation and now have a much stronger position in the 

competitive field can be a real driver for others to follow.  
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PR.2.4 shares this thought in this statement: 

‘Successful transformation role models who show on a broad scale (explicitly, not just 

in niches!) how sustainability and economy can be successfully reconciled and 

regulated.’ 

Furthermore, if customers start asking for sustainable alternatives and would also change the 

product if a competitor offered a sustainable version of the product needed, this can also be 

an important future driver for companies to understand what a sustainable transformation 

means, what an alternative product looks like, and why it is necessary. AK.2.4 says: 

‘Secondly, consumer awareness and the associated demand: The increasing demand 

for sustainable products and services due to consumers’ growing environmental 

awareness could encourage companies to invest more in sustainable practices to 

strengthen their market position and ensure customer satisfaction.’ 

A change in customer behaviour can also be enabled by knowledge transfer in the media and 

education about sustainability, supported by SZ.2.4: 

‘Integration of sustainability into traditional training professions and media (social media 

and traditional media).’ 

 

Based on the findings from this subsection, the first research question can be answered: 

Sustainability managers articulate a distinct and comprehensive understanding of corporate 

sustainable transformation, framing it as a strategic, holistic process that fundamentally 

reconfigures the entire corporate entity. This transformation extends beyond incremental 

changes or developmental improvements to represent a profound, systemic shift that 

integrates sustainability into every aspect of the organisational structure and its operational 

ethos. 

Sustainability managers understand corporate sustainable transformation as an all-

encompassing change affecting the business model and culture extensively. Unlike simpler 

sustainability changes that may target specific areas or processes, transformation is about 

embedding sustainable practices into the core of the organisation’s strategy and operations. 

Furthermore, corporate sustainable transformation involves a fundamental realignment of the 

company’s strategy, aligning it with long-term sustainability goals. It is a deliberate, 

strategically planned process aimed at transitioning the business towards sustainable 

operations that are ecologically responsible, socially equitable, and economically viable. 

Compared to corporate sustainability change, the transformation is more ambitious than mere 

change, which may refer to discrete, unconnected modifications in the company. 
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Transformation requires a continuous, connected effort that transcends simple goal 

achievement and involves a permanent shift in company operations. 

Compared to corporate sustainability development, transformation is broader, targeting a 

comprehensive overhaul of the business model and corporate culture. In contrast, 

development focuses on ongoing improvements in specific projects or sectors for 

sustainability. It’s not just about progressive enhancements but a foundational change in the 

company’s direction and operations. 

An additional crucial aspect of understanding conveyed by sustainability managers is the role 

of corporate culture in facilitating or hindering sustainable transformation. They emphasise that 

a supportive, sustainability-focused culture is essential for the transformation to take root and 

flourish, affecting long-term outcomes. 

Sustainability managers also highlight the importance of integrating sustainability into all core 

business processes. This integration ensures that every operational decision and business 

initiative is aligned with sustainability principles, reinforcing the transformation at every level of 

the organisation. 

Over the next 15 years, sustainability managers expect the understanding of corporate 

sustainable transformation to deepen as sustainability’s economic, social, and ethical 

imperatives become more pronounced. They anticipate this deeper understanding will be 

driven by technological advancements, global ecological challenges, and shifting regulatory 

landscapes. Key factors expected to influence this evolving understanding include the growing 

impact of climate change, technological innovations, and the increasing role of societal and 

consumer behaviour shifts in driving corporate sustainability agendas. 

In conclusion, sustainability managers view corporate sustainable transformation as a 

profound, strategic overhaul that fundamentally shifts a company’s operations and culture 

towards sustainability. It is a holistic change, distinctly more comprehensive than isolated 

sustainability changes or continuous developments, designed to ensure the long-term viability 

and responsibility of the business in a changing world. 
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4.1.3 Answering the Second Research Question 

This area focuses on the findings on responsibilities to answer the second research question, 

which determines sustainability managers’ responsibilities in corporate sustainable 

transformation. As profoundly revealed in the second section, the research about the 

responsibilities of sustainability managers in corporate sustainable transformation still offers 

much potential. Due to the multitude of responsibilities of sustainability managers, five 

consensus statements were formulated in the first part, which questioned sustainability 

managers’ responsibilities in corporate sustainable transformation. The experts confirmed all 

statements with very high acceptance rates – namely, 100%, 89%, 100%, 93% and 96%, and 

therefore are part of the final results. 

Table 7: Official Responsibilities in Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

Developing and implementing sustainability strategies aimed at 

comprehensive corporate transformation. 

100% 

Adapting the company to regulatory requirements and developing 

sustainability goals, focusing on long-term profitability and competitiveness. 

89% 

Communicate and coordinate collaboration with internal stakeholders to 

promote a sustainable corporate culture and support knowledge transfer 

within the company. 

100% 

Monitoring and reporting on sustainability performance increases 

transparency and accountability to internal and external stakeholders.  

93% 

In close, cross-functional exchange and (indirectly) reporting to the (top) 

management. 

96% 

Sustainability managers are officially responsible for implementing sustainability strategies, 

which can only be done through communication and coordinated collaboration with internal 

stakeholders. This supports internal knowledge transfer and promotes a sustainable corporate 

culture. All experts agreed on that with a 100% response rate, which can be supported, for 

example, by the statement in BF.3.1: 

‘… responsibility for the sustainable strategic orientation of the company. Developing 

the sustainability strategy, linking with other departments’ and ‘Making the company ‘fit’ 

for sustainable topics. Bringing together important cross-departmental interfaces.’ 
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JP. 3.1 links to another important point – namely, dealing with constantly evolving regulatory 

requirements, on which 89% agreed: 

‘… developing a sustainability strategy, developing sustainable development in key 

areas for stakeholders, implementing concrete measures, and fulfilling regulatory 

requirements, especially sustainability reporting.’ 

One reason why the regulatory part achieved only 89% can be explained by every organisation 

needing to have a legal department whose daily business is to make the company align with 

(new) regulatory requirements.  

Therefore, it is not the primary responsibility of sustainability managers; it is more about making 

the legal department aware of changes and maybe supporting them with the proper knowledge 

about sustainability. FW.3.1 says: 

‘… ensuring compliance with regulatory requirements; identification and exploitation of 

business opportunities.’ 

Since developing and implementing sustainability strategies is a main responsibility, 

sustainability managers are also responsible for developing and integrating a supportive 

monitoring and reporting system on sustainability performance, as PG.3.1 says: 

‘… ensuring the initiatives work towards the same goals.’ 

This part presents the findings on what sustainability managers perceive as additional 

responsibilities not in the official job description. Five statements were formulated, all of which 

received the necessary approval from the experts. Still, they have not been approved by over 

90%, which can be explained by that all sustainability managers work in different organisations 

and therefore perceive additional responsibilities based on their context, culture, etc. 

Table 8: Additional Responsibilities in Corporate Sustainable Transformation  

A more pronounced role as a ‘change agent’ and internal advocate, often 

confronted with the challenge of overcoming internal resistance and fostering 

a willingness to embrace change among the workforce. 

82% 

A more prominent, direct involvement in implementing department-specific 

sustainability projects, which the departments themselves should increasingly 

initiate. 

89% 

A stronger focus on innovation for specific sustainability issues and a 

significant contribution to developing market opportunities and new business 

areas. 

82% 
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A greater emphasis, alongside strategic measures, on translating operational 

and practical solutions into achievable actions. 

82% 

A more prominent role as an ‘explainer’ and knowledge disseminator within 

the company. 

89% 

Of the experts, 82% agreed that they internally assume a significantly more pronounced role 

as ‘change agents’ and ‘multipliers’. In this capacity, they face overcoming internal resistance 

and fostering a positive attitude towards change. Sustainable transformation is closely linked 

to entrepreneurial change, and a workforce receptive to change is thus a necessary foundation. 

The quote from FW.3.2 supports this statement:   

‘… Additionally, in practice, the role as an internal multiplier and change agent 

(knowledge and mindset) is significantly more pronounced.’ 

CS.3.2 adds that an official responsibility should be much more linked to internal 

communication regarding employee sensitisation. This makes sense because, as the findings 

in this research show, the success of corporate sustainability is strongly linked to the corporate 

culture. Thus, depending on the status quo of corporate culture, there is more or less 

responsibility in enabling them, through sensitisation and specific knowledge, to take on the 

role of a ‘change agent’: 

‘The focus needs to be much stronger on employee sensitisation.’ 

Additionally, sustainability managers seem more involved in other departments’ sustainability 

projects than are officially recognised. Ideally, sustainability managers would – based on their 

official responsibilities – be responsible for effective cross-department communication but not 

for the project work in the departments themselves. According to experts, 89% agree with this 

statement. For example, MO.3.2: 

‘I am actually not only involved in coordination but often also substantively involved in 

sustainability activities.’ 

BH.3.2 adds an important fact – namely, that the whole responsibility for all related projects 

cannot rest only on one person; it should ideally be integrated into the company goals, and 

therefore, every department should be responsible for achieving those goals: 

‘… the complete responsibility (including implementation) cannot rest on one person.’ 

And SS.3.2: 

‘In various areas, I am expected to be responsible for and implement tasks from the 

departments. All under the motto: ‘What is the point of having a sustainability manager 

if they only coordinate and do not make my area sustainable?’ 
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The quote by SS.3.2 clearly shows a situation in a company that does not understand that 

sustainability tasks are not an add-on topic but need to be integrated into every department’s 

daily work and, therefore, are the responsibility of every single employee – not only the 

sustainability managers themselves. 

Another aspect, rated with 82% agreement of greater responsibility than officially designated 

from the perspective of sustainability managers, is the focus on innovation and the associated 

development of market opportunities and new business areas focusing on sustainability. 

Statements from RM.3.2 support this consensus statement: 

‘I am an initiator and driver … I develop new ideas/projects/events/measures to have a 

more sustainable impact.’ 

CB.3.2 also points out: 

‘Innovative suggestions and recommendations. … the importance of innovation in 

terms of corporate sustainable development responsibilities. To transform a business 

holistically sustainable, innovation is an essential factor in reinventing yourself as a 

company to create new business opportunities if old products no longer meet 

customers’ needs.’ 

Partially aligned with the second consensus statement (greater involvement in the projects of 

the respective departments), this statement by CR.3.2 emphasises a stronger focus on 

strategic measures and translating purely operational solutions into feasible actions. 

‘Concrete impulses are sometimes not accepted and/or not understood.’ 

Or, as JZ.3.2 says, departments still need more support in defining sustainable measures due 

to a lack of knowledge of how to do it on their own: 

‘Support them in defining measures for sustainable transformation.’ 

The fifth statement, with 89% agreement, was succinctly summarised by MS.3.2: 

‘Persuader and explainer for sustainability internally and externally.’ 

Other experts described the more pronounced responsibility of an explainer and knowledge 

disseminator with words such as FW.3.2, which directly links again to the role of a ‘change 

agent’: 

‘… the role as an internal multiplier … knowledge and mindset.’ 
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According to CS.3.2, when defining the official responsibilities of sustainability managers, the 

focus should be much more on a critical perspective and evaluation of how much work this 

new role must put into the whole culture to enable them: 

‘The focus must lie much more on employee sensitisation than the organisation and 

the board had previously thought.’ 

Building upon the knowledge in this area, the following findings address the reasons behind 

the non-overlapping official responsibilities and those additionally perceived by sustainability 

managers. The findings have been summarised into four consensus statements adopted by 

experts with 82%, 86%, 89%, and 79% agreement.  

Table 9: Discrepancies Between Official and Additional Responsibilities  

Corporate sustainable transformation's cultural dimension is often 

underestimated and is only partially reflected in the official job description. 

82% 

There is often a gap experienced between the strategic vision of the company 

and its practical implementation, especially when integrating sustainability 

into all business areas, indicating the need for better alignment and clarity in 

roles and expectations.  

86% 

The discrepancy between official and perceived responsibilities often arises 

due to inadequate resources and a lack of prioritisation by the (top) 

management, leading to an expansion of official duties. 

89% 

The unofficial role is perceived as more comprehensive and influential than 

what is laid out in the official job description, highlighting the need for stronger 

recognition and support within the company.  

79% 

Because of the findings in this section, it seems logical that, as a reason for the non-

overlapping in official and additionally perceived responsibilities of sustainability managers, the 

wrong assessment or even the ‘not thinking it matters in this context’ of the corporate culture 

is an important aspect and received 82% consensus. The lower level of consensus in 

comparison can be explained by that the participating experts come from different 

organisations with different corporate cultures. Therefore, this statement can vary from expert 

to expert, but a consensus was reached, which means it is essential to consider which FW.3.3 

supports the following: 

‘The corporate cultural dimension of corporate sustainable transformation is often 

underestimated and thus only partially reflected in the official job description.’ 
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The second consensus statement, evaluated with 86% agreement, highlights a gap between 

the company’s strategic vision and practical implementation, especially regarding integrating 

sustainability into all business areas. It indicates the need for better alignment and clarity in 

roles and expectations. MO.3.3 describes it as follows: 

‘Due to the complexity of the issue and the many uncertainties (but also ignorance), 

roles and responsibilities in the organisation are not always immediately clear. On the 

one hand, all issues must be bundled with me so that synergies can be leveraged and 

networking can occur. On the other hand, it must also be clear that this issue must be 

interwoven cross-sectionally into the organisation/existing responsibilities.’ 

Still, the lack of knowledge of sustainability and maybe the clear picture of the responsibility of 

a sustainability manager perceived by other departments produces, as SS.3.3 says: 

‘Resistance and misunderstanding towards sustainability (fear of change, too much to 

do in daily business, etc.).’ 

This produces the following statement, with 89% agreement, where experts concurred that the 

disparity between official and additionally perceived responsibilities often arises from 

inadequate resources and a lack of prioritisation by (top) management, leading to an expansion 

of official tasks or resources needed, like AK.3.3 says: 

‘Sustainability sometimes stops where it causes avoidable costs (resources).’ 

Again, this pointed out that sustainability tasks need to be deeply integrated into every 

department’s goals, as explained by MO.3.3: 

‘Due to the complexity of the issue and the many uncertainties (but also ignorance), 

roles and responsibilities in the organisation are not always immediately clear. On the 

one hand, all issues must be bundled with me so synergies can be leveraged, and 

networking can occur. On the other hand, it must also be clear that this issue must be 

interwoven cross-sectionally into the organisation/existing responsibilities.’ 

Another burden is the recognition and attention of internal and external stakeholders, who are 

also responsible for decision-making processes and should always make their decisions align 

with the company’s sustainability goals. As it seems, this is not the case in CR.3.3 proofs: 

‘Recognition of the topic’s relevance for internal and especially external stakeholders 

is still lacking.’ 

With 79% agreement, the fourth statement emerged from the quotes as another message or 

consequence: the unofficial role is perceived as more comprehensive and influential than 

defined in the official job description.  
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This underscores the need for greater recognition and support in the company and especially 

from the top management, as quoted by KA.3.3: 

‘Hierarchies are still extremely adhered to. If the department head or board has a 

different opinion, unfortunately, the sustainability manager ‘below’ can struggle to make 

an impact.’ 

Next, the future aspect of a Delphi study was once again incorporated into the questionnaire, 

thus forming part of the statement formulation. The following and final question concerning 

responsibilities addressed the expectations of sustainability managers regarding how their 

responsibilities will change over the next 15 years. The researcher captured three consensus 

statements and garnered agreement from experts at 86%, 93%, and even 100%. 

Table 10: Future Development of Responsibilities 

The role will evolve from a predominantly coordinating and advisory function 

today to a central management role, actively contributing to shaping the 

company's future.  

86% 

Responsibility is becoming increasingly strategic and specialised, with a 

stronger focus on integrating sustainability into the company's strategy and 

corporate culture. Additionally, employees in various professional roles are, 

to some extent, evolving into ‘sustainability managers’.  

93% 

A key role in adapting to changing market conditions and regulatory 

requirements while driving innovative solutions, new technologies, and 

sustainable business models. 

100% 

According to experts, the role of sustainability managers will be integrated into management 

or even at the top management level, making it less of an operative responsibility and more of 

a strategic function. This is what the experts agreed on with 86% consensus, as SS.3.4 

describes: 

‘To become a manager who maintains an overview.’ 

As well as MH.3.4: 

‘In the long term, a separate board department is conceivable to do justice to the 

importance.’ 
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And highlighted by CR.3.4: 

‘The role of a sustainability manager must be anchored at the board level or at least at 

the 2nd level and equated with functions like chief financial officer or chief innovation 

officer.’ 

This will be the answer to the current lack of (top) management understanding, knowledge, 

and support. It would be the solution to point out the importance of ensuring that the top 

management level has expert knowledge integrated into its level. Furthermore, sustainability 

would be considered in every management discussion and decision. 

Similar but with a different focus, the second consensus statement, approved by 93%, 

suggests that responsibilities will become increasingly strategic and specialised, with a 

stronger emphasis on ensuring sustainability in corporate strategy and culture. Additionally, 

employees in any functional role will, to some extent, become ‘sustainability managers’ 

themselves. FW.3.4 well summarises this: 

‘I expect a shift from generalists to specialists. Sustainability will become the ‘New 

Normal’ and affect everyone, meaning employees in any functional role will become 

‘sustainability managers’ to some extent.’ 

Furthermore, DS.3.4 says: 

‘… every department naturally works on its sustainability issues.’ 

The third and final statement received 100% agreement. It combines expecting responsibilities 

to shift towards a critical role in adapting to changing market conditions and regulatory 

requirements while driving innovative solutions, new technologies, and sustainable business 

models. This can only work if the sustainability manager position in the organisation will move 

out of the ‘line’ activities, as supported by KA.3.4: 

‘It will gain importance, and these positions must be removed from the lines. It is not 

just about completing tasks but entrepreneurial responsibility.’ 

The innovative aspect is also shown in the quote by MO.3.4: 

‘… more like business developers or transformation managers, with sustainability being 

thought of quite naturally.’ 
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Based on the findings from this subsection, the second research question can be answered: 

Sustainability managers are pivotal in guiding corporations through sustainable transformation. 

This role transcends traditional management duties, integrating strategic development, 

stakeholder collaboration, and a robust commitment to innovation and cultural change. 

Sustainability managers formulate and execute strategies that drive comprehensive 

transformation across the corporate landscape. This role involves establishing sustainability 

goals aligned with long-term profitability and competitiveness and adapting business models 

to meet changing regulatory requirements. Their strategies ensure that sustainability 

permeates every aspect of the organisation, from core operations to new market initiatives. 

One of the core functions of sustainability managers is to cultivate a culture that embraces 

sustainable practices. This involves persistent efforts to sensitise and educate all company 

stakeholders about the importance of sustainability. Through effective communication and 

collaboration, they ensure that sustainability is not perceived as an isolated agenda but as an 

integral part of the corporate ethos. This role extends to acting as change agents instrumental 

in overcoming resistance and fostering a corporate environment that is receptive to change, 

thereby enhancing the company’s capacity for sustainable development. 

To maintain accountability and transparency, sustainability managers oversee the monitoring 

and reporting of sustainability performance. They develop systems that track progress and 

report on sustainability metrics to internal and external stakeholders. Their role ensures that 

sustainability efforts are measurable and meet the standards set by regulatory bodies and 

internal benchmarks. 

Beyond their official capacities, sustainability managers often take on roles that involve direct 

participation in department-specific projects and initiatives. They are not only coordinators but 

also key players in implementing sustainability across various departments, ensuring that 

every sector of the organisation contributes to the overarching sustainability goals. They lead 

by example in integrating sustainability into daily operations and strategic initiatives, 

emphasising the importance of innovation in developing sustainable products, services, and 

processes that cater to evolving market needs and regulatory landscapes. 

As the corporate world evolves, the role of sustainability managers is anticipated to become 

more central, moving from advisory capacities to critical managerial roles in the corporate 

hierarchy. This shift reflects the growing recognition of sustainability as vital to corporate 

strategy and in shaping long-term business models and practices. The future sees these 

managers as policy implementers and integral components of the top management echelon, 

involved in decision-making processes that define the company’s trajectory. 
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In summary, the role of sustainability managers is expansive and dynamic, addressing a 

corporation’s immediate and strategic sustainability needs. As businesses continue to 

recognise the critical importance of sustainability, the responsibilities of these managers are 

evolving to encompass a broader scope that necessitates a deep integration into the corporate 

structure and strategy. Their work is crucial in meeting current sustainability demands and 

positioning the company for future challenges and opportunities in the sustainable landscape.  

 

4.1.4 Answering the Third Research Question 

This section addresses RQ3, which pertains to the barriers that sustainability managers 

perceive regarding their corporate sustainability transformation responsibilities. Additionally, 

and concerning the later implications for practice, next to the barriers addressed in the focus 

of the underlying third research question, the sustainability managers also name perceived 

enablers related to the barriers to get a more profound feeling of whether those transformation 

barriers related to their responsibilities can be managed or prevented. The following table 

shows the consensus statement, which examines the barriers that sustainability managers 

perceive to corporate sustainable transformation. Due to the diversity and volume of qualitative 

data, the responses were formulated into six consensus statements. 

Table 11: Barriers to Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

The level of deep integration into the areas has not been reached yet. As a 

result, every sustainability activity is perceived as a time-consuming 

additional task or additional cost. 

93% 

Absence of a holistic, top-down role model function and associated active 

demonstration of the sustainability strategy.  

86% 

The gap between the strategic vision for sustainability and its implementation 

in practice is often due to insufficient support and a lack of understanding of 

sustainability at the (top) management level. 

82% 

Resistance and a lack of willingness to change in corporate cultures and 

structures make integrating new practices and sustainable values 

challenging. 

82% 

The lack of comprehensive sustainability knowledge and internal training of 

employees leads to a misalignment between sustainability goals and the 

execution of everyday business practices. 

79% 
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There is a prevalent focus on short-term financial gains over long-term 

sustainability goals, often resulting in limited resources, capacity, and 

commitment to transformative sustainability initiatives. 

75% 

This first-listed barrier comes less unexpectedly. Since the lack of knowledge and integration 

of sustainability tasks into every department – which is perceived by the sustainability 

managers as an additional, unofficial responsibility to change that – it is not only a significant 

amount of work for the sustainability managers (perceived responsibilities) but also a barrier, 

on which 93% of the experts agreed. Hence, the lower the integration of sustainability into each 

department, the more of a barrier the experts perceive. This means that every sustainability 

activity is perceived as a time-consuming additional task or additional cost by employees and 

departments. Therefore, sustainability tasks are seen as burdens or add-on tasks, for example, 

as named by SS.4.1: 

‘… no deep integration into the areas, but an add-on.’ 

Or, as SB.4.1 describes, it is a burden for other departments as long it is not profoundly 

integrated or understood as a part of everyone’s work: 

‘Sustainability is understood as an additional burden.’ 

Employees have an aversion to changes in their everyday work if they are not deeply 

integrated into their tasks, processes, etc. FW.4.1 says: 

‘Aversion to changes in one’s own everyday work.’ 

Because according to DS.4.1: 

‘We (the employees’ perspective) only jump as high as we have to.’ 

These statements also led to another consensus statement supported by the mentioned 

quotes. In the second statement, the researcher achieved a consensus of 86% addressing the 

transformation barrier of the missing holistic, top-down role modelling and associated active 

living of the sustainability strategy. As shown in the findings before, this barrier is also a logical 

consequence of the knowledge generated. Not only do the sustainability managers need short 

paths of communication and the support of the top management to be heard and respected by 

other departments, but the top management also must take a credible role in promoting those 

sustainability goals. Therefore, if this is not happening, it becomes a transformation barrier, 

especially in top-down organisational cultures. 

Building on the second consensus statement, the third barrier the experts agreed on with 82% 

consensus concerns the discrepancy between the strategic vision for sustainability and its 

actual implementation in practice, often due to insufficient support due to a lack of sustainability 

understanding at the (top) management level. Organisations and top management are strong 
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in developing strategies for their external reports and reputation. Still, the actual 

implementation of those concepts and strategies seems insufficient. Reasons for that can be, 

as DS.4.1 says: 

‘Old beliefs are still anchored at the management/board level, and a lack of clear 

commitment is an unmistakable message to employees.’ 

And again, the common reason quoted by RM.4.1: 

‘Sustainability is not lived top-down, executives are not committed, and there is a lack 

of understanding.’ 

Very related to the add-on topic barrier, the big picture, which sees the whole organisation as 

one and supports the entire organisation as one in reaching specific goals, is often disrupted 

by departments only thinking in their silos, as BF.4.1 puts it: 

‘Executives still thinking in silos (there are simply too many).’ 

Again, a very related barrier to the three listed above is the fourth consensus statement, which 

has an agreement rate of 82%. It concerns the resistance and lack of willingness to change in 

corporate cultures and structures, which complicates the integration of new practices and 

sustainable values. This is also related to sustainability managers, who strongly perceive 

additional responsibilities as ‘change agents’ to motivate and enable the organisation to adopt 

sustainability practices and transfer knowledge. It is also connected with the motivation of the 

‘we jump only as high as we need to’ quote by DS.4.1, as sustainability is still seen as an ‘add-

on’ activity. Again, this is closely related to the lack of understanding and knowledge, as SZ.4.1 

puts it: 

‘Lack of understanding in other teams.’ 

And PB.4.1 concerning the ‘change agent’ responsibility and constant motivator: 

‘Lack of willingness to change.’ 

Which also can end up in a complete resistance mentality, like MH.4.1 says: 

‘In addition, there is indifference, ‘I can’t change anything anyway,’ ‘Let the others do it 

first.’ 

The aversion to change the mentality of an organisation’s culture supports this barrier 

regarding FW.4.1: 

‘Lack of entrepreneurship and willingness to take risks, aversion to changes in one’s 

own everyday work, neglect of the corporate cultural dimension of sustainability.’ 
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The lack of comprehensive sustainability knowledge and internal training of employees, 

leading to a misalignment between sustainability goals and the execution of everyday business 

practices, was agreed upon by 79%. SB.4.1 describes it as: 

‘No uniform sustainability knowledge.’ 

And JK.4.1 says: 

‘Lack of know-how in departments.’ 

And CB.4.1: 

‘The breadth and the connections of this issue are only partially understood. 

Unfortunately, this runs through all company areas and complicates transformation 

efforts.’ 

Exactly 75%, thus precisely at the threshold of the necessary agreement rate, agree with the 

sixth statement, which observes a prevailing focus on short-term financial gains over long-term 

sustainability goals, often resulting in limited resources, capacity, and engagement for 

transformative sustainability initiatives. For the researcher, it is a logical consequence based 

on the new knowledge and insights from the experts in the previous areas. Still, the consensus 

level seems low compared to the other statements. It should have a logical consequence, as 

‘economic and strong best price business models’ are enablers in understanding corporate 

sustainable transformation. On the positive side, not all organisations’ experts are from the 

economic aspect. They are perceived as a significant barrier, which means financing the 

sustainable transformation is not a problem. Still, 75% agreed with this statement, which 

means it is part of the results of this thesis. Still, the corporate sustainable transformation is, 

for many organisations, a ‘black box’ in terms of profits, as FW.4.1 says: 

‘High investment requirements with unclear profit opportunities.’ 

And as SS.4.1 quotes: 

‘Too high costs.’ 

Often, it seems that sustainability competes with regular profits, as CS.4.1 says: 

‘Lack of sustainability priority (revenue or more sustainability?).’ 

Or even worse, complete ignorance of the topic results in not hiring experts at all to save costs, 

like BF.4.1 says: 

‘No sustainability manager to save costs or similar.’ 

To gain an even deeper understanding of the barriers that sustainability managers perceive 

based on their responsibilities in corporate sustainable transformation, they were asked the 

following question: If, from their perspective, enablers do or could exist to minimise the 
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perceived barriers to corporate sustainable transformation. Therefore, the following two areas 

focus on enablers that sustainability managers perceive based on the barriers related to their 

responsibilities (e.g., how they perceive today and what they expect in the future). 

Sustainability managers were asked about potential enablers within corporate sustainable 

transformation, again individually based on their perception. The researcher could derive six 

transformation enablers from the qualitative data and summarise them as statements, all of 

which received the necessary approval from the experts.  

Table 12: Enablers of Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

Advocacy and the associated visible and exemplary commitment of top 

management promote a change-oriented organisational culture that 

prioritises sustainability in business processes and actively integrates it.  

93% 

Regulatory pressure and increasing demands from external stakeholders. 93% 

Building internal capacities through developing sustainability expertise and 

establishing multipliers or additional sustainability specialists. 

93% 

Utilise innovative technologies and quantify sustainability activities to align 

organisational objectives with sustainable goals. 

82% 

Increasing damage events due to climate change (e.g., credit defaults) and 

the resulting economic consequences. 

75% 

Clear economic best practices in the competitive environment. 79% 

Again, it seems that top management can, on the one hand, be one of the main barriers that 

sustainability managers perceive, but, on the other hand, directly influence minimising this 

barrier and turning it into an enabler. Indeed, the more top-down the culture, the more enablers 

there are, reducing perceived barriers. The first statement addresses top management’s visible 

and exemplary role in implementing and embodying sustainability measures on the agenda. 

This behaviour fosters a change-oriented organisational culture that prioritises sustainability in 

business operations and actively integrates it. With a 93% consensus, this statement reflects 

the experts’ opinions, as evidenced by the following quotes from FW.4.2: 

‘Role modelling by top management.’ 

And gain two statements that address the necessary support from the top management as an 

essential enabler. The first one is by SZ.4.2, who says  

‘Support from top management’ is a key aspect,  
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and the second statement by JZ.4.2: 

‘Success, in my view, depends on the board and its attitude toward sustainability.’ 

Again, essential is a ‘clear line’ in decision-making from the top management, always keeping 

their environmental, social, and governance goals present and integrated into every decision, 

like JP. 4.2 says: 

‘Top management with clear stance and goals.’ 

The second statement, which also achieved a consensus of 93%, sees the regulatory pressure 

exerted on the industry, combined with the increasing demands of external stakeholders, as 

enabling corporate sustainable transformation and, therefore, impacting the perceived barriers 

positively. External stakeholders are an essential interest group of the company, as they are, 

on the one hand, often integrated into decision-making and, on the other hand, as customers; 

their voice is important because if a company wants to be profitable, it must serve its 

customer’s needs. So, if those needs shift towards a sustainable ambition, this is also an 

identified driver for understanding corporate sustainable transformation and a future driver for 

developing this understanding. Now, it also is an essential enabler for sustainability managers 

and is not only related to their understanding. DS.4.2 says that: 

‘Clear positioning or addressed expectations of relevant stakeholders or owners and 

customers’ expectations.’ 

And, of course, PG.4.2: 

‘Customers can be enablers.’ 

As well as FW.4.2: 

‘Active inquiries from our own customers.’ 

Besides that, the regulatory aspect is also identified as a driving factor in understanding. The 

following statements illustrate this in MR.4.2: 

‘Regulation certainly plays a significant role.’ 

Another transformation enabler, with a consensus of 93%, is the development of internal 

capacities by cultivating sustainability expertise in business fields, aiming to build further 

multipliers and sustainability specialists in-house. The following statements illustrate this 

consensus such as CR.4.2 says: 

‘Motivated multipliers to drive the topic forward.’ 
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And regarding how to catch the attention of the employees, BF.4.2 mentioned an interesting 

aspect, which is to emotionalise communication: 

‘Use narratives for better understanding, integrate communication with employees, and 

have personal conversations (less online) to add more emotions to the topic.’ 

Also, an essential enabler of corporate sustainable transformation from the perspective of 

sustainability managers is using innovative technologies and quantifying sustainability 

activities to align organisational goals with measurable, sustainable objectives. The following 

statements illustrate this consensus of 82%, such as PB.4.2 says: 

‘Clear benefits or demonstrable revenue model in a sustainable business case.’ 

Significant as well are the chances a sustainable transformation and reinventing the business 

model have of saving costs in the long run, as the JP. 4.2 quote shows: 

‘Revenue or cost-saving potentials can be quantified.’ 

Or like AK.4.2 says: 

‘Innovative technologies: Integrating sustainable technologies can increase efficiency 

and reduce resource consumption.’ 

These statements support another consensus statement in this category, expressly stating that 

79% of sustainability managers agree that transparent, economically sustainable best 

practices in a competitive environment are also corporate sustainability transformation 

enablers. 

Increasing climate change-related damage events (e.g., credit defaults) and associated 

economic consequences form the fifth consensus statement, which sustainability managers 

agreed upon by 75%, which is also closely related to the future drivers of understanding 

corporate sustainable transformation – namely personal impact. This statement is supported 

by PG.4.2: 

‘Risks from climate change and biodiversity losses.’ 

JK.4.2 points out that climate change will harm the security of the loan portfolio: 

‘Increasing damage events and credit defaults.’ 

The final section of data collection addresses the decisions and adjustments necessary from 

the perspective of sustainability managers to enable corporate sustainable transformation in 

the future to positively impact the barriers that sustainability managers perceive in corporate 

sustainable transformation. Seven consensus statements were formed from the qualitative 

data, with high consensus rates ranging from 93% to 100%.  
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Table 13: Emerging Enablers of Corporate Sustainable Transformation 

Ensure sustainability expertise in (top) management and the associated 

integration of environmental, social, and governance into all decision-making 

processes. 

96% 

Central embedding in the goal system through quantification and 

incentivisation. 

100% 

Cultivate a change-oriented organisational culture. 96% 

Provide education and department-specific training. 93% 

Establish collaborative, cross-company networks for knowledge and resource 

exchange. 

96% 

Continuously adapt sustainability strategies that respond to regulations, 

volatile market dynamics, and stakeholder feedback. 

100% 

Integrate environmental, social and governance throughout the entire 

education system (new general knowledge). 

96% 

The first statement, focusing on ensuring sustainability expertise in (top) management and the 

associated integration of environmental, social, and governance factors into all decision-

making processes, achieved a consensus rate of 96%. Since this was also a recommendation 

from sustainability managers in the areas analysed before, it seems again to have a logical 

consequence as an enabler in the corporate sustainable transformation in terms of affecting 

the perceived barriers in a supportive way and, therefore, minimising them. This is supported, 

among others, by JP. 4.3: 

‘Building understanding (…) briefing of top management by external consultants, as 

well as forming responsibilities/committees and providing authority and resources.’ 

And again, DS.4.3: 

‘Environmental, Social and Governance criteria must serve as a compass in all 

corporate decisions.’ 

As well as PB.4.3: 

‘Sustainability expertise on a broad basis and associated top management 

commitment.’ 



103 
 

This statement is also supported by its integration into the target systems, as this is also a 

(decision-making) process. With 100% agreement, the central anchoring in the target system 

through quantification and incentivisation was evaluated and can be supported, as FW.4.3 

says, by  

‘Meaningful incentive systems.’ 

Also, in terms of that, employees get rewarded when reaching their departments’ sustainability 

goals, and there is also the recommendation concerning integrating the goals of the top 

management in the salary system. This means that if the company reaches its sustainability 

goals, it affects the salary of the top management, as well as if they are not achieved. CR.4.3 

says: 

‘Board of directors and supervisory boards must be more directly involved in 

responsibility, and sustainability goals must also be defined for them.’ 

PR.4.3 recommends to  

‘Adapt the KPI and incentive systems, and regularly review those mentioned above’. 

The third consensus statement, with a consensus of 96%, addresses establishing a change-

oriented organisational culture as a necessary adaptation to enable sustainable corporate 

transformation. Like the other enablers, this one is again closely related to the sustainability 

managers’ important responsibility in being a change agent and an organisational culture, 

which is, in terms of change resistance, a transformation barrier. The following statements 

support this statement, like JZ.4.3 highlights the: 

‘Involvement of all and everyone in the transformation.’ 

It clarifies that the transformation can only be successful if everyone is ‘on board’. BF.4.3 

mentioned an exciting point: carefully selecting new employees, if possible, ensuring they 

value an agile and change culture and maybe have sustainability knowledge. Therefore, the 

basis for a successful transformation can already start by selecting and onboarding new 

employees and preventing possible barriers for sustainability managers right from the 

beginning: 

‘Conscious selection of new employees, deliberately bringing values into effect within 

the organisation. Becoming effective from the inside out.’ 

Similar, according to AK.4.3: 

‘At the same time, it is important to promote a sustainable corporate culture that focuses 

on environmental awareness, social responsibility, and ethical behaviour.’ 
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This brings up the next enabler – namely education and department-specific training, which, 

at 93%, are also important measures, according to experts, to better shape corporate 

sustainable transformation in the future. As this analysis concludes, the lack of sustainability 

knowledge produces many barriers or perceived responsibilities in responsibility and 

understanding. Therefore, according to PG.4.3, the related enabler is  

‘Building up know-how.’ 

TR.4.3 includes the aspect of education and JP. 4.3 calls it  

‘Training and internal communication.’ 

Internal communication is mentioned as an enabler in reducing the perceived corporate 

sustainable transformation barriers, which supports the perceived responsibility of a 

sustainability manager in terms of the more perceived task of explaining and communicating. 

This also leads to the following statement: Based on the strongly perceived responsibility of 

the sustainability manager in being over officially thought involved in other departments’ 

sustainability projects due to the lack of general sustainability knowledge or knowledge about 

their responsibilities, this enabler is a logical response to the problem: Creating collaborative, 

cross-company networks for knowledge and resource exchange achieves a high consensus 

of 96% among sustainability managers, as underscored by the following statements, as 

MO.4.3 expresses it: 

‘The collaboration between real and financial economies will change enormously and 

offers opportunities for shaping the big picture together.’ 

With 100% agreement among the sustainability managers, the continuous adaptation of 

sustainability strategies responding to regulation, volatile market dynamics, and stakeholder 

feedback was evaluated and is, therefore, one of the essential and necessary measures to 

enable corporate sustainable transformation in the future while reducing the perceived barriers 

by sustainability managers and therefore supporting them in fulfilling their tasks effectively. 

This is especially needed to address specific challenges, as mentioned by PG.4.3: 

‘High complexity with simultaneously inconsistent regulation.’ 

And JK.4.3: 

‘Interoperability of regulation and skilful translation into benefits for customers and 

companies.’ 

As another necessity and with a 96% agreement, integrating environmental, social, and 

governance dimensions throughout the education system (new common knowledge) also 

empowers corporate sustainable transformation outside a company.  
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FW.4.3 input encapsulates this statement: 

‘Building knowledge and training of professionals, as well as integration into curricula 

of universities.’ 

And SZ.4.3: 

‘Integration into business education and sustainability must move out of the niche and 

become common knowledge.’ 

In summary, and later, this will be important in future recommendations. Current enablers 

include top management’s visible commitment, which fosters a sustainability-oriented 

organisational culture. Regulatory pressures and stakeholder demand drive change, along with 

the development of internal sustainability expertise and technological innovation. Economic 

impacts from climate change events and observing sustainable best practices in the 

competitive landscape further motivate transformation. In the future, sustainability managers 

will highlight the importance of integrating sustainability expertise at the management level and 

aligning all decision-making processes with environmental, social, and governance criteria. 

They emphasise the need for clear sustainability objectives integrated into the company’s 

goals with proper incentives. Cultivating a change-oriented culture, providing targeted 

education, and fostering collaborative networks are key for ongoing adaptation and 

improvement. Expanding environmental, social, and governance principles throughout the 

educational system is fundamental to sustaining long-term transformation.  

With the knowledge gathered to this point, the third research question can be answered as 

follows:  

Sustainability managers identify several significant barriers that hinder their effectiveness and 

the broader corporate sustainability transformation process. These barriers challenge the 

implementation of sustainability strategies and affect sustainability managers’ ability to fulfil 

their responsibilities effectively. 

Insufficient Integration of Sustainability: Sustainability managers report that sustainability 

initiatives are often perceived as additional burdens rather than integral elements of 

organisational processes. This lack of profound integration results in sustainability activities 

being viewed as time-consuming and costly extras rather than essential components of 

business operations. This perception can demotivate employees and lead to resistance, as 

sustainability is seen as an imposition rather than a value-add. The integration issue of every 

sustainability activity that is not profoundly embedded is seen as an additional task or cost. 

Lack of Leadership and Role Modelling: A significant barrier identified is the absence of a 

holistic, top-down role model function within organisations. Sustainability managers stress the 

importance of leadership in actively promoting and demonstrating sustainability strategies. 
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Without this, the transformation efforts lack credibility and momentum. The failure of top 

management to embody sustainability goals transparently and actively hampers the entire 

transformation process. 

Strategic and Implementation Gap: There is a notable gap between the strategic vision for 

sustainability and its practical application. This barrier often stems from insufficient support and 

understanding of sustainability at the top management level. Despite well-articulated 

strategies, actual practice lags due to old beliefs anchored at the management or board level 

and a lack of clear commitment communicated to employees. 

Cultural Resistance: Resistance to change within corporate cultures and structures 

significantly complicates the integration of new practices and sustainable values. This barrier 

is intricately linked to sustainability managers’ role as ‘change agents’, whose efforts are often 

undermined by a general reluctance to alter established working methods. This resistance 

manifests as a deep-rooted aversion to altering everyday work routines, further exacerbated 

by a lack of understanding across teams. 

Knowledge Deficit and Training Insufficiencies: The lack of comprehensive sustainability 

knowledge and the insufficient internal training of employees lead to a misalignment between 

sustainability goals and daily business practices. Without uniform sustainability knowledge and 

skills across departments, sustainability efforts are fragmented and less practical. 

Short-term Financial Focus Over Long-term Sustainability: Focusing on short-term 

financial gains often overshadows long-term sustainability goals, resulting in constrained 

resources, limited capacity, and reduced commitment to sustainable initiatives. The focus on 

immediate profitability undermines the ability to invest in and prioritise long-term sustainability 

transformations, which are crucial for the company’s sustainable future. 

In summary, the barriers identified by sustainability managers highlight significant challenges 

in embedding sustainability deeply within corporate structures and cultures. These challenges 

range from organisational and leadership issues to cultural resistance and practical 

implementation gaps. Addressing these barriers requires a concerted effort from all levels of 

the organisation – particularly from top management, to realign priorities and foster a corporate 

environment conducive to sustainable transformation. 
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4.2 Summary 

The successful completion of the second round of data collection with a remarkable 100% 

participation rate from all 28 experts underscores this research topic’s significant relevance to 

corporate sustainable transformation – particularly in the German financial industry. This 

engagement, coupled with 0% dropouts, reflects not only the experts’ high valuation of the 

subject matter but also the effectiveness and practice orientation of the research methodology 

and questionnaire design employed by the researcher. The consensus on all evaluated 

statements, surpassing the 75% threshold, provides a valuable foundation for the subsequent 

discussions and literature integration in the following fifth and final sections, the conclusion of 

this thesis. This research segment has elucidated three areas based on the three research 

questions: the understanding, responsibilities, and perceived barriers of sustainability 

managers in corporate sustainable transformation. This section responds to the initial research 

objectives and sets the stage for discussions and actionable formulation.   
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5. Discussion  

This section delves into the findings from the qualitative research on the understanding, 

responsibilities, and barriers faced by sustainability managers in the German finance industry 

in corporate sustainable transformation. Building upon the results presented in the previous 

section, this discussion contextualises and deepens understanding by comparing these 

findings against the established literature reviewed in the second section. The aim is to 

elucidate how the new insights from this research corroborate and extend existing academic 

discussions on corporate sustainable transformation. 

This section contributes significantly to the academic field by critically analysing how the 

understanding of corporate sustainable transformation, sustainability managers’ 

responsibilities, and barriers they perceived align with or deviate from the literature and where 

this research has added new knowledge in the German finance industry. Furthermore, it lays 

the groundwork for the conclusions and recommendations detailed in the subsequent final 

section, thereby shaping future research directions and practical applications in sustainability 

management. 

 

5.1 Sustainability Managers’ Understanding 

The literature defines corporate sustainable transformation as a profound, systemic change 

within a company, targeting all core processes and aligning them with sustainable 

development goals. This transformation is not just a shift in practices but a fundamental 

realignment of the company’s business model and corporate culture (Fazey et al., 2018; 

Westley et al., 2011). 

According to this research, sustainability managers in the German financial industry similarly 

perceive corporate sustainable transformation as an all-encompassing change. This is 

supported by participant DS.2.1, who emphasises the ‘bigger picture’ and the need for a 

‘passive derivation’ of what sustainability means for the company. The participant views 

corporate sustainable transformation as a series of changes and a profound, integrated shift 

in how the company operates and positions itself in the market. 

While the academic perspective provides a structured definition, the practical insights from 

sustainability managers highlight several challenges in implementing these transformations. 

For example, participant FW.2.1 describes the corporate sustainable transformation as a 

‘profound, lasting, intentionally induced change’, pointing out the need for intentional strategy 

and long-term commitment. TR.2.1 reinforces this by noting that transformation involves a 

‘long-term and substantially more comprehensive company restructuring, including culture, 

strategy, etc.’ These insights align with the academic goal of achieving a fundamental systemic 
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shift but also underscore the complexity of transforming established corporate structures and 

cultures, areas where the literature may lack detailed practical strategies. 

A significant aspect of sustainability managers’ understanding of corporate sustainability 

transformation is the integration of sustainability into all core business processes. FW. 2.2 

explicitly highlights this, seeing corporate sustainable transformation as a ‘consciously 

induced, profound change’ involving all dimensions of sustainability – environmental, social, 

and governance. AK.2.2 also mentions the strategic restructuring needed to integrate 

sustainable practices across all business operations. This view aligns well with the literature, 

which discusses the necessity of profoundly and broadly embedding sustainability within a 

company’s operations and strategies (Borglund et al., 2021). 

Looking forward, sustainability managers anticipate significant developments in understanding 

corporate sustainable transformation. They predict a deepening recognition of sustainability as 

both an economic necessity and an ethical obligation, driven by technological advancements 

and global challenges like climate change. Participant FW.2.3 underscores that economic 

imperatives will increasingly drive corporate sustainable transformation, supported by AK.2.3, 

who notes the rising recognition of sustainability as crucial for long-term business success. 

This forward-looking perspective is particularly vital, as it suggests a shift from viewing 

sustainability as merely an ethical choice to recognising it as a core component of strategic 

business resilience and economic viability. 

In conclusion, sustainability managers in the German financial industry have a comprehensive 

and nuanced understanding of corporate sustainable transformation that broadly aligns with 

academic definitions but is enriched by real-world insights and applications. Their perspectives 

highlight corporate sustainable transformation practical challenges, strategic necessities, and 

future directions, offering a richer, more applied understanding than in the literature alone. This 

discussion bridges the gap between theory and practice by weaving these practical insights 

with the theoretical frameworks discussed in the literature. It provides a detailed understanding 

of how corporate sustainable transformation is conceptualised and implemented by key 

stakeholders in a critical sector of the economy. This enriches the academic discourse with 

valuable practical perspectives, offering a more precise roadmap for achieving sustainable 

transformation in the corporate world.   
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5.2 Sustainability Managers’ Responsibilities 

Addressing the second research question, which concerns the responsibilities of sustainability 

managers in corporate sustainable transformation in the German finance industry, again 

requires integrating insights from the qualitative data, participant quotes, and the state of the 

underlying literature. This synthesis helps understand the evolving role of sustainability 

managers as they guide corporations through sustainable transformations. 

As detailed in the second section, the literature illustrates a significant evolution in the role of 

sustainability managers since the early 2000s, with an increasing recognition of their strategic 

importance in integrating sustainability into corporate strategies (Kanashiro and Rivera, 2017; 

Strand, 2013). Sustainability managers have transitioned from overseeing sustainability 

strategies to playing a pivotal role in strategic decision-making, influencing organisational 

behaviours, and managing sustainable supply chains. This broadening scope mirrors the 

findings where sustainability managers are tasked with developing comprehensive strategies 

for corporate sustainable transformation, adapting to regulatory changes, fostering sustainable 

corporate culture, and ensuring transparency through monitoring and reporting (Participants 

BF.3.1; JP. 3.1). 

The responsibilities of sustainability managers in developing and implementing corporate 

sustainable transformation strategies and fostering stakeholder collaboration resonate with 

existing literature that underscores their strategic oversight and the importance of stakeholder 

engagement (Borglund et al., 2021). For instance, the findings from the current study highlight 

the responsibility of sustainability managers in adapting business models to meet regulatory 

demands and ensure long-term viability, which extends the discussion about their strategic 

involvement in organisational practices (Kanashiro and Rivera, 2017). 

However, the underlying research also points to areas where the existing literature has gaps 

or diverges from the new findings. While the literature broadly discusses the evolving nature 

of sustainability issues, the specific emphasis on regulatory adaptation as a primary function 

of sustainability managers is less pronounced. Moreover, the responsibilities of sustainability 

managers in balancing regulatory demands with ambitious sustainability goals illustrate a 

nuanced responsibility that extends the existing literature by providing a more detailed 

exploration of how these dual objectives are managed. 

Exploring additional responsibilities perceived by sustainability managers, the study reveals 

that sustainability managers act as ‘change agents’, are directly involved in department-

specific sustainability projects, and focus on innovation to advance market opportunities. 

These findings align with the literature, who name them corporate change agents for 

sustainability, highlighting their influence in transforming organisations towards sustainable 

practices (Schaltegger et al. 2023). This perspective resonates with the findings of this 
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research, which state that sustainability managers are developing and implementing 

comprehensive corporate sustainable transformation strategies while adapting business 

models to regulatory changes and fostering a sustainable corporate culture. It also aligns with 

the findings on sustainability managers steering pro-environmental behaviours and handling 

sustainable supply chains (Testa et al., 2016). The results do not further support Göpels’s 

worldview of specifically decoupling the economic growth of the organisation from further 

enhancing climate change, which should be guided by sustainability managers (Göpel, 2020). 

However, the additional responsibilities extend beyond the official roles, indicating a 

discrepancy between the official job descriptions and the actual, broader, and more influential 

roles that sustainability managers undertake, such as overcoming internal resistance and 

fostering adaptability (Annosi, 2024). The gap between official and additional responsibilities 

is partly due to the underestimation of corporate sustainable transformation cultural aspects 

and the disconnect between strategic plans and execution. This insight extends the literature 

by highlighting the importance of organisational culture in corporate sustainability 

transformations, an area often overlooked in favour of more tangible, strategic elements, which 

again supports the name ‘corporate change agents’ (Schaltegger et al., 2023). 

The results of the second research question contribute to the literature by detailing the 

comprehensive nature of sustainability managers’ responsibilities beyond traditional corporate 

social responsibility initiatives, emphasising the interconnected approach needed for effective 

corporate sustainable transformation. It also highlights the importance of internal education 

and knowledge transfer as crucial responsibilities of sustainability managers, suggesting that 

these aspects are critical for fostering a sustainable organisational culture and ensuring the 

successful implementation of sustainability strategies. In conclusion, the discussion of the 

second research question elucidates the multifaceted responsibilities of sustainability 

managers in the German finance industry, showing both alignment with and extensions to the 

existing literature. The insights from this study emphasise the strategic, operational, and 

cultural dimensions of sustainability managers’ roles, contributing to a nuanced understanding 

of their responsibilities in driving corporate sustainable transformation. It furthermore details 

the comprehensive nature of sustainability managers’ responsibilities beyond traditional 

corporate social responsibility initiatives, emphasising the interconnected approach needed for 

effective corporate sustainable transformation. It also highlights the importance of internal 

education and knowledge transfer as sustainability managers’ crucial responsibilities, 

suggesting these aspects.   
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5.3 Sustainability Managers’ Perceived Barriers 

Addressing the third and final research question, which focuses on the barriers perceived by 

sustainability managers related to their responsibilities in corporate sustainable transformation 

in the German finance industry, involves again integrating the data from participant responses 

with the existing literature. This synthesis enables an examination of how aligned the perceived 

barriers by sustainability managers are with documented challenges in the literature and where 

new insights have emerged from the study.  

The insufficient integration of sustainability into the business core is highlighted as a barrier 

perceived by sustainability managers related to their responsibilities in corporate sustainable 

transformation in the German finance industry. The participants highlighted this barrier and 

quoted SS.4.1: ‘No deep integration into the areas, but an add-on’, as well as SB.4.1: 

‘Sustainability is understood as an additional burden’. Therefore, the predominant barrier is the 

inadequate integration of sustainability into daily operations, making it perceived as an 

additional burden for employees rather than an integral part of every business process. This 

aligns with the literature noting operational inefficiencies in sustainability integration and the 

need for a more embedded approach within corporate structures to ease implementation 

(Schaltegger et al., 2023; Olesson et al., 2023). 

Another result of the lack of leadership and role modelling, which results in the absence of a 

holistic, top-down role model function within organisations, was identified as a significant 

barrier, quoted as DS.4.1: ‘Old beliefs are still anchored at the management/board level. Lack 

of clear commitment is an unmistakable message to employees’. and RM.4.1: ‘The theme is 

not lived top-down, there is no commitment from executives, and there is a lack of 

understanding’. This finding resonates with existing studies that emphasise the critical role of 

leadership in effectively communicating and demonstrating sustainability strategies (Meijer et 

al., 2019; Annosi et al., 2024). Leadership’s failure to actively embody and promote 

sustainability goals can significantly hamper transformation efforts. 

Participants pointed out a notable gap between the strategic vision for sustainability and its 

practical application, as DS.4.1 highlights the organisational culture mindset as ‘We only jump 

as high as we have to’, which is also related to the insufficient integration of sustainability into 

the business core, meaning that as long as sustainability is not deeply integrated into every 

business process, employees see sustainability as additional tasks that are not part of their job 

description, which again sets the level of ‘how high’ they must jump. This result often stems 

from insufficient support and a lack of understanding of sustainability at the (top) management 

level. This barrier is well-documented in the literature, where strategic misalignments due to 

short-term financial focuses are discussed as major hurdles in achieving long-term 

sustainability goals (Virmani et al., 2020). However, as part of the answer to the third research 



113 
 

question, the result adds significant practical value and more understanding of its reasons to 

help understand the barrier and identify solutions to lower it. 

Another result is the resistance to corporate change within corporate cultures, which makes 

integrating new sustainable practices and values challenging, for example, as FW.4.1 

‘Aversion to changes in one’s own everyday work’ and MH.4.1 ‘In addition, there is 

indifference’, ‘I can’t change anything anyway’, and ‘Let the others do it first’. This result is 

intricately linked to the role of sustainability managers as ‘change agents’ and is therefore 

closely aligned with literature that highlights organisational resistance and cultural inertia as 

significant impediments to sustainability (Schaltegger et al., 2023; Guadagnin et al., 2023). It 

is also linked to the need for a more embedded approach within corporate structures to ease 

implementation (Schaltegger et al., 2023; Olesson et al., 2023), which can, therefore, influence 

the culture mindset in ‘We only jump as high as we have to’, stated by DS.4.1. 

The deficit of comprehensive sustainability knowledge and inadequate internal training can 

lead to a misalignment between sustainability goals and daily business practices. Statements 

from JK.4.1 ‘Lack of know-how in departments’ and CB.4.1 ‘The “breadth” and the connections 

of this issue are only partially understood. this runs through all company areas and complicates 

transformation efforts’ support the literature’s findings regarding the need for enhanced internal 

education and capability building within organisations to foster a deeper understanding of and 

commitment to sustainability (Olesson et al., 2023). This is also closely aligned with that 

sustainability managers are, to some extent, more involved in departments’ sustainability tasks 

than their official responsibility requests, since a lack of sustainability knowledge results in a 

misalignment between sustainability goals and daily business practices. 

Regarding profit, focusing on short-term financial gains over long-term sustainability goals was 

identified as a barrier perceived by sustainability managers regarding decision-making and 

implementing sustainable aspects. It also results in limited resources and commitment to 

transformative initiatives. Quotes by CS.4.1, who says it is all about ‘Lack of sustainability 

priority (revenue or more sustainability?)’. and SS.4.1 ‘Too high costs’ for implementing 

sustainability tasks reflect the prevalent organisational focus on short-term financial gains over 

long-term sustainability initiatives, pointing to a fundamental conflict in priorities that impedes 

sustainable transformation. The literature explores this well, and the financial sector’s short-

termism is critiqued for undermining sustainable investment (Moursellas et al., 2023). 

The barriers identified by sustainability managers in this study are supported mainly by existing 

literature, which underscores the complexities and challenges of integrating sustainability into 

corporate strategies and operations. However, the study contributes new insights, highlighting 

the intensity of these barriers in the German finance industry, a sector under considerable 

regulatory and market pressure to adopt sustainable practices due to its pivotal role in funding 
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and investment. Furthermore, in terms of image, it seems fair to remember how banks expect 

their customers to transform sustainability to maintain attractive loan conditions, while the 

banks themselves do not show any effort to prioritise corporate sustainable transformation 

when it comes down to making a profit in the short term. 

Furthermore, this research illuminates the real-world implications of these barriers, mainly how 

they manifest in sustainability managers’ daily responsibilities, providing a practical 

perspective often glossed over in more theoretical discussions. The emphasis on the 

discrepancy between official responsibilities and the broader roles that sustainability managers 

take on suggests a significant gap in existing corporate strategies and structures that must be 

addressed to facilitate effective corporate sustainable transformation. 

In conclusion, the discussion around the third research question elucidates the critical barriers 

that sustainability managers in the German finance industry perceive concerning their 

responsibilities in driving corporate sustainable transformation. While there is substantial 

alignment with existing literature, the insights from this study extend the understanding of these 

barriers, highlighting the practical challenges sustainability managers face and suggesting a 

need for more nuanced approaches in leadership, cultural change, and strategic alignment 

within organisations. It also shows how interconnected their responsibilities and barriers are 

and how they affect each other. These findings contribute to academic discourse and offer 

valuable practical insights for organisations striving to overcome these barriers and achieve 

corporate sustainable transformation. 

 

5.4 Summary 

The insights garnered through this research underscore a complex interplay between the 

theoretical frameworks of corporate sustainable transformation and the pragmatic experiences 

of sustainability managers in the German finance industry. The findings affirm the strategic and 

operational expansions in the role of sustainability managers, aligning with the literature 

highlighting their growing influence in steering organisational sustainability agendas. However, 

this research also reveals new dimensions of their role – particularly in bridging significant gaps 

between sustainability aspirations and operational realities. 

Key themes such as the integration of sustainability into core business processes, the pivotal 

role of top management and leadership in modelling sustainable behaviours, and the critical 

need for comprehensive internal education and stakeholder engagement have been reaffirmed 

and expanded upon in this study. The barriers identified, including cultural resistance to change 

and the ongoing challenge of aligning long-term sustainability goals with short-term financial 

objectives, are in line with existing studies but are brought to life with direct quotes and practical 
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experiences and insights from the field, which, to some extent, supported existing literature 

and made it more adaptable or understandable for practice. 

Moreover, this research contributes new perspectives on the proactive and often expansive 

responsibilities sustainability managers assume beyond their official capacities, acting as 

‘agents of change’, educators, and internal advocates for sustainability. This extends the 

literature by providing a detailed, practical understanding of these roles and highlights the need 

for organisations to redefine and support these positions more robustly from the top down, 

strategy-wise, and with financial and personal resources. 

In conclusion, this section enriches the academic discourse on sustainability management by 

integrating qualitative findings with theoretical constructs. It provides a nuanced view of the 

challenges and strategies involved in embedding sustainability in the complex environment of 

the German finance industry. Doing so validates and extends the current knowledge, offering 

a grounded perspective to guide future academic inquiries and practical implementations in 

corporate sustainability. 
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6. Conclusion 

As this thesis concludes, reflecting on the research journey is imperative to address the central 

research objectives. This introductory section recapitulates the research’s aim, underscores 

its importance, elucidates the addressed calls, and outlines the methodology employed, 

bridging the subsequent detailed discussions in this final section.  

This research explored the understanding, responsibilities, and perceived barriers of 

sustainability managers concerning corporate sustainable transformation in the German 

finance industry. The investigation was crucial, as sustainability managers are pivotal in guiding 

their organisations towards sustainable practices essential for long-term economic stability and 

ecological balance. The relevance of this research extends beyond academic curiosity; it 

addresses practical needs in a sector critical to the global ambition of sustainable development 

amidst escalating environmental and regulatory challenges. This thesis responded to calls 

from leading scholars and practitioners for a deeper understanding of the roles and challenges 

faced by sustainability managers. Such insights are vital for effectively aligning corporate 

strategies with global sustainable development goals. Focusing on the German financial 

industry, a critical player in international finance and leading in sustainability ambitions based 

on the European Green Deal, this study contributes to the broader discourse on sustainable 

economic practices, providing actionable insights that can guide policy-making and corporate 

strategy. The research methodology was rooted in an inductive, qualitative approach, 

leveraging the Grounded Delphi Method to gather rich, detailed data from 28 sustainability 

managers in the German financial industry. This method enabled the capture of nuanced 

perspectives on understanding, responsibilities, and barriers to corporate sustainable 

transformation. The data collection was conducted in two phases: An initial qualitative survey 

through an online questionnaire and a round of consensus evaluation, ensuring the robustness 

and depth of the findings.  

Progressing through this concluding section, each section will systematically address each 

research objective outlined at the outset of this study: 

1. To identify sustainability managers’ understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation within the German finance industry. 

2. To delineate the responsibilities of sustainability managers in corporate sustainable 

transformation within the German finance industry. 

3. To identify the barriers sustainability managers perceive to their responsibilities in the 

corporate sustainable transformation process within the German finance industry. 
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As the conclusion of this thesis, this section revisits these objectives, summarising the 

essential findings and discussing their implications for theory and practice. It recommends 

strategies for overcoming identified barriers and proposes directions for future research. 

Ultimately, this will cement the thesis’s contributions to sustainability management and 

corporate governance in the German financial industry. 

 

6.1 Achieving the Research Objectives 

6.1.1 Achieving the First Research Objective  

This research addressed the critical role of sustainability managers in driving corporate 

sustainability transformation in the German finance industry. The first research objective, 

exploring sustainability managers’ understanding of corporate sustainable transformation, was 

achieved through an extensive qualitative analysis incorporating a literature review and 

industry professionals’ insights. 

The findings illustrate that sustainability managers in the German finance industry have a 

robust and nuanced understanding of corporate sustainable transformation. They view it not 

merely as a series of changes but as a profound, systemic shift that impacts all core processes 

of an organisation. This transformation encompasses environmental aspects and deeply 

integrates social and governance dimensions into corporate strategies and operations. 

The study’s consensus indicates that sustainability managers understand this transformation 

to be a comprehensive, intentional, and strategic overhaul of the company’s business model 

and operational ethos. This view aligns with academic definitions, which describe corporate 

sustainable transformation as a radical realignment of a company’s operations and strategies 

to embed sustainability at its core (Fazey et al., 2018; Westley et al., 2011). 

The insights gathered also highlight several practical challenges in implementing these 

transformations. Sustainability managers pointed out the complexity of modifying established 

corporate structures and cultures, which requires strategic intent and a commitment to long-

term goals. This understanding underscores the importance of sustainability managers as 

leaders and intermediaries in advocating and executing these transformative strategies in their 

organisations. 

Moreover, sustainability managers have identified the integration of sustainability into all core 

business processes as crucial. This involves a fundamental shift from traditional business 

practices to balance and enhance economic viability, social equity, and environmental 

responsibility.  
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The role of digitalisation and being innovative was frequently mentioned as pivotal in 

supporting these changes, facilitating a smoother transition, and enabling the long-term 

success of sustainable practices. 

Looking ahead, sustainability managers anticipate that the understanding of corporate 

sustainable transformation will continue to evolve. They expect it to be increasingly recognised 

as an ethical and fundamental economic necessity. This is driven by the escalating impacts of 

climate change, technological advancements, and changing regulatory frameworks that 

demand a more sustainable operational approach. The anticipation is that as these 

transformations become more rooted in economic strategy, the integration of sustainability will 

transition from being a competitive advantage to an essential requirement for corporate 

survival. 

By synthesising these insights, this research has successfully mapped the understanding of 

sustainability managers regarding corporate sustainable transformation in the German finance 

industry. The discussions and findings align with the existing academic literature and enrich it 

by integrating real-world applications and challenges these professionals face. This research 

has thus bridged a research gap in the literature by providing a detailed, practical perspective 

on how sustainability is conceptualised and implemented at the corporate level – particularly 

in a high-stakes industry like finance. 

The first research objective was thoroughly addressed through detailed qualitative data 

analysis, which included capturing the understanding of the corporate sustainable 

transformation of sustainability managers using the Grounded Delphi Method. This approach 

ensured a comprehensive understanding of the conceptualisations and nuances perceived by 

those at the forefront of corporate sustainability efforts. 

This research objective’s achievement is significant as it provides a clear, detailed insight into 

the complexities of corporate sustainable transformation as understood by key stakeholders. 

It also lays a foundation for further research and practice, suggesting that the role of 

sustainability managers will be increasingly central in guiding corporations towards sustainable 

futures.  

In conclusion, this research segment confirms that sustainability managers in the German 

finance industry have a critical, strategic role in driving corporate sustainable transformations. 

Their understanding of this process is deep and broad, encapsulating the multifaceted 

challenges and opportunities that sustainability presents in modern corporate strategies. This 

understanding supports their daily responsibilities and shapes the more comprehensive 

corporate agenda towards a more sustainable, resilient, and ethically grounded future.   
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6.1.2 Achieving the Second Research Objective  

The second research objective of this thesis was to delineate the responsibilities of 

sustainability managers in driving corporate sustainability transformation in the German 

finance industry. This objective is critical, given the strategic position these managers occupy 

at the intersection of regulatory compliance, strategic planning, and operational execution in 

the pursuit of sustainable business practices.  

The study conclusively found that sustainability managers bear many responsibilities beyond 

traditional views of environmental stewardship, including substantial strategic and operational 

roles. These managers are pivotal in developing and implementing sustainability strategies for 

a comprehensive corporate sustainability transformation. They adapt corporate models to 

comply with evolving regulatory requirements while ensuring that these adaptations do not 

compromise long-term profitability and competitiveness (Schaltegger et al., 2023; Meijer et al., 

2019). 

Their role involves communication and collaboration with internal stakeholders to foster a 

sustainable corporate culture. This includes supporting knowledge transfer in the company to 

ensure sustainability values are embedded throughout the organisation. The responsibility 

extends to monitoring and reporting sustainability performance and increasing transparency 

and accountability to internal and external stakeholders (Vallentin & Spence, 2017; Borglund 

et al., 2021). 

The research highlighted the evolving nature of the sustainability manager’s role, as described 

in the literature and confirmed by participant insights. These professionals are increasingly 

seen as strategic overseers, deeply involved in shaping organisational behaviour and 

managing sustainable supply chains (Annosi et al., 2024). This broadened scope of 

responsibility is vital as sustainability managers ensure the alignment of corporate strategies 

with global sustainability standards and stakeholder expectations. Moreover, sustainability 

managers in the German finance industry are tasked with meeting rigorous regulatory 

demands while pushing ambitious sustainability goals (Göpel, 2020; Sachs et al., 2019). This 

nuanced responsibility was identified as a significant area where current literature was 

expanded by providing a detailed exploration of how sustainability managers navigate these 

competing priorities. 

The qualitative data from the study underscored that sustainability managers frequently act as 

‘change agents’ in their organisations. They are directly involved in department-specific 

sustainability projects and focus on innovation to create new market opportunities. This finding 

aligns with contemporary research that positions sustainability managers as critical players in 

transforming organisations towards sustainable practices (Meijer et al., 2019; Annosi et al., 

2024). 



120 
 

In practice, sustainability managers are often tasked with overcoming internal resistance and 

fostering adaptability, roles that go beyond their official job responsibilities. These additional 

responsibilities highlight a gap between defined roles and sustainability managers’ broader, 

more influential roles. Such discrepancies suggest an underestimation of the corporate cultural 

aspects of corporate sustainable transformation and a disconnect between strategic plans and 

execution (Olesson et al., 2023). 

Looking forward, the responsibilities of sustainability managers should become more central 

and integrated into higher management levels. This evolution reflects a growing recognition of 

the strategic importance of sustainability in shaping corporate futures. The role of sustainability 

managers is anticipated to shift from predominantly coordinating and advisory to decisively 

managerial, actively contributing to shaping the company’s strategic direction. 

The responsibility of sustainability managers is also becoming increasingly specialised, with a 

stronger focus on integrating sustainability into the company’s strategy and corporate culture. 

Furthermore, there is an expectation that every employee will, to some extent, take on the role 

of a ‘sustainability manager’, underscoring the pervasive influence of sustainability in future 

corporate structures (Miller & Serafeim, 2014). 

This research has successfully delineated the complex and dynamic responsibilities of 

sustainability managers in the German finance industry, highlighting their critical role in driving 

corporate sustainable transformation. The findings confirm the extensive scope of these 

responsibilities outlined in the literature and extend it by detailing the practical challenges and 

strategic implications faced by sustainability managers in the German financial industry.  

In achieving this research objective, the study has enriched the understanding of the role of 

sustainability managers, emphasising the interconnected approach needed for effective 

corporate sustainable transformation. It has also illuminated the importance of internal 

education and knowledge transfer as crucial responsibilities, suggesting that fostering a 

sustainable organisational culture is essential for successfully implementing sustainability 

strategies (Schaltegger et al., 2023). 

In summary, the role of sustainability managers in the German finance industry is both 

expansive and pivotal, requiring a deep integration of sustainability into corporate strategy and 

operations. Their responsibilities are integral to navigating current sustainability challenges 

and shaping their organisations’ long-term sustainability trajectory. This research contributes 

a nuanced perspective to the literature, offering a comprehensive view of the evolving 

responsibilities of sustainability managers in a critical economic sector.   
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6.1.3 Achieving the Third Research Objective  

The third research objective focused on identifying the barriers that sustainability managers 

perceive related to their responsibilities within corporate sustainable transformation in the 

German finance industry. Exploring these barriers is essential for understanding the 

complexities and challenges that impede sustainable practices within organisations.  

A primary barrier identified by sustainability managers is the insufficient integration of 

sustainability into core business processes. Sustainability initiatives are often seen as add-ons 

rather than integral components of business operations. This perception produces 

sustainability being viewed as a burdensome task rather than a fundamental aspect of 

everyday business activities. The study revealed that sustainability activities are perceived as 

time-consuming and costly without deep integration, hindering the overall transformation 

process (Sachs et al., 2019; Göpel, 2020). 

Another significant barrier is the lack of leadership and effective role modelling, primarily at the 

management level. Sustainability managers highlighted that a top-down commitment from 

management is crucial for embedding sustainability within corporate culture. However, old 

beliefs and a lack of clear commitment from the ‘top of the organisation’ often result in a lack 

of direction and motivation at lower levels. This absence of leadership undermines the efforts 

to drive meaningful change and hinders sustainability managers’ ability to foster a culture of 

sustainability (Vallentin & Spence, 2017). 

The gap between the strategic vision for sustainability and its practical implementation 

represents a critical barrier. While organisations may develop forward-thinking sustainability 

strategies, execution often falls short. This discrepancy can be attributed to insufficient support 

from top management and a fundamental misunderstanding of sustainability’s implications and 

requirements. This produces strategic plans that are not fully realised, impeding the 

organisation’s ability to meet its sustainability goals (Schaltegger et al., 2023). 

Resistance within corporate culture poses a significant barrier to integrating new sustainable 

practices and working towards sustainable transformation. As ‘change agents’, sustainability 

managers frequently encounter resistance to altering established practices and mindsets. This 

resistance is often rooted in a reluctance to change daily work routines and a pervasive view 

of sustainability as an optional or secondary concern. Overcoming this barrier requires 

continuous efforts to shift the corporate culture towards embracing sustainability as a core 

value (Annosi et al., 2024; Olesson et al., 2023). 
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A deficit in sustainability knowledge and training within companies also stands out as a 

significant barrier. The lack of a comprehensive understanding of sustainability across 

departments produces a misalignment between sustainability objectives and business 

operations. Sustainability managers emphasise the need for enhanced training programmes 

and knowledge transfer to bridge this gap, ensuring all employees understand and can 

contribute to sustainability goals (Meijer et al., 2019). 

Finally, prioritising short-term financial gains over long-term sustainability objectives is a 

prevalent barrier. This focus on immediate profitability often restricts resources and 

commitment to sustainable initiatives, limiting the scope and depth of transformation efforts. 

Sustainability managers find this short-term focus a fundamental conflict influencing the 

broader adoption of sustainable practices in the finance industry (Borglund et al., 2021). 

In conclusion, the research has successfully identified and detailed the barriers perceived by 

sustainability managers in the German finance industry regarding their responsibilities in 

corporate sustainable transformation. These barriers, from integration issues to leadership 

deficiencies and cultural resistance, highlight sustainability managers’ multifaceted challenges. 

Addressing these barriers is crucial for advancing corporate sustainable transformation, 

requiring strategic interventions at various organisational levels. 

By identifying these barriers, the research contributes to a deeper understanding of corporate 

sustainable transformation. It also provides a foundation for developing strategies to overcome 

these barriers, facilitating more effective integration of sustainability into corporate practices. 

This achievement fulfils the third research objective and enhances the overall discourse on 

sustainability in corporate management, offering valuable insights for both academic and 

practical applications. 

In summary, this research’s delineation of these barriers provides crucial insights into 

sustainability managers’ challenges, underscoring the need for comprehensive strategies to 

address organisational, cultural, and structural changes. This understanding is vital for 

companies in the finance industry and beyond, aiming to achieve true sustainability in their 

operations.  
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6.2 Contribution to Knowledge 

The current research addresses a gap by examining sustainability managers in the German 

finance industry. Previous studies, such as those by Borglund et al. (2021), primarily focused 

on Swedish sustainability managers, offering a regional perspective that does not necessarily 

translate to different economic, cultural, and regulatory environments. Focusing on Germany, 

a leading European economy with specific regulatory and market conditions influenced by 

initiatives such as the European Green Deal, this research provides new insights into how 

sustainability is integrated into corporate strategies under different national conditions and 

cultural aspects.  

This study enriches the understanding of the evolving role of sustainability managers in 

corporate settings, a topic highlighted by Miller and Serafeim (2014) and Vallentin and Spence 

(2017). By identifying how the role of sustainability managers should transition from advisory 

to central management functions, this research offers a forward-looking perspective on the 

strategic positioning and specialisation of these roles within corporate structures, especially in 

the German finance industry. It directly addresses calls for more detailed studies on how the 

responsibilities of sustainability managers will develop in the future – particularly in the 

framework of corporate sustainable transformation. 

Aligning with Göpel’s (2020) work, this research substantiates the argument that climate 

change impacts reshape corporate understanding of sustainability transformation. By 

evidencing how sustainability is increasingly recognised as a strategic component rather than 

a standalone issue, this study advances the integration of environmental, social, and 

governance factors into overall business strategies. This responds to Göpel’s (2020) assertion 

about the necessity of integrating climate strategies into business operations while decoupling 

economic development from increasing climate change and demonstrates practical 

applications through the involvement of sustainability managers in strategic decision-making 

processes. 

One of this research’s contributions is clarifying terms such as ‘corporate sustainability 

transformation’, ‘corporate sustainable change’, and ‘corporate sustainable development’ in 

the specific context of the German financial industry. This differentiation responds to the 

recognised need in the literature for more precise definitions and understandings of these 

terms as they apply in practice. This research’s findings regarding how sustainability managers 

define and differentiate these concepts help fill a theoretical gap and offer a grounded basis 

for future academic and practical applications. 
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Further contributing to the academic discourse, this research delves into the barriers that 

sustainability managers face, as identified in existing literature by authors like Sachs et al. 

(2019) and Meijer et al. (2019). It confirms these barriers and explores them from the unique 

perspective of those tasked with overcoming them in the finance sector. The detailed 

exploration of these barriers and proposed strategies for overcoming them provides practical 

implications for sustainability management. It adds a nuanced understanding of the challenges 

involved in corporate sustainable transformation. 

By identifying how sustainability managers can theoretically and practically overcome barriers 

to corporate sustainable transformation, this research offers actionable recommendations that 

align with the strategic needs of businesses – particularly in the finance sector. Focusing on 

training, management involvement, and strategic integration of sustainability goals provides a 

blueprint for companies seeking to enhance their sustainability efforts. 

In summary, this research significantly contributes to the academic understanding of corporate 

sustainability by providing new insights into the responsibilities, barriers, and strategic 

importance of sustainability managers in the German finance industry. It expands the 

geographic scope of existing research, adds depth to the discussion of sustainability roles, 

integrates sustainability with broader business strategies, and offers practical solutions to 

overcome systemic transformation barriers. This comprehensive approach not only fills 

identified gaps in the literature but also advances the discourse on sustainability in corporate 

settings, focusing on the German financial industry as a critical sector in the European Green 

Deal. 

 

6.3 Contribution to Practice and Recommendations for Action 

This research offers vital insights into the practice of sustainability management – particularly 

in the German financial industry. It effectively bridges gaps between academic understanding 

and practical application. This section integrates the practical contributions with actionable 

recommendations, ensuring that the findings illuminate theoretical perspectives and drive 

corporate sustainable transformation in business practices, especially in the German financial 

industry. 

A crucial practical outcome of this study is the refined understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation, which this research defines from the perspective of sustainability managers. 

By articulating these views, the research provides foundational knowledge for top 

management, facilitating the effective integration of corporate sustainable transformation into 

strategic objectives. Companies are thus equipped to move beyond rhetorical commitment to 

practically implement sustainability goals. 
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Sustainability managers’ evolving roles and responsibilities are detailed, offering corporate 

leadership insights on supporting these key personnel. Organisations can now tailor support 

systems, including training and resource allocation, to overcome operational and cultural 

challenges identified in this research, ensuring sustainability managers have the tools to 

enable and succeed. 

Identifying specific barriers that sustainability managers face allows companies to adopt 

targeted mitigation strategies. This research recommends enhancing internal education, 

fostering supportive corporate cultures, and aligning sustainability with corporate strategy to 

facilitate effective, sustainable corporate transformation. 

This study is particularly beneficial for human resources departments and organisational 

development strategists, as it clearly explains the qualifications and support sustainability 

managers require. Additional recommendations for action include role-specific training, such 

as developing training programmes that address the unique challenges and responsibilities of 

sustainability managers, ensuring they are well-prepared to meet their roles effectively. 

Furthermore, tailored recruitment strategies can attract candidates with the necessary skills 

and mindset for effective sustainability management. 

More transparency about sustainability managers’ extensive roles and related challenges can 

enhance job satisfaction and retention. Organisations are encouraged to recognise and 

address these sketched complexities, fostering an environment where sustainability managers 

feel supported and valued. 

Furthermore, the practical recommendations from this study encourage organisations to 

address challenges in implementing corporate sustainable transformation pre-emptively, such 

as ensuring that all stakeholders, especially top management, share a common understanding 

of sustainability terms and their implications for business strategy, as well as demonstrating 

top management’s commitment to sustainability, serving as a model for the organisation, and 

reinforcing the strategic importance of sustainability initiatives. It is also essential to ensure 

that the responsibilities of sustainability managers are well understood and communicated 

across the organisation to prevent overlaps and conflicts with other departments. The 

efficiency and impact of sustainability strategies will be enhanced by providing short 

communication paths and close collaboration between sustainability managers and top 

management. Another essential point to evaluate is cultural readiness. Conducting initial 

assessments of corporate culture to gauge change readiness ensures that sustainability 

strategies are introduced in a manner that is likely to be accepted and supported.  
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Finally, there is a significant impact on empowering department-specific ‘change agents’. By 

developing roles within departments that can act as sustainability multipliers and supporting 

sustainability managers by taking on some responsibilities related to implementing and 

managing sustainability projects. 

By integrating these insights and recommendations for action into corporate strategies, 

organisations can enhance their sustainability efforts, ensuring that they are aligned with 

current regulatory and market conditions and robust enough to adapt to future challenges. 

This research significantly contributes to the practical understanding and application of 

sustainability in the corporate sector – particularly in the German financial industry. By 

providing a comprehensive overview of the roles, challenges, and strategic importance of 

sustainability managers in this sector, this study equips organisations with the necessary 

knowledge and tools to advance their sustainability agendas more effectively. This is crucial 

given the urgent global imperatives for sustainability and the pivotal role of the financial industry 

in general in achieving sustainable development goals. 

 

6.4 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

This thesis acknowledges several limitations that, while inherent to its design, do not detract 

from its contributions. These limitations pave the way for future research directions, potentially 

enriching the current findings and expanding the discourse around the role of sustainability 

managers. 

The primary limitation of this study is its exclusive focus on the perspectives of sustainability 

managers. While this focus provides deep insights into their responsibilities and related 

barriers they perceive in their organisations in corporate sustainable transformation, it may not 

fully capture the broader organisational context or other stakeholders’ perspectives. Future 

studies could broaden the scope to include other key players within organisations to provide a 

more holistic understanding of corporate sustainability transformation dynamics. 

Furthermore, this research focuses on the German financial industry, which may limit the 

generalizability of the findings to other sectors or regions. Future research could, therefore, 

replicate this study in different industries or internationally to compare how the responsibilities 

and perceptions of sustainability managers vary across various cultural and economic 

contexts. Such studies could validate the findings of this thesis and potentially reveal unique 

sector-specific challenges and strategies. 

While this thesis’s qualitative design provides rich, detailed data, it is inherently subjective and 

constructed from a social constructivist perspective. As a result, this approach limits – to some 

extent – the ability to generalise the findings broadly. Employing quantitative methods, such 
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as quantitative surveys or larger-scale data analysis, could provide additional validation and 

weight to the insights gained, offering a more robust statistical basis for the conclusions drawn. 

Another limitation could be selecting experts from the researcher’s business network, which 

may introduce a bias towards views that align with the researcher’s perspectives. Future 

studies may aim to use a more randomised or stratified sampling method to mitigate this bias 

and enhance the objectivity of the findings. 

Further research could also investigate whether sustainability managers’ understanding and 

perceived barriers to corporate sustainable transformation are consistent across different 

sectors or regions. Such comparative studies could strengthen the role of sustainability 

managers in academia and practice by highlighting universal challenges and strategies and 

sector-specific nuances. 

Another future research direction may be exploring the impact of organisational hierarchy. 

Exploring the influence of sustainability managers’ hierarchical position in their organisations 

on their ability to effect change could provide deeper insights into the systemic barriers and 

enablers of corporate sustainable transformation. This research could mainly focus on the 

relationship between hierarchy, proximity to top management, and the efficacy of sustainability 

strategies. 

Another interesting point to bring these studies’ results into another context may be long-term 

studies that track the evolution of the sustainability manager’s role over time, especially in 

response to global sustainability challenges and evolving regulatory frameworks, which would 

be invaluable. These studies could document shifts in responsibilities, strategic influence, and 

the overall impact of sustainability managers on corporate sustainability. 

One last point for future research directions could be investigating how sustainability managers 

integrate sustainability with broader corporate strategies, which could offer practical insights 

for aligning business objectives with sustainability goals. This research could focus on 

operationalising sustainability within corporate governance structures to enhance business 

performance and sustainability outcomes.  

By addressing these limitations and exploring the suggested future research directions, 

subsequent studies can build on this thesis’s foundation to further illuminate the critical role of 

sustainability managers in driving corporate sustainability transformation. Such research is 

essential for advancing sustainability practices and achieving the 17 SDGs. 
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6.5 Reflection 

Reflecting on my journey since October 2021, when I embarked on the Doctor of Business 

Administration programme in Bielefeld, Germany, it feels like revisiting another lifetime. My 

ambition was to earn my doctorate and make a meaningful contribution linked to my then 

professional identity as a head of sustainability at one of Germany’s largest Volksbanks.  

I am grateful for the Doctor of Business Administration programme at the University of 

Worcester with the Fachhochschule des Mittelstands, Bielefeld. This programme offered an 

international degree while allowing me to contribute to business practice without sacrificing my 

career, an opportunity rare in Germany, where doctoral studies typically demand full-time 

university commitment. The decision not to tether my research to the company I worked for 

was crucial. I sought to maintain independence in my topic, enabling me to conduct my 

research anytime, anywhere, without reliance on company-specific data. This autonomy 

proved invaluable when my company underwent a merger that upended my professional 

landscape. Fortunately, my thesis remained unaffected, validating my choice to separate my 

doctoral work from my employer. 

As I progressed through my thesis, the complexity of my job meant that fewer people in my 

personal life could relate to the challenges I faced. While my supervisors were instrumental 

from inception to completion, the isolation from others in my private life became more 

pronounced. However, my ability to navigate concerns and thoughts independently played a 

significant role in my journey. I learned that the doctoral process cannot be rushed. Each step 

must be taken deliberately, a lesson that grounded me and taught me patience, contrasting 

with my usual pace of trying to stay several steps ahead.  

This journey has profoundly enriched my critical and abstract thinking abilities. The doctoral 

process pushed me to connect concepts at an even higher meta-level, preparing me for future 

challenges in my career. Additionally, the programme’s international scope significantly honed 

my English language skills and broadened my cultural competencies, enriching my 

professional interactions. One of the most impactful lessons has been recognising the wealth 

of knowledge within academia and its applicability to business practice. Instead of reinventing 

the wheel, I’ve learned the value of leveraging existing academic insights to enhance efficiency 

and competitiveness in my professional endeavours. 

In conclusion, the Doctor of Business Administration has been transformative, endowing me 

with invaluable skills and insights that I will carry forward in my career. I am deeply thankful for 

all the learning and personal growth this experience has afforded me, as well as for the 

wonderful people I met on this journey and the connections I made. I am incredibly proud of 

myself for pushing through this doctorate with such determination, once again proving to myself 

that I can achieve anything. This achievement will always remind me of my potential.  
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6.6 Summary 

Investigating corporate sustainable transformation in the German financial industry has 

uncovered multifaceted insights, enriched by employing a deliberate framework guiding the 

scope of research while embracing its inherent complexities. The research design adhered to 

a consistent, structured approach, adopting a social constructivist perspective to capture the 

experiential realities of sustainability managers in this sector. This meticulous process 

addressed the research questions in depth, yielding results that enriched theoretical 

discussions and provided actionable, practical implementation recommendations in 

operational contexts.  

This research reveals a consistent underestimation of the cultural dimensions of corporate 

sustainable transformation. This misalignment, coupled with a disconnect between strategic 

intentions and practical execution and a lack of sufficient resources or top management 

support, compels sustainability managers to assume roles that significantly exceed their official 

responsibilities. This situation underscores a critical need for clearly defined roles and 

enhanced support from top management, ensuring that sustainability managers are 

empowered to influence corporate strategies and operations effectively.  

Moreover, this research underscores the pivotal role of sustainability managers as ‘agents of 

change’ in their organisations. Their deep understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation and the strategic and operational challenges they navigate positions them as 

key figures in driving sustainable business practices that align with regulatory demands and 

market expectations.  

Furthermore, the findings highlight organisations’ need to bolster sustainability frameworks, 

ensuring they align more closely with evolving global sustainability standards and stakeholder 

expectations. 

In conclusion, the contributions of this thesis extend beyond academic enrichment, offering 

substantial practical implications for enhancing sustainability management in the German 

financial industry. By delineating the responsibilities, barriers, and strategic importance of 

sustainability managers, this research equips organisations with the knowledge and strategies 

necessary to advance their sustainability agendas more effectively. This is crucial amidst 

urgent global sustainability imperatives and the critical role of the financial industry in achieving 

national and international sustainable development goals. The insights garnered here serve 

as a valuable foundation for future research, suggesting directions that could further illuminate 

the dynamic role of sustainability managers and the effective integration of sustainability 

practices across various corporate sectors. As this field evolves, exploring these themes will 

be vital to advancing the theoretical and practical understanding of corporate sustainable 

transformation.   
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