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ABSTRACT 

Since the link between organizations’ sustainability initiatives and effects from the societal 

environment has not been consistently established in the literature, this paper provides a 

conceptual framework to demonstrate the antecedents to the levels of sustainability initiatives 

undertaken by firms. Taking insights from institutional theory, it proposes that the relationship 

between the sustainability determinants and the level of sustainability initiatives is mediated by 

coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphic pressures. Moreover, it suggests that culture plays 

a significant role in moderating the extent to which the various types of isomorphic pressures on 

firms may influence the levels of firms’ sustainability initiatives. The implications of the 

framework are discussed in the light of encouraging sustainability initiatives and overall 

sustainable development in various cultural settings as well as undertaking future research to 

enhance the framework and its applicability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the last couple of decades, businesses and their stakeholders have shown an increased 

focus on and interest in exploring sustainability development and even business responsibility 

(Hahn, Figge, Aragón-Correa, & Sharma, 2015; Klein & Hauff, 2009) based on the notion that 

businesses, in addition to focusing on profits, have a responsibility for creating environmental 

and social benefits (McWilliams et al., 2016; Hubbard, 2009). The United Nations (UN) Global 

Compact, launched in 2000, is a noteworthy initiative to encourage organizations further in this 

direction. With over 12,000 signatories (around 8000 businesses and 4000 non-businesses), it is 

the largest corporate sustainability initiative in the world based on voluntary participation. 

Through their membership, organizations commit themselves to “align their operations and 

strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of human rights, labour, 

environment and anti-corruption, and to take action in support of UN goals and issues” (UN 

Global Compact, 2013).  

 The focus of sustainable management is on analyzing firms’ performance based on 

achieving the triple bottom line: social, environmental, and financial outcomes (Gawel, 2012; 

Gupta & Kumar, 2013). Adopting sustainability initiatives can provide firms with several forms 

of benefits, including a positive image, enhanced trust from stakeholders, efficiency in resource 

management, a competitive advantage, superior returns on investments, and profitability (Chen, 

2010; Dangelico & Pujari, 2010; Russo & Fouts, 1997; Shrivastava, 1995; Szekely & Knirsch, 

2005). However, maximizing financial performance has been a traditional focus of businesses. 

This profit maximization focus is institutionalized, and it has been suggested that without 

regulatory obligations fewer companies may be motivated to adopt sustainability initiatives and 

practices voluntarily, since they involve ambiguities, challenges, and possibly negative short-

term financial implications (Williamson, Lynch-Wood, & Ramsay, 2006). 

Sustainability scholars have utilized different theoretical frameworks such as institutional 

theory among others to understand why and how sustainability initiatives emerge (Delmas, 2002; 

Hoffman, 2001) and how such efforts lead to different environmental, financial and market 

performance outcomes at the organizational level (Bansal, 2005; Bansal & Roth, 2000; Barnett 

& King, 2008; Chatterji & Toffel, 2010; Flammer, 2013; Klassen & McLaughlin, 1996; Russo & 

Harrison, 2005). Institutional theory is based on the concept that organizations are influenced by 

their ‘invisible’ institutional environment and are required to conform to the collective norms 
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and beliefs of the environment. In other words, organizations are expected to imitate 

environmental elements in their structure. Organizations must fit their institutional image to gain 

legitimacy and, hence, access to resources; therefore, the survival of organizations depends on 

adherence to institutionally defined rules and norms (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & 

Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2002).  

One of the main components of institutional theory is the concept of institutional 

isomorphism, or the extent to which organizations have to conform to institutional norms and 

become similar to other organizations to gain legitimacy (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Jennings 

and Zandbergen (1995) were amongst the first sustainability scholars to apply institutional theory 

to explain how concepts and practices that support organizational sustainability are developed 

and diffused among organizations. Others leveraged institutional theory by arguing that 

stakeholders impose coercive and normative pressures on organizations that motivate 

sustainability practices (Delmas, 2002; Hoffman, 2001). Delmas and Toffel (2004) sought to 

further assess how the interaction between institutional pressures and organizational 

characteristics leads to heterogeneity in the adoption of sustainability practices by organizations 

within an industry. 

Despite the growing literature on organizational sustainability, scholars have directed less 

attention to comparative international work. This limited existing work primarily focuses on 

comparing the sustainability practices between two or more countries (Jackson & Apostolakau, 

2010; Rao, 2000). In addition, these studies do not directly examine the influence of national 

culture on sustainability practices (Tata & Prasad, 2015). The few studies that include culture as 

a variable show inconsistent findings. While Husted (2005) found that cultural values such as 

individualism positively influence sustainability, Waldman et al.’s (2006) work reveals that 

individualism negative influences sustainability. Lack of research examining how differences in 

national cultural beliefs and values influence organization’s willingness to pursue sustainability 

practices represents a gap in the sustainability literature.    

The focus of this paper is on incorporating insights from institutional theory to 

understand the drivers and determinants that may have an impact on the levels of sustainability 

initiatives undertaken by organizations. Furthermore, although management research has not yet 

explicitly addressed the way culture affects institutions and vice-versa (Giorgi, Lockwood, &  

Glynn, 2015), there is less doubt that both interact with each other in some way (Pedersen & 



 

4 

 

Dobbin, 2006; Aten & Howard-Grenville, 2012). Since national culture plays a prominent role in 

shaping management practices, perceptions, and organizational behavior (e.g. Laurent, 1983; 

Newman & Nollen, 1996; Schein, 1996), this paper also highlights the role of culture in 

influencing the levels of sustainability initiatives as well as firms’ responses to the antecedents to 

the sustainability initiative levels. 

 Despite the impressive amount of work undertaken by international business scholars to 

understand the role of rising coercive, normative and mimetic pressures underlying motivations 

for sustainability (Christmann & Taylor, 2001; Christmann, 2004), little work has focused on 

understanding the role of culture or cultural responses in three types of isomorphism—(a) 

coercive isomorphism, or isomorphism as a result of formal and informal pressures exerted by 

the government, society, and other organizations on which organizations are dependent; (b) 

mimetic isomorphism, or isomorphism achieved as a result of imitation of other firms (especially 

large, powerful, and successful firms and particularly in the event of uncertainty and ambiguity); 

and (c) normative isomorphism, or similarity in organizational forms as a result of 

professionalization or pressure to conform to norms to demonstrate professionalism (DiMaggio 

& Powell, 1983). 

 Thus, one of the purposes of this paper is to understand how institutional theory and the 

concept of isomorphism can be sources of theoretical pinning to understand firms’ motivations to 

undertake sustainability initiatives and to fill the void in the extant literature by discussing 

organizational cultural differences in response to different isomorphic processes affecting the 

levels of sustainability initiatives. In particular, this paper seeks to explore conceptually the 

following research questions: 

(1) What are the factors or determinants that may exert isomorphic pressures on 

organizations to undertake sustainability initiatives? 

(2) How do firms respond to and interact with different types of isomorphic pressures? 

(3) How do cultural dimensions influence the organizational commitment to undertaking 

sustainability initiatives? 

We build a comprehensive framework that can be used to determine how different types of 

isomorphic pressures may motivate organizations in different cultural settings to undertake 

various sustainability initiatives. The model proposed in this paper adds two important lenses—

those of the roles of institutional forces and cultural backgrounds—to our understanding of the 



 

5 

 

determinants of sustainability initiatives undertaken by organizations. Such a focus has received 

somewhat limited attention in the extant management literature on sustainability. The 

relationships of interest for the present study are depicted in Figure 1. Derived from the 

literature, Figure 1 shows determinants of sustainability, which, through different types of 

isomorphic pressures, influence the level of sustainability initiatives undertaken by firms. At the 

same time, since sustainability may be context specific, with national culture playing a 

significant role, we examine how culture interacts with isomorphism. Accordingly, in the next 

chapter we consider the sources of a firms’ motivation for engaging in sustainability initiatives. 

Next, we argue that sustainability determinants trigger isomorphic pressures which influence the 

motivation of the firm to strive for legitimacy, market success and internal improvement. 

Furthermore, we reason that societal norms and values can influence certain aspects of the 

motivation of firms to engage in sustainability initiatives. We hope that the model can provide 

insights with respect to enhancing the focus on sustainability initiatives in various cultural 

settings. 

------------------------------------------------------  

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

----------------------------------------------------- 

 

THEORY DEVELOPMENT AND PROPOSITIONS 

Motivation for sustainability 

Based on the literature discussing the reasons for organizations to engage in sustainability 

initiatives, conventional classifications of the motivations for sustainability include legitimacy, 

market success, and internal improvement (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Darnall, 2003; Epstein, 2008; 

Windolph, Harms, & Schaltegger, 2014).  

 Legitimacy. Gaining or maintaining legitimacy has been described as the key motivator 

for organizations to implement sustainability (Bansal, 2005; Bansal & Roth, 2000; Scott, 2014). 

As the actions of organizations are judged in reference to constructed value, norm, and belief 

systems of communities that are affected by the organizations’ actions, organizations strive to be 

accepted or approved within their respective communities. Thus, for Suchman (1995), striving 

for legitimacy is driven by the desire to be perceived properly and appropriately or even 

desirably. Black and Härtel (2004) point out the community values being influenced by recent 
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sustainability-related legislation with which organizations need to comply to maintain 

legitimacy. Johansen and Nielsen (2012) regard sustainability as a type of story-telling that 

organizations engage in, driven by isomorphic pressures towards the achievement of legitimacy 

as the key concern.   

 Market Success. The motivation for caring about sustainability to succeed in the market, 

measured by turnover increases, competitiveness, or brand values, is relatively new, since in the 

1990s societal and legislative aspects played a predominant role. The basic assumption behind 

this motivation is that consumers reward organizations by purchasing their products and 

investors may reward them by their investment decisions (Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011; Ditlev-

Simonsen & Midttun, 2011). Considering sustainability issues explicitly in product development 

can result in a unique selling proposition that appeals to certain consumer groups or even 

expands into new customer segments (Ditlev-Simonsen & Midttun, 2011; Dunphy, Griffiths, & 

Benn, 2007). Socially responsible investment is a capital market segment that has grown quickly 

during the last decade, driven by investment managers building their stock portfolios by 

explicitly considering and selecting sustainable investments (Kempf & Osthoff, 2007; Schueth, 

2003).  

Internal Improvement. The optimization of processes along the (global) supply chain can result 

in substantial cost savings through the reduction of resource consumption and costs (Bansal, 

2005; von Weizsäcker, Hargroves, & Smith, 2009). However, higher levels of resource 

efficiencies can only be reached if all the units within the supply chain are orchestrated towards 

meeting the sustainability targets. For example, the purchasing department must source from 

suppliers with sustainability policies in place, buy only recycled materials, or pay attention to 

minimizing the packaging materials within the material flow (Carter & Jennings, 2004; Gold, 

Seuring, & Beske, 2010). The production management should continuously strive to improve the 

production processes in terms of material and energy efficiency (Epstein, 2008). Further, from a 

human resource management point of view, it has been argued that employees working for 

sustainability-driven organizations show greater work motivation, leave the company less 

frequently, and ascribe a higher level of attractiveness to the organization as a whole (Daily & 

Huang, 2001; Moon, 2007). 

 However, while the arguments of all three categories identified above appear to be 

convincing, they may not be equally valid in all parts of the world. They may carry the flavor of 
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being shaped by the trends and desires of sophisticated actors in industrialized and economically 

developed societies. The situation in developing countries may be different. Of the three, the 

legitimation argument especially is embedded in a context of certain value, norm, and belief 

systems that moderate the legitimation needs of an organization. On the contrary, value, norm, 

and belief systems are an integral part of the cultural system of a country and influence how 

people utilize resources and are willing to engage in sustainable practices (Cohen & Nelson, 

1994; Park, Russell, & Lee, 2007; Tata & Prasad, 2015). Hence, “sustainability may be context 

specific, with national culture playing a significant role” (Tata & Prasad, 2015: 279).  

 However, as legitimation needs are closely linked to isomorphic pressures, which we will 

discuss in the next step, the way in which culture interacts with isomorphism is under-researched 

so far. With this framework we begin to fill this gap, as it has important implications not only 

from a theoretical point of view but also for questions relevant to managerial practice relating, 

for example, to the barriers that organizations face when implementing sustainable initiatives 

globally, the success factors of sustainability initiatives in different economies, or the role that 

informal institutions (i.e. norms and beliefs) play in moderating the implementation of 

sustainability initiatives.    

 

Institutional Theory and Isomorphism 

Adherence to institutionalized rules to gain legitimacy causes the organizations within an 

industry to become similar or isomorphic. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) claim that isomorphism 

legitimates (the concept is also tested empirically by Deephouse, 1996). 

 While institutionalized rules may put pressure on firms to become isomorphic, Meyer and 

Rowan (1977) define the formal structure as “myth and ceremony,” suggesting that 

institutionalized rules usually conflict with efficiency and many organizations try to buffer 

themselves from the demands of these rules by decoupling their formal structure and actual work 

routines and maintaining “a logic of confidence and good faith” to avoid monitoring. They also 

hypothesize a positive relationship between levels of modernization and rationalization in the 

institutional structure. In a more recent paper, Deephouse (1999) addresses the dilemma faced by 

firms: to be different and competitive or to be isomorphic and gain legitimacy. The author offers 

the theory of “strategic balance” as a solution, suggesting that firms should employ moderate 

levels of differentiation and similarity for optimal efficiency. Further, Oliver (1991) suggests that 
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firms are less likely to resist institutional isomorphic pressures when there are lower levels of: (a) 

perceived social legitimacy or economic gain that can be achieved by following institutional 

norms, (b) dependence of firms on resources in the external environment, (c) legal coercion 

behind the institutional norms, and (d) consistency of the institutional rules with the 

organizational goals. However, Abrahamson and Fairchild (1999) offer an interesting perspective 

on the concept of isomorphism. In their study of management fashion life cycles, the authors 

suggest that organizations adopt particular norms to remain “fashionable.” According to their 

model, the prominent factors that exert positive pressure on the popularity of management 

fashions include the management knowledge about entrepreneurial promotions, the extent of 

diffusion of the decision to adopt a fashion, the collapse of an existing fashion within the niche, 

the presence of a performance gap within the niche, and the adoption and acceptance of the 

fashion by powerful or prominent organizations. 

 In summary, the literature on institutional theory and isomorphism suggests that, to gain 

legitimacy, organizations should adopt institutionalized norms (and fashions). However, the 

institutionalized rules may interfere with the organizational efficiency. Thus, organizations may 

differ with respect to their preference for adhering to institutional norms and achieving 

isomorphism (for a comprehensive overview of isomorphism in connection to institutional 

theory, see Scott, 2014). 

 

Sustainability Determinants as Sources of Isomorphic Pressures 

The institutional theory literature offers insightful suggestions with respect to the sources of each 

type of isomorphism as well as to its links to sustainability (Amran & Haniffa, 2011; Rika, 

2009). According to the literature, coercive isomorphism results from formal and informal 

pressures exerted by the government, society, and other organizations on which organizations are 

dependent. Specifically, the level of coercive isomorphism is influenced by factors such as 

government regulations, industry regulations, and regulations composed of cultural norms and 

values and imposed by societal pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Oliver, 1991; Rosenzweig 

& Singh, 1991). Williamson et al. (2006) suggest that regulations can be the most critical driver 

of corporate social responsibility behaviors, as opposed to a voluntary action framework. Thus, 

based on the insights obtained from the extant literature, we propose that government and 

industry regulations, as well as societal pressures with respect to sustainability, will impose 
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coercive pressure on firms to undertake sustainability initiatives. Thus, we put forward the 

following proposition. 

 

Proposition 1(a-c): The sustainability regulations imposed by (a) the government, (b) industry 

and legal stakeholders, and (c) societal norms and cultural expectations positively influence 

the level of coercive isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives. 

 

 Mimetic isomorphism is defined as imitation of other firms (especially large, powerful, 

and successful firms) in the event of uncertainty and ambiguity, and it is positively influenced by 

the levels of relationship-oriented socialization (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Based on this 

concept, we propose that relationship-oriented socialization with organizations and stakeholders 

that have high levels of corporate social responsibility orientation positively influences the level 

of mimetic isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives. 

 Moreover, if organizations have strong alliance partners with a corporate social 

responsibility cultural orientation, this will also positively influence the level of mimetic 

isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives. Since organizational uncertainty 

and crises positively influence the imitation behavior of firms (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), we 

further propose that organizational uncertainty and crises with respect to image and reputation 

positively influence the level of mimetic isomorphic pressure to imitate the best environmental 

practices for undertaking sustainability initiatives, since undertaking such initiatives is shown to 

influence the organizational reputation positively (Chen, 2010). However, since the adoption of 

sustainability practices may negatively influence the short-term financial performance 

(Williamson et al., 2006), we also propose that organizational uncertainty and crises associated 

with financial performance negatively influence the level of mimetic isomorphic pressure for 

undertaking sustainability initiatives. The above-mentioned three proposals lead to the following 

propositions: 

 

Proposition 1d: Relationship-oriented socialization with organizations and stakeholders 

having high levels of corporate social responsibility orientation positively influences the level 

of mimetic isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives. 
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Proposition 1e: Alliance partners’ corporate social responsibility cultural orientation 

positively influences the level of mimetic isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability 

initiatives. The relationship is further strengthened by the alliance partners’ high relative 

power status. 

 

Proposition 1f: Organizational uncertainty and crises with respect to financial performance 

negatively influence the level of mimetic isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability 

initiatives, while organizational uncertainty and crises with respect to image and reputation 

positively influence the level of mimetic isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability 

initiatives. 

 

 Normative isomorphism can be defined as pressure to conform to professional standards, 

and it is influenced by expectations to adhere to standards of professionalism. As such, the extant 

literature suggests that normative isomorphism is influenced by factors such as the level of 

modernization, level of commercial-based socialization, and reliance on academic credentials for 

hiring (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Hannan & Freeman, 1984; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 

1991). As opposed to regulatory or social pressure, normative pressure is embedded in the 

concepts of freedom and democracy to implant professional expectations and thus gain 

legitimacy. In the light of this literature, we propose that commercial-based socialization of 

organizations with organizations and stakeholders that have high levels of corporate social 

responsibility orientation positively influences the level of normative isomorphic pressure for 

undertaking sustainability initiatives. Moreover, the top management team’s professional 

background, education, and exposure to sustainable management, coupled with corporate social 

responsibility and ethical cultural orientations, positively influence the level of normative 

isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives (Amran & Haniffa, 2011). Hence, 

we put forward the following propositions. 

 

Proposition 1g: Commercial-based socialization with organizations and stakeholders that 

have high levels of corporate social responsibility orientation positively influences the level of 

normative isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives. 
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Proposition 1h: The top management team’s professional background, education, and 

exposure to sustainable management positively influence the level of normative isomorphic 

pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives.  

 

Proposition 1i: Corporate social responsibility and ethical cultural orientations positively 

influence the level of normative isomorphic pressure for undertaking sustainability initiatives. 

 

Table 1 presents a summary of the ideas presented in Proposition 1. It features the three 

isomorphic pressures presented in the previous chapter and allocates to them the respective 

determinants of sustainability derived from the literature described in this chapter.  

 

------------------------------------------------------ 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Finally, based on the insights offered by the institutional theory literature discussed earlier, the 

framework proposed in this paper suggests that coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures will 

mediate the relationship between the antecedents of sustainability and the levels of sustainability 

initiatives undertaken by firms. In other words, the extent to which sustainability determinants 

may influence sustainability initiatives depends on the extent to which the determinants are able 

to exert isomorphic pressures on firms. Thus, we propose: 

 

Proposition 2: The relationship between the sustainability determinants identified in Proposition 

1 and the levels of sustainability initiatives undertaken by firms is mediated by the levels of 

coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphic pressures on firms in a way. 

 

Role of Culture   

Culture-related research in the sustainability literature has pointed out that organizational 

response to environmental degradation is most likely to be affected by the cultural environment 

in which organizations are embedded (Husted, 2005). Hofstede (2001) defines national culture as 
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a set of shared beliefs, values and goals that guide human activity (Hofstede, 2001). Hofstede’s 

model of culture is widely accepted, used and an influential model of a nation-centered cultural 

framework (Steenkamp 2001; Dwyer et al. 2005).   

Though economists tend to define the terms institutions and culture differently (Tabellini, 

2008), institutional scholars regard culture as an integral part of institutions (e.g. Scott, 2014).  

In this paper, in line with the current trend, we adopt an open-system view (Weber and Dacin, 

2011) and regard culture as embedded in institutions, hence interrelated and mutually influencing 

each other. However, in relation to sustainability initiatives, this link, that we regard important, 

has not been investigated in detail yet. Societal and cultural values influence the way in which 

people make use of their natural resources and their readiness to engage in sustainability 

practices. Hence, organizations need to take sociocultural differences into account when 

attempting to implement sustainability initiatives, as these differences translate into deviations in 

the interpretation and evaluation of sustainability initiatives (Cohen & Nelson, 1994; Tata & 

Prasad, 2015). We examine the original four dimensions of national culture proposed by 

Hofstede (1980, 1991) i.e. individualism–collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, power distance, 

masculinity–femininity along with the two additional cultural dimensions, namely, long-term 

orientation and indulgence-restraint (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). We argue that these 

six dimensions of culture (Appendix A shows the highest and lowest scoring 10 respectively) can 

play a significant role in influencing firms’ propensity to undertake sustainability initiatives. 

 Individualism–collectivism. While the extant literature suggests that collectivistic cultures 

possess a greater propensity to form “cooperative ventures” to act to pursue and nurture shared 

interests, and thus exhibit greater levels of sustainability (Park et al., 2007), it also argues that 

individualistic cultures possess a greater propensity to form voluntary associations with widely 

dispersed groups as opposed to the culturally enforced and restrictive associations imposed in 

collectivistic settings, allowing a more favorable environment to support sustainability initiatives 

(Husted, 2005). Based on the evidence that environmental groups and stakeholders paying 

attention to sustainability concerns are more widespread in individualistic cultures (Husted, 

2005; Katz, Swanson, & Nelson, 2001), we propose that firms in individualistic cultures 

undertake more sustainability initiatives in general. 

 Laws and regulations play an important role in all types of institutional environments. For 

example, Murtha and Lenway (1994) suggest that government policies on industrial strategies 
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can impose institutionalized pressures on the strategies of multinational firms in various types of 

institutional environments. Similarly, Rosenzweig and Singh (1991) conduct a study to evaluate 

the organizational environments of MNEs and the effects of the dilemma that they face in terms 

of pressure to achieve isomorphism with the local institutional environment while maintaining 

consistency within the organization. They argue that “because legal and cultural factors are often 

specific to a nation, the concept of institutional environments is implicitly congruent with 

national boundaries” (342). It is interesting to note that, according to the authors, the coercive 

pressure for isomorphism is the strongest pressure faced by MNE subsidiaries. 

 Thus, when isomorphic pressures for undertaking sustainability initiatives are present, we 

also propose that firms in individualistic and collectivistic contexts respond differently to 

different isomorphic pressures. Institutional laws and rules are largely governed by industry 

standards and norms imposed by, e.g. registered associations (i.e. ‘legal stakeholders’, in 

individualistic societies. However, in collectivistic societies cultural and societal norms have a 

comparatively greater impact on the institutional environment to achieve harmony and balance 

between the societal norms and the work environment (Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Triandis, 1989b). 

Furthermore, individualistic societies in general place more emphasis on individual freedom than 

collectivistic societies, and governments intervene less in individualistic countries than in 

collectivistic countries (Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Murtha & Lenway, 1994; Triandis, 1989b). 

 Since the regulations imposed by industry and legal stakeholders, government 

intervention, and the regulations imposed by society all contribute positively to the level of 

coercive isomorphism, it is proposed that individualistic and collectivistic societies both respond 

to coercive isomorphic pressure. While industry regulations are the major source of coercive 

isomorphism in individualistic societies, the major sources of coercive isomorphism in 

collectivistic societies are government policies and societal norms. However, individualistic 

societies place greater emphasis on individual freedom, democracy, commercial-based 

socialization, and professionalism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Luo, 1997; 

Morris, Davis, & Allen, 1994; Peterson, 1988); hence, we also propose that firms in 

individualistic contexts demonstrate lower levels of response to mimetic isomorphic pressure but 

higher levels of response to normative isomorphic pressure than firms in collectivistic contexts. 

We assume that the national culture with respect to individualism–collectivism influences the 

level of sustainability initiatives undertaken by firms such that:  
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Proposition 3a: Firms in individualistic cultures will undertake greater levels of sustainability 

initiatives than firms in collectivistic cultures. 

 

Proposition 3b: Firms in individualistic cultures will demonstrate higher levels of 

sustainability initiatives in response to coercive isomorphic pressure from industry and legal 

stakeholders, whereas firms in collectivistic cultures will demonstrate higher levels of 

sustainability initiatives in response to coercive isomorphic pressure from government 

interventions and societal expectations.  

 

Proposition 3c: Firms in individualistic cultures will demonstrate lower levels of sustainability 

initiatives in response to mimetic isomorphic pressure than firms in collectivistic cultures. 

 

Proposition 3d: Firms in individualistic cultures will demonstrate higher levels of 

sustainability initiatives in response to normative isomorphic pressure than firms in 

collectivistic cultures. 

 

 Uncertainty avoidance. The uncertainty avoidance dimension refers to the extent to 

which a culture tolerates high levels of uncertainty and ambiguity and therefore risks (Hofstede, 

1980, 1991). While it has been suggested that firms in contexts involving higher levels of 

uncertainty avoidance tend to undertake more sustainability initiatives to minimize the 

possibility of environmental risks (Park et al., 2007), a low uncertainty avoidance context 

provide organizations with greater empowerment and freedom to focus on social and 

environmental issues as opposed to being confined to following regulations imposed by 

bureaucracies (Husted, 2005). Based on the notion that undertaking sustainability initiatives 

involves tolerance of risk and ambiguities, since it may force organizations to challenge the 

established and proven institutionalized norms as well as dealing with the longer-term period of 

uncertainty associated with having to wait to realize the return on investments in sustainability 

initiatives, we propose that the latter view that firms in low uncertainty avoidance cultures 

undertake greater levels of sustainability initiatives than firms in high uncertainty avoidance 

cultures holds greater appeal within the context of the proposed framework. 
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 In the presence of isomorphic pressures to undertake sustainability initiatives, we also 

propose that uncertainty avoidance will moderate the influence of the various types of 

isomorphic pressures on the propensity to undertake sustainability initiatives. Firms in contexts 

with a greater preference for uncertainty avoidance (compared with firms in low uncertainty 

avoidance contexts) will respond more strongly to high levels of coercive and normative 

isomorphism, since the preference for uncertainty avoidance can compel organizations to rely 

more heavily on rules, regulations, and industry standards to avoid the negative consequences 

and exposure associated with non-compliance. Firms in high uncertainty avoidance contexts also 

respond more strongly to mimetic isomorphic pressure, since, as discussed earlier, mimetic 

isomorphism is strongest in the case of situations involving ambiguity and uncertainty 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The national culture with respect to uncertainty avoidance 

influences the level of sustainability initiatives undertaken by firms such that: 

 

Proposition 4a: Firms in low uncertainty avoidance cultures will undertake greater levels of 

sustainability initiatives than firms in high uncertainty avoidance cultures. 

  

Proposition 4b: Firms in cultures with high levels of uncertainty avoidance will demonstrate 

higher levels of sustainability initiatives in response to coercive isomorphic pressure than 

firms in cultures with low levels of uncertainty avoidance. 

 

Proposition 4c: Firms in cultures with high levels of uncertainty avoidance will demonstrate 

higher levels of sustainability initiatives in response to mimetic isomorphic pressure than firms 

in cultures with low levels of uncertainty avoidance. 

 

Proposition 4d: Firms in cultures with high levels of uncertainty avoidance will demonstrate 

higher levels of sustainability initiatives in response to normative isomorphic pressure than 

firms in cultures with low levels of uncertainty avoidance. 

 

 Power distance. This dimension of culture involves the societal tolerance of unequal 

distribution of power and autocratic leadership (Hofstede, 1980, 1991). Reliance on authority to 

make important decisions, bureaucracy, and a lack of opportunity to challenge assumptions are 
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characteristics of higher power distance contexts. We propose that such characteristics restrict 

firms’ ability to undertake debates and challenges associated with focusing on social and 

environmental issues; therefore, we suggest that firms in low power distance-oriented cultures 

enjoy greater freedom to undertake sustainability initiatives than firms in high power distance-

oriented cultures, which may be restricted by the bureaucracy in the environment from engaging 

in the levels of freedom and exploration required to undertake sustainable initiatives. 

 However, since firms face greater pressure to follow rules and regulations in high power 

distance contexts and have a greater incentive to mimic strong and powerful firms (Calori, 

Lubatkin, Very, & Veiga, 1997; Hofstede, 1980, 1991), we also propose that when isomorphic 

pressures for sustainability are already present, firms in higher power distance contexts tend to 

respond more strongly to coercive and mimetic pressures, while firms in lower power distance 

contexts may respond more favorably to normative pressure to conform to professional standards 

or even engage in commercial-based socialization to lobby or form networks to promote 

sustainability efforts as opposed to adopting the standards dictated by authority. The national 

culture with respect to power distance influences the level of sustainability initiatives undertaken 

by firms such that: 

 

Proposition 5a: Firms in low power distance-oriented cultures will undertake greater levels of 

sustainability initiatives than firms in high power distance-oriented cultures. 

 

Proposition 5b: Firms in cultures with high levels of power distance will demonstrate higher 

levels of sustainability initiatives in response to coercive isomorphic pressure than firms in 

cultures with low levels of power distance. 

 

Proposition 5c: Firms in cultures with high levels of power distance will demonstrate higher 

levels of sustainability initiatives in response to mimetic isomorphic pressure than firms in 

cultures with low levels of power distance. 

 

Proposition 5d: Firms in cultures with high levels of power distance will demonstrate lower 

levels of sustainability initiatives in response to normative isomorphic pressure than firms in 

cultures with low levels of power distance. 
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 Masculinity–femininity. While there is empirical evidence on gender differences in 

environmental awareness (Hines et al., 1987; Zelezny, et al., 2000), Hofstede (1991) identifies 

masculinity with terms such as material success, progress, equity, competition, and ambition 

while describing femininity in terms of factors such as nurturing, caring, interpersonal 

relationships, and quality of life. Further, Hofstede sees a direct connection between masculinity 

and material possessions by arguing that masculine values tend to favor economic advancement 

over environmental concerns (2001). Similarly, Franz-Balsen (2014) argue that conventional 

“norms of masculinity are clearly in tension with the ethical, ecological and social implications 

of sustainable development (…)” (Franz-Balsen, 2014: 1973). It is believed that a focus on 

economic growth, by trend rather typical for cultures with pronounced masculine values, often 

causes a reduced commitment to sustainable development initiatives and environmentally 

friendly technologies may be slower adapted and existing environmental problems may receive 

lower priorities to get solved (Husted, 2005; Palmer et al., 1995).  

 Since the triple-bottom-line focus associated with sustainability involves shifting from 

only material or financial benefits to incorporating social and environmental benefits as well, we 

propose that firms in feminine cultural contexts have a greater propensity to undertake 

sustainability initiatives than firms in masculine contexts, which tend to focus more on material 

goals associated with financial growth (Husted, 2005; Park et al., 2007). 

 However, we also propose that, when isomorphic pressures for sustainability are already 

present, firms in masculine contexts tend to respond more strongly to coercive and normative 

pressures, since these pressures are embedded in coercion and purely commercial-based 

interests, which may be more appealing in masculine contexts, while firms in feminine contexts 

respond more strongly to mimetic pressure, since mimetic isomorphism is more embedded in 

relationship-oriented pressure, which may have greater appeal in feminine contexts than in 

masculine contexts. The national culture with respect to masculinity–femininity influences the 

level of sustainability initiatives undertaken by firms such that: 

 

Proposition 6a: Firms in feminine cultures will undertake greater levels of sustainability 

initiatives than firms in masculine cultures. 
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Proposition 6b: Firms in cultures with high masculinity levels will demonstrate higher levels 

of sustainability initiatives in response to coercive isomorphic pressure than firms in feminine 

cultures. 

 

Proposition 6c: Firms in cultures with high masculinity levels will demonstrate lower levels of 

sustainability initiatives in response to mimetic isomorphic pressure than firms in feminine 

cultures. 

  

Proposition 6d: Firms in cultures with high masculinity levels will demonstrate higher levels 

of sustainability initiatives in response to normative isomorphic pressures than firms in 

feminine cultures. 

 

 Long-term orientation. This dimension was developed and added to better take East 

Asian values into account. It “was composed from a values inventory suggested by Eastern 

minds, which only partly covered the themes judged important in the West and it appears to be 

based on items reminiscent of the teachings of Confucius” (Hofstede, 2001: 351). Thus, this 

dimension is also termed as ‘Confucian dynamism’ (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). Nations scoring 

high on this dimension, i.e. long-term oriented societies are characterized as being more 

pragmatic and future oriented. They are assumed to encourage thrift and efforts that prioritize 

learning and education in order to prepare for the future. Long-term oriented societies emphasize 

persistence and status in relationships and regard personal adaptability and compliance 

important. On the contrary, Hofstede names societies that score low on this dimension, i.e. that 

are rather short-term oriented by focusing on the past and present, normative societies. Typically, 

these societies “prefer to maintain time-honored traditions and norms while viewing societal 

change with suspicion” (Hofstede, 2016).  

 Short-term oriented societies tend to focus on quick results, personal status in 

relationships is not regarded important and people tend to believe in absolutes about good and 

evil. As long-term oriented societies emphasize persistence and enforce conformity to societal 

norms, sustainability initiatives may be not initiated proactively. Hence, firms in short-term 

oriented cultures would undertake more sustainability initiatives in general. It is well 

documented that the East Asian developmental model (‘Confucian capitalism’) is to a great 
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extent based on respective governments making decisions guiding industrial strategy and 

organizations executing these strategies (Lew, 2013; World Bank, 1993).  

 As long-term orientation is typically pronounced in (East) Asian countries, it is likely that 

long-term oriented societies will demonstrate higher levels of sustainability initiatives in case of 

coercive pressures initiated by the government. Also, as many large corporations follow 

international best practices, imitation, especially in times of uncertainly is likely to be regarded 

as a viable option of conduct. Hence, in response to mimetic isomorphic pressures, long term-

oriented societies will demonstrate higher levels of sustainability initiatives. However, in case of 

responding to normative pressures, short-term oriented societies may be more open towards 

sustainability initiatives as normative pressures are more compatible with honoring laws, 

regulations and traditions. The national culture with respect to long-term orientation influences 

the level of sustainability initiatives undertaken by firms such that: 

 

Proposition 7a: Firms in short-term oriented cultures will undertake greater levels of 

sustainability initiatives than firms in long-term oriented cultures. 

 

Proposition 7b: Firms in cultures scoring high on the long-term orientation will demonstrate 

higher levels of sustainability initiatives in response to coercive isomorphic pressure than 

firms in short-term oriented cultures. 

 

Proposition 7c: Firms in cultures scoring high on the long-term orientation will demonstrate 

higher levels of sustainability initiatives in response to mimetic isomorphic pressure than firms 

in short-term oriented cultures. 

 

Proposition 7d: Firms in short-term oriented cultures will demonstrate higher levels of 

sustainability initiatives in response to normative isomorphic pressures than firms in long-term 

oriented cultures. 

 

 Indulgence-restraint. This dimension relates to hedonistic and happiness-related ideals 

within a society. It is a rather new dimension that was added in 2010, and as such in comparison 

to other dimensions it is under researched, especially when compared to the individualism-
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collectivism dimension. Per definition, according to Hofstede (2011) “indulgence stands for a 

society that allows relatively free gratification of basic and natural human desires related to 

enjoying life and having fun. Restraint stands for a society that controls gratification of needs 

and regulates it by means of strict social norms” (Hofstede, 2011: 15). Characteristically in 

indulgent societies people declare themselves to be very happy, whereas in restrained societies 

these are fewer. Further, in indulgent societies a perception of personal life control prevails, 

contrary to a perception of helplessness. Moreover, freedom of speech is seen as important and 

more people are actively involved in sports. Also, maintaining order in the nation is not given a 

high priority. All this is neither as pronounced nor typical in restrained societies (Hofstede et al., 

2010; Hofstede, 2011).  

 As people normally take actions to maintain or increase happiness (Tkach & 

Lyubomirsky, 2006) acting in a sustainable way is found to significantly influence the level of 

happiness (Corral-Verdugo, Mireles-Acosta, Tapia-Fonllem, & Fraijo-Sing, 2011). Hence, firms 

in indulgent cultures are more likely to be driven towards sustainability initiatives than firms in 

restrained cultures. Moreover, as indulgent cultures are not only described as being happy but 

also exhibit hedonistic ideals that lead to happiness, including mindsets of proactivism, leniency 

and openness, we argue that the three isomorphic pressures (coercive, mimetic and normative) 

may be pursued by firms in indulgent cultures with a higher level of enthusiasm as it leads to a 

higher level of happiness which is an ideal that indulgent cultures strive for. The national culture 

with respect to indulgence-restraint influences the level of sustainability initiatives undertaken by 

firms such that: 

 

Proposition 8a: Firms in indulgent cultures will undertake greater levels of sustainability 

initiatives than firms in restrained cultures. 

 

Proposition 8b: Firms in indulgent cultures will demonstrate higher levels of sustainability 

initiatives in response to coercive isomorphic pressure than firms in restraint cultures. 

 

Proposition 8c: Firms in indulgent cultures will demonstrate higher levels of sustainability 

initiatives in response to mimetic isomorphic pressure than firms in restraint cultures. 
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Proposition 8d: Firms in indulgent cultures will demonstrate higher levels of sustainability 

initiatives in response to normative isomorphic pressures than firms in restraint cultures. 

 

The ideas proposed in Propositions 3–8 are summarized in Table 2. 

 

------------------------------------------------------ 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

------------------------------------------------------ 

 

DISCUSSION 

 The authors hope that the framework presented in the paper can contribute to the 

literature on sustainability by offering insights from institutional theory and discussing cultural 

differences and responses to different isomorphic processes influencing firms’ sustainability 

initiative levels. The paper’s main contribution is to provide a framework that can be applied to 

investigate how various types of isomorphic pressures may motivate organizations in different 

cultural settings to undertake various sustainability initiatives or react to diverse opportunities 

and threats. Empirical tests of our proposed framework are warranted to be able to offer 

conclusive evidence of the applicability of our model. Yet, the validity of our propositions rely 

on the validity of Hofstede’s framework. Though the most popular and widely utilized 

framework it is not free of criticism. Thus, empirically testing the propositions would be an 

important opportunity for future research. 

 While sustainability orientation is an important determinant of sustainability-related 

behaviors future research may explore the influence of entrepreneurial orientation (Lumpkin & 

Dess, 1996; Miller, 1983) on the relationships proposed in the conceptual framework. The 

interesting aspect of entrepreneurial orientation can be seen in its potential ability to initiate new 

ways of thinking, breaking ties with old traditions and habits. These actions become especially 

important in transitional economies in which (often inefficient) official prescriptions and highly 

formalized procedures prevail. Often, however, the actors do not comply with these standards. 

For instance, Meyer and Rowan (1977) describe this behavior as decoupling, which occurs when 

the local demand for progress conflicts with the external pressures for conformity and 
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compliance. Hence, entrepreneurial orientation can be regarded as a special institution that 

initiates radical change and drives progress. As such, it needs to be understood better. 

 Another interesting research implication for future studies on this topic would be to study 

the location effects of MNCs operating in different cultural settings and observe how the firms 

adjust to the foreign institutional environment, especially if the isomorphic processes of the 

home and host countries are conflicting. It would also be interesting to observe the differences in 

firms’ responses to various buffering techniques used to decouple formal structures and work 

procedures (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2002) in different cultural contexts. 

 Further, it would be interesting to determine whether older and larger firms tend to have a 

greater ability to influence and dictate industry policies (and hence effect coercive isomorphism) 

in a collectivistic society than in an individualistic society and whether the inertial pressure due 

to age and size (Amburgey, Kelly, & Barnett, 1993; Hannan & Freeman, 1984) differs according 

to individualism–collectivism. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

Research that tries to explore culture-related phenomena of all kinds inevitably faces the 

challenge of precisely defining and categorizing culture in order to operationalize it for research. 

Since culture is a complex and dynamic construct, this is a challenging endeavor. In developing 

our conceptual framework we utilized the more recent six-dimensional model of culture by 

Hofstede. Though Hofstede’s model of culture is the most widely utilized and regarded an 

influential model of a nation-centered cultural framework (Steenkamp 2001; Dwyer et al. 2005), 

it has faced criticism. For instance, McSweeney (2002), among others, criticizes the way 

Hofstede conceptualized national culture and points out that culture exceeds political borders. 

Hence, nation states are not a suitable level of analysis. A similar argument was raised by 

DiMaggio (1997) who regards culture as a construct fragmented in nature across groups and 

national lines.  

Furthermore, Hofstede’s work has been criticized in terms of research methodology. It 

has been argued that questionnaire-based surveys are less suitable to ‘quantify’ a dynamic 

construct such as culture. Also, the corporate environment (i.e. IBM) in which the original data 

were gathered rather reflect corporate culture, not national culture. Finally, Hofstede’s data for 

the original (four-dimensional model) were gathered several decades ago and might be outdated 
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because culture changes, albeit slowly is a frequently discussedcriticism (Baskerville-Morley, 

2005).  

Hofstede’s framework is not the only model that is criticized. The more recent GLOBE 

(Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness) framework (House et al. 2004) 

has been criticized for its approach of measuring values and practices at the same time, whereas 

Hofstede relies on values only, following the belief that values drive practices (comp. Hofstede, 

2001). Interestingly, the authors of the GLOBE study found a significant negative correlation in 

seven (out of nine) dimensions between values and practices and state that to them it is “unclear 

why the relationship should be negative rather than positive” (House et al. 2004: 729). Despite 

the flaws of the GLOBE framework (further details can be found in Maseland & Van Hoorn, 

2009), it received a lot of attention. Nevertheless, Hofstede’s framework continues to remain  

popular and is widely utilized across several disciplines (e.g. Yusoff et al. 2014; Wagner, 2009; 

Shah & Arjoon, 2015). With more than 40,000 citations of Hofstede’s book “Culture’s 

Consequences: International differences in work-related values” it is among the 25 most cited 

books in social sciences (Beugelsdijk et al., 2017: 30).  

 Besides the problems revealed in studies utilizing Hofstede and GLOBE framework, 

culture is by nature a complex, dynamic and multidimensional construct, difficult to quantify and 

thus to operationalize in empirical research. Since our conceptual framework is influenced by the 

quality of the underlying Hofstede framework, it might be beneficial to test larger clusters of 

countries (see Appendix A), rather than single countries allowing for variation between countries 

scoring high on the individualism scale. A single country test or comparison is not recommended 

as single countries may not be representative or suddenly become so. The USA for instance is 

classified as a highly individualistic country but the current government has, surprisingly, 

withdrawn from the climate change accord. So it is plausible that, contrary to expectations, the 

level of sustainability initiatives in US firms may lower. 

 A further limitation of this paper is its underlying assumption that organizations located 

in different types of cultures have orientations that mimic the cultural orientation. Thus, another 

interesting research implication for future studies would be to explore how firms deal with 

conflict between the national and the corporate culture orientation; for instance, it would be 

worthwhile exploring how an individualistic-oriented firm in a collectivistic society or a 
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collectivistic-oriented firm in an individualistic society may cope with the local institutional 

environment. 

 

 IMPLICATIONS 

As mentioned above, we believe our conceptual framework has interesting implications 

for practice while contributing to theory development. From a business strategy point of view, 

our work suggests that multinational enterprises might face barriers in designing and 

implementing sustainability initiatives on a global scale. When global sustainability initiatives 

are designed in centrally organized multinationals with global headquarters in developed markets 

with stringent sustainability regulations, a global rollout might be particularly difficult when host 

markets are culturally different from the home market where policies are created. This problem 

can be solved by setting up an inclusive task force with representatives and decision makers from 

all regions who participate in designing a global sustainability initiative that simultaneously 

considers success factors in different regions. Decision makers with a sound understanding of 

role of informal institutions (i.e. values, norms and beliefs) will play a very important role in the 

implementation of global sustainability initiatives.     

 This paper has conceptually explored the roles of cultural values and institutional theory, 

particularly the concept of isomorphism, to enhance our understanding of the motivators that 

may encourage firms’ investment in, or commitment to sustainable business practices. Future 

studies on the topic are encouraged to first and foremost test empirically the propositions 

suggested in the paper in light of the limitations of the popular Hofstede framework, as well as 

exploring the research avenues mentioned above to extend this line of inquiry. 

 

CONCLUSION 

At the outset we concentrated on three overarching research questions in reference to 

potential determinants exerting isomorphic pressures on organizations to undertake sustainability 

initiatives. Among others, we identified government intervention and standards and norms 

imposed by industry and stakeholders as well as societal expectations as the strongest. Next, we 

examined how firms respond to different types of isomorphic pressures and how cultural 

dimensions influence the organizational commitment to undertaking sustainability initiatives. In 

addressing these questions, our paper proposes that organizations in collectivistic societies are 
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more likely to react more strongly to higher levels of mimetic and coercive isomorphic pressures 

for undertaking sustainability but lower levels of normative isomorphic pressure compared with 

organizations in individualistic contexts. This proportion suggests that, while lobbying for more 

government regulations may be fruitful in encouraging sustainability in collectivistic cultures, 

striving to achieve enhanced industry professional standards e.g. offering training programs and 

certification may be more beneficial in individualistic contexts. 

 Further, we attempted to establish a connection between sustainability determinants and 

effects from the societal environment by focusing explicitly on the role that culture may play. 

While so far inconsistently established in the extant literature, the framework that we built can 

guide future research in determining how isomorphic pressures may motivate multinational firms 

in different cultural settings to undertake sustainability initiatives. In fact we believe that 

different cultural settings have some of the most interesting implications for the understanding of 

the barriers to engaging further in sustainability initiatives. The ways in which cultural 

differences affect isomorphic pressures and vice versa need to be understood better, not only by 

multinational firms acting in different cultural environments but also by international 

organizations, such as the United Nations and its Global Compact program, which try to 

encourage organizations to act more sustainably. The research program that we propose can 

serve as a springboard for future empirical studies in this direction. 
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TABLES & FIGURES 

 
 

 

TABLE 1 

Determinants of Sustainability in Exerting Coercive, Mimetic, or Normative Isomorphic Pressure 

(P1) 

 

 Coercive 

isomorphism 

Mimetic 

isomorphism 

Normative 

isomorphism 

Government interventions X   

Regulations imposed by industry/legal  

     stakeholders 
X   

Societal expectations X   

Relationship-oriented socialization  X  

Strategic alliance partners’ culture and power 

status 
 X  

Organizational uncertainty and crises  X  

Commercial-based socialization   X 

Top management team characteristics and 

exposure 
  X 

Corporate culture orientation   X 

 

 



 

 

TABLE 2  

Impact of Culture and Isomorphic Pressure on Sustainability Initiatives (P3–P8) 

 

 Individualistic-  

Collectivistic 

Contexts  

(P3) 

Uncertainty 

Avoidance 

Context  

(P4) 

Power 

Distance 

Context  

(P5) 

Masculinity-

Femininity 

Context  

(P6)  

Long-term 

Short-term 

Orientation 

Context 

(P7) 

Indulgence 

Context 

(P8) 

Impact of 

culture on 

sustainability 

initiatives 

Higher in 

individualistic 

context (P3a) 

Greater in low 

uncertainty 

contexts (P4a) 

Greater in low 

power distance 

contexts (P5a)  

Greater in 

feminine 

contexts (P6a) 

Greater in 

short-term 

oriented 

contexts (P7a) 

Greater in 

indulgent 

context (P8a) 

Moderating  

role of culture 

in coercive 

isomorphism- 

sustainability 

relationship 

Higher in 

individualistic 

context when 

imposed by 

industry/legal 

stakeholders 

(P3b). 

Higher in 

collectivistic 

contexts when 

imposed by 

government 

interventions and 

changing societal 

expectations (via 

education and 

exposure) (P3b). 

Higher in high 

uncertainty 

contexts (P4b) 

Higher in high 

power distance 

contexts (P5b) 

Higher in 

contexts with 

high 

masculinity 

levels (P6b) 

Higher in 

long-term 

oriented 

contexts 

(P7b) 

Higher in 

indulgent 

context (P8b) 

Moderating 

role of culture 

in mimetic 

isomorphism- 

sustainability 

relationship 

Lower in 

individualistic 

context (P3c) 

Higher in high 

uncertainty 

contexts (P4c) 

Higher in high 

power distance 

contexts (P5c) 

Lower in 

contexts with 

high 

masculinity 

levels (P6c) 

Higher in 

long-term 

oriented 

contexts (P7c) 

Higher in 

indulgent 

context (P8c) 

Moderating  

role of culture 

in normative 

isomorphism- 

sustainability 

relationship 

Higher in 

individualistic 

context (P3d) 

Higher in high 

uncertainty 

contexts (P4d) 

Lower in high 

power distance 

contexts (P5d) 

Higher in 

contexts with 

high 

masculinity 

levels (P6d) 

Higher in 

short-term 

oriented 

contexts 

(P7d) 

Higher in 

indulgent 

context (P8d) 



 

 

FIGURE 1 

Conceptual Model 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DETERMINANTS OF 
SUSTAINABILITY 
 

• Government intervention 

• Regulations imposed by 

industry/legal stakeholders 

• Societal expectations 

• Relationship-oriented  

socialization  

• Alliance partners’ culture 

and power status 

• Organizational 

uncertainty and crisis 

• Commercial-based 

socialization 

• Top management team 

characteristics and 

exposure 

• Corporate culture orientation 

ISOMORPHIC 

PRESSURE 

 
• Coercive 

• Mimic 

• Normative 

NATIONAL CULTURE 

 
• Individualism–collectivism 

• Uncertainty avoidance 

• Masculinity–femininity 

• Power distance 

• Long-term orientation 

• Indulgence-restraint 

 

 

LEVELS OF 

SUSTAINABILITY 

INITIATIVES 

P1 

P2 

P3 

P3-8 

MOTIVATION FOR 

SUSTAINABILITY 

 
• Legitimacy 

• Market success 

• Internal improvement 



 

 

APPENDIX A  

Hofstede’s 6-dimensional country scores (top/ bottom 10 respectively) 

 

 Power distance Individualism Masculinity Uncertainty 

avoidance 

Long term 

orientation 

Indulgence 

 Country (score) 

Top  

10 

 

Malaysia, Slovak  

   Rep (104) 

Guatemala, Panama  

   (95) 

Philippines (94)  

Russia (93) 

Romania (90)  

Serbia (86) 

Suriname (85) 

Mexico, Venezuela 

   (81) 

China, Arab 

   countries, 

   Bangladesh (80) 

Ecuador, Indonesia 

   (78) 

USA (91)  

Australia (90) 

Great Britain (89) 

Canada, Hungary, 

   Netherlands (80) 

New Zealand (79) 

Belgium Netherl.  

   (78) 

Italy (76) 

Belgium (75) 

Denmark (74) 

Canada French (73) 

Slovak Rep. (110) 

Japan (95) 

Hungary (88) 

Austria (79) 

Venezuela (73) 

Switzerland  

   German (72) 

Italy, Switzerland 

   (70) 

Mexico (69) 

Jamaica, Ireland 

   (68) 

China, Germany, 

   Great Britain (66) 

 

 

Greece (112) 

Portugal (104) 

Guatemala (101) 

Uruguay (100) 

Belgium Netherl. 

   (97) 

Malta (96) 

Russia (95) 

Belgium, El 

   Salvador (94) 

Belgium French, 

   Poland (93) 

Serbia, Japan, 

   Suriname (92) 

 

 

Korea South (100) 

Taiwan (93) 

Japan (88) 

China (87) 

Ukraine (86) 

Germany (83) 

Belgium, Lithuania, 

   Estonia (82) 

Belarus, Russia (81) 

Germany East (78) 

Slovak Rep. (77) 

 

Venezuela (100) 

Mexico (97) 

Puerto Rico (90) 

El Salvador (89) 

Nigeria (84) 

Colombia (83) 

Trinidad and Tobago 

   (80) 

Africa West (78) 

Ghana (72) 

New Zealand (75) 

Sweden (78) 

 

 

Bottom 

10 

Germany, Great 

   Britain, Costa 

   Rica (35) 

Switzerland (34) 

Finland (33) 

Norway, Sweden 

   (31) 

Ireland (28) 

Switzerland Germ. 

   (26) 

New Zealand (22) 

Denmark (18) 

Israel (13) 

Austria (11) 

 

Korea South (18) 

Taiwan (17) 

Tobago, Peru (16) 

Costa Rica (15) 

Indonesia, Pakistan 

   (14) 

Trinidad and  

Colombia (13) 

Venezuela (12) 

Panama (11) 

Ecuador (8) 

Guatemala (6) 

Estonia  (30) 

Chile (28) 

Finland (26) 

Costa Rica (21) 

Slovenia, Lithuania 

   (19) 

Denmark (16) 

Netherlands (14) 

Latvia (9) 

Norway (8) 

Sweden (5) 

 

USA (46) 

Philippines (44) 

India (40) 

Malaysia (36) 

Great Britain, 

   Ireland (35) 

China, Vietnam 

   (30) 

Hong Kong, 

   Sweden (29) 

Denmark (23) 

Jamaica (13) 

Singapore (8) 

 

Australia (21)  

Mali, El Salvador, 

   Argentina (20) 

Rwanda (18) 

Jordan, Venezuela 

   (16) 

Zimbabwe (15) 

Morocco, Iran  

   (14) 

Colombia, 

   Dominican Rep., 

   Nigeria, 

   Trinidad and 

   Tobago (13) 

Africa West (9) 

Egypt (7) 

Bangladesh,  

   Montenegro, 

   Romania, Russia 

   (20) 

Moldova (19) 

Burkina Faso (18) 

Hong Kong, Iraq (17) 

Albania, Belarus 

   (15) 

Bulgaria, Lithuania,  

   Estonia (16) 

Albania, Belarus (15) 

Ukraine (14) 

Latvia (13) 

Egypt (4) 

 



 

 

Ghana (4) 

Source: Geert Hofstede (2015), http://geerthofstede.com/research-and-vsm/dimension-data-matrix (version 2015 12 08), accessed 

September 4
th

, 2017 
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