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Introduction to the Special Issue
“Rethinking business, society, and territories for
the ecological transition”

FaBRrR1z1O0 MoscA, GUIDO LAZZARINI, MARIA GIUSEPPINA LucIia

The pursuit of unlimited growth, the subsequent intensive exploitation
and use of fossil fuels and mineral resources, intensive agriculture, and live-
stock farming, as well as unsustainable consumption patterns, have become
“geological forces” (Crutzen, 2002) that produce transformative and dramatic
impacts on the planet’s ecosystem. Global warming serves as an example, rep-
resenting the devastating consequences of the Anthropocene (Steffen et al.,
2007; Kopnina et al.,, 2018), marked by uncontrolled human activities, wid-
ening global inequities, and cultural homogenization within communities.
These trends have also led to widespread human rights violations and basic
needs. In response to these challenges, institutional bodies, academics, and
eco-social movements have embraced “ecological transition” — a multifaceted
approach towards fostering a more harmonious and balanced relationship
between humanity and nature (Dimitrova et al., 2013). First coined by Bennet
(1979) and later emphasized by Robin Hopkins in 2008, this term has gained
traction within global policy frameworks, including the COP Agreements and
the European Green Deal, which aims for a 55% reduction in greenhouse gas
emissions by 2050 and climate neutrality by 2050 (EC, 2024).

Since its formal recognition, research on ecological transition has flour-
ished. Initially focused on urban responses to climate change and peak oil,
studies on ecological transition have expanded to encompass a vast array
of economic and social issues, including energy transformations, food sov-
ereignty, circular economy principles, and technological advancements for
environmental protection (Ghelfi & Papadopolous, 2021). They also explore
strategies to inform consumer choices and raise awareness of the environ-
mental impact of consumption. Consumers, conscious of their role as social
actors, are striving to align personal needs with broader societal imperatives.
This is evidenced by the growing interest in product provenance, supply
chain transparency, and ethical labour practices, with consumers willing to
look beyond price.

That is why, the need for adopting a stakeholder approach that revolves
around human beings’ interactions and relationships represents the core of the
debate about sustainable impacts (Jabbour et al., 2019; Scheepens et al., 2016).

Stakeholders, as groups of individuals, can take on various roles depend-
ing on their social, cultural, and geographical contexts and can have diverse
perceptions of value, which will ultimately affect their level of engagement in
solving social and environmental issues. A stakeholder approach to ecologi-
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cal and sustainable transition entails stakeholders’ par-
ticipation in a broad range of activities, from co-creating
and sharing knowledge for implementing the circular
economy to fostering innovation within the closed-loop
ecosystem, enhancing business frameworks, and chang-
ing business models, promoting best practices within
communities, forming alliances to accelerate the transi-
tion through empowerment projects, collaborating in a
cross-cultural logic to foster moral and creative imagina-
tion. (Beaurain et al., 2023; Clube & Tennant, 2023)

In this logic, scholars in the field of sustainability
management, geography, and sociology, point out that the
cultural and social dimensions of sustainability are too
often disregarded and overlooked, in the literature as well
as in practice (Beaurain et al., 2023; Korhonen et al., 2018).

We aim to cover this lacuna through this Spe-
cial Issue, with contributions that investigate the role,
interactions, relationships, and actions among and of
stakeholders to create the human prerequisite for sus-
tainable outcomes, in their three dimensions simulta-
neously: social, environmental and economic (Elking-
ton, 1994; 2018).

Given that human beings’ actions and interactions
are complex (Freeman et al., 2010) and that the impact
of sustainable transition varies across countries, compa-
nies, and societies (Coenen et al., 2012) we propose an
interdisciplinary approach that explores ecological tran-
sition through the lens of business, society, and territo-
ries (Hansen & Coenen, 2015) and that allows for crea-
tive knowledge domains to disentangle and solve ecosys-
temic problems starting with the reconceptualization of
humans interlinked to their ecosystems, with a focus on
the effects driven by the ecological transition on indus-
tries and the risks of fast disruption of business activi-
ties. That is why, in line with the focus of the Journal of
Emerging Perspectives, this Special Issue titled Rethink-
ing business, society, and territories for the Ecological
Transition challenges scholars in the fields of manage-
ment, sociology and geography to come together and
contribute to the call for papers by employing a multi-
disciplinary lens on how a social and cultural approach
to sustainability can foster positive impacts on the eco-
logical transition.

This is the first Issue of the Journal of Emerging Per-
spectives, the goal of the Editorial Committee is to cre-
ate an interdisciplinary journal that brings together the
three disciplines of business management, sociology, and
geography, analysing complex problems with an inter-
disciplinary approach. The journal aims to acquire the
status of a scientific journal and welcomes contributions
from academics without specific distinctions in the aca-
demic roles.

Fabrizio Mosca, Guido Lazzarini, Maria Giuseppina Lucia

It intends to manage with methodological rigor, eth-
ics, and openness to different schools of thought while
also being an opportunity for publication for younger
resources who can experiment with collaborations with
more experienced academics. Each monographic issue of
the journal will examine a specific theme - an Emerging
Perspective — that represents a particularly relevant sci-
entific topic. Each thematic issue will be organized into
three sessions. The first session will welcome papers with
a predominantly academic focus, thus scientific papers;
the second session will accept research that has a more
quantitative approach or vertical analysis on a specific
topic related to the monographic issue; and the third ses-
sion will include case studies that are naturally connected
to the subject matter under investigation. In particular,
in the third session, it will be possible to welcome mixed
contributions from academics and managers or contri-
butions from different disciplines beyond those strictly
belonging to business management, sociology, or territory.
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Original Articles — Territorial policies
The ecological transition in the current
geopolitical context

GIANFRANCO Li1zza

Sapienza University of Rome, Italy
E-mail: lizzagianfranco@gmail.com

Abstract. The current global focus on ecological transition, driven by challenges such
as global warming, pollution, biodiversity loss, and social inequalities, requires a deep
change in economic systems and consumption patterns that involves the adoption of
new energy sources and critical raw materials, often sourced from countries with dif-
fering geopolitical alignments and development levels. This research aims to provide
a comprehensive vision of the geopolitical landscape’s impact on the ecological transi-
tion, offering valuable insights for policymakers as they navigate the complexities of
international relations. The study also delves into the political narrative of ecological
transition and its impacts on social perception and territorial practices.

Keywords: ecological transitions, geopolitical context, climate change, sustainability,
hybrid communication.

1. INTRODUCTION

The challenge of ecological transition is becoming increasingly complex
in the current geopolitical landscape, not only due to the strong contrasts
between the major world powers — namely the United States and Russia, the
United States and China, the United States and the EU, and between Rus-
sia and China. Even states that were defined as “non-aligned countries” at
the Bandung Conference in 1955, today choose to conform to the statements
from international summits on combating climate change based on their log-
ic of economic and political convenience. They adopt autonomous positions
depending on the circumstances.

As a result, many states prioritize regional interests rather than align-
ing with those required by the international community or the leading
major countries, in a manner that can be described as both conventional
and hybrid, through differentiated messages and communications that also
impact actions against climate change.

The most recent communication techniques, in fact, expand and deepen
the scope of all clashes in cyberspace, including mutual accusations regarding
the causes of climate change. The aim, as always, is to domesticate the minds
of the masses to the intents of their authors, whatever the topic, condition-
ing people’s thoughts deeply over time. With these methods, communication
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about climate change — which, due to its severity, should
be precise, transparent, and continuously push all human-
ity towards more effective resource use - is not univer-
sally accurate and does not always receive the necessary
emphasis. Yet, it is a well-known issue that concerns eve-
ryone, and everyone talks about it, perhaps hoping for
miraculous interventions in the immediate term. How-
ever, remedies and solutions unfortunately require time,
investments, and behaviour on a global level, because the
greenhouse effect and pollution know no borders.

This article will attempt to outline the geopoliti-
cal context in which the process of ecological transition
is situated, with the aim of providing useful reflections
for understanding the complex scenario of international
relations in which the process of ecological transition
is embedded, in pursuit of the goals of economic and
social sustainability.

2. THE GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT OF
ECOLOGICAL TRANSITION

Given the different economic, social, and political
situations, not all states have the same willingness or
ability to allocate the substantial investments required
for the adoption of climate change mitigation tech-
niques. The costs of economic system conversions are
very high and could have negative impacts, particularly
in countries that are heavily dependent on fossil fuels.
In the European Union, for instance, there are several
member states whose energy systems are based on coal,
with significant percentages in Poland (about 70-80%),
followed by the Czech Republic (50-60%) and Slovakia
(30-40%) (Energy Institute 2023; IEA, 2023).

Therefore, it is obvious that there is resistance to
pressures for accelerating decarbonization and reducing
greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to atmospheric
warming and climate change. Other countries that base
their economies on oil exports, such as Saudi Arabia,
Russia, Venezuela, Iran, Nigeria, and the Gulf countries,
obviously oppose the use of alternative energy resources.

Furthermore, although the solutions to reduce
at least some of the causes of climate disruptions are
known, not all countries have the capabilities and tech-
nologies to implement them. If major polluters continue
to pollute within the framework of hypocritical interna-
tional agreements and compromises of all kinds, amidst
economic tensions and wars of every kind, the time
available to address climate impacts and achieve sus-
tainability goals will keep extending, reaching a point of
no return, as highlighted by authoritative international
studies. According to the Global Carbon Project, carbon
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dioxide emissions in the atmosphere increased by 63%
in 2022 compared to 1990 (GCP, 2023). Between 2014
and 2023, observed warming was 1.19°C, predominantly
caused by human activities, and emissions from fossil
fuels have increased by about 3% per year over the past
decade - roughly double the rate of the preceding three
decades, a value that exceeds the range of scenarios pro-
posed by the IPCC in 2001. The surge in emissions is
attributed to the increase in coal use, which accounts for
more than 40% of global CO2 emissions from fossil fuels
(Foster et al., 2024).

In essence, the trend illustrated will lead to a global
temperature increase of 3 degrees Celsius by the end of
the century, primarily due to the development of coal,
oil, and gas extraction, deforestation, the use of chemical
fertilizers, intensive livestock farming, and the increase
of organic waste in landfills. This trend poses serious
consequences for biodiversity as a result of human activ-
ities (IPCC, 2021; EEA, 2022).

Certainly, international bodies, particularly the COP
(Conference of the Parties), the decision-making body of
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), have contributed to maintaining
attention and promoting international commitments to
address the climate crisis. However, a unanimous shar-
ing of the tools and methods for implementing the prin-
ciples established in the annual meetings is still lacking,
leading to the implementation of climate agreements
being hindered from the outset by the divergent atti-
tudes and interests of various countries. For example,
the United States, while signing the Kyoto Protocol in
1997, later withdrew partly due to concerns about the
impact that reducing emissions would have on their eco-
nomic system and partly because they highlighted the
lack of greenhouse gas reduction obligations for devel-
oping countries. A similar incident occurred when the
USA exited the COP 21 Paris Agreement, a move subse-
quently reversed by the Biden administration.

The summits that followed COP 21 up to the one in
Dubai, along with related documents and announced
initiatives, have consistently highlighted the different
interests of States, particularly the divergences between
the West and developing countries, compounded by
the lack of sanctioning mechanisms. In particular, the
implementation of proclaimed initiatives clashes with
the political and economic realities of several countries,
hindering the overall effectiveness of efforts for ecologi-
cal transition (UNFCCC, 2023). The consequences of
inequalities and poor implementation of agreements by
all countries intensify pre-existing critical situations,
such as the so-called climate inflation, which exacerbates
geopolitical tensions.
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3. FROM COAL TO RENEWABLE SOURCES:
THE INFLUENCE OF GEOPOLITICS

A dangerous effect of climate change with signifi-
cant geopolitical relevance is climate inflation, which
refers to the rising prices of numerous basic food
products such as vegetables, olive oil, citrus fruits, cof-
fee, cocoa, and cereals (FAO, 2022; Kotz et al., 2023).
Yet, amid droughts and extreme precipitation in many
regions of the planet, the impact of climate change on
the food market is evident, leading to political upheav-
als, riots, and revolutions (Hsiang et al., 2011; Mena
et al., 2021; Sheryn et al., 2024). In China and India,
for instance, drought also reduces hydroelectric power
production, significantly affecting food prices.

Warnings about reaching a point of no return in
the climate crisis often go unheeded, while climate dis-
turbances continue to exert strong pressure on the food
market, provoking speculative pushes with evident
repercussions on the major stock exchanges, result-
ing in ongoing economic pressures and humanitarian
crises driven by climate migration (Piguet et al., 2011;
Schmidt, 2022).

The increase in activities suitable for meeting the
needs of a growing global population results, as is well-
known, in the greenhouse effect, which is the cause of
global warming. Therefore, there is an urgent need to
intervene primarily to reduce emissions of these gases:
carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, fluorinated
gases (IEA, 2022). However, this is where the geopoliti-
cal aspect comes into play: to transition from fossil fuels
to clean renewable energy sources — an essential goal
for all — there is a need for rare metals such as lithium,
nickel, and cobalt, as well as access to the most mod-
ern technologies for their optimal exploitation. These
metals are termed rare because their supply is limited
and is the result of intense extraction in geographically
restricted areas. Their production, which is also signifi-
cantly polluting, is concentrated mainly in China, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Australia, and Chile.
It is therefore not surprising that these producers have
a vested interest in adopting protectionist policies that
serve national interests, resulting in severe repercussions
regarding the risk of supply chain disruptions and con-
tinuous increases in associated costs. The geopolitical
management of these metals concentrates, monopolizes,
and directs the supply predominantly towards friendly
markets, becoming a powerful tool that can hinder eco-
logical transition because it impacts the production of
renewable energies and, consequently, the transforma-
tion of the economic system according to sustainabil-
ity principles. The essential nature of these metals for

renewable energy production is evident, for example, in
the batteries of electric vehicles and in energy storage
systems from sources such as solar and wind.

The increasing international geopolitical ten-
sions and fluctuations in fossil fuel prices do not ben-
efit the stability of their market, which operates within
a framework of constant fragility and uncertainty. As a
consequence, investments in the renewable energy sec-
tor — requiring massive capital and certainty of returns
- often do not reach the expected levels called for to
reduce global warming. For example, in the development
of advanced energy storage technologies, in the most
advanced solar panels, and in wind turbines.

In fact, fossil sources still account for about 80%
of the global energy mix today. Of course, this does
not mean that major leading countries such as the
European Union, the United States, and also China
and India are not committed to reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, even though the latter are particularly
major polluters. For instance, Europe, through the
Green Deal, aims to reduce such emissions by 55%
by 2030. The Inflation Reduction Act in the United
States involves an investment of $437 billion, mainly
directed towards combating climate change to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions by 40% by 2030, promoting
renewable energy production such as solar and wind
(Unites States Department of Energy, 2022). China,
in its most recent five-year plan for 2021-2025 (Min-
istry of Ecology and Environment, 2022), and India
with its National Action Plan for Climate Change in
2021 (Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate
Change, 2021; Department of Science & Technologies,
2007) are also committed to reducing greenhouse gas
emissions. In particular, India has recently increased
its efforts in the development of biofuels.

There is also no shortage of legislation aimed at
strengthening environmental sustainability and interna-
tional funding, especially towards developing countries,
through the establishment of the Green Climate Fund
(GCF) adopted by 194 countries in 2010 as a financial
instrument of the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change and the Global Environment
Facility (GEF), global partnerships aimed primarily at
financing developing countries to address environmental
challenges

Theoretically, all of this is very significant but, unfor-
tunately, still insufficient. Although Europe has made sig-
nificant strides recently. Unfortunately, ongoing wars and
political and economic tensions tend to delay the imple-
mentation timelines of major international agreements
designed to combat climate change, leading to a post-
ponement in the complete transition from fossil fuels.
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4. GEOPOLITICAL TENSIONS IN
ECOLOGICAL TRANSITION

To illustrate the interconnection between geopolitical
tensions and energy issues — and, therefore, the ecological
transition - the case of the conflict in Ukraine is particu-
larly telling as it highlights the energy problem. The con-
flict at Europe’s doorstep does not only concern Moscow
and Kyiv but also involves Russia and the United States
alongside the entire West (Lizza, 2022; 2024), and it is a
proxy war, meaning a war by proxy. In fact, beyond the
military confrontation, it encompasses a complexity of
various economic, financial, and commercial aspects,
especially the issue of geopolitical “sovereignty.”

Moreover, long before the outbreak of war, the
energy sector was a significant aspect of the East-West
confrontation. Through energy, Russia was strategically
moving Europe away from its traditional embrace with
its old ally, the United States. With the conflict, Europe
has substantially redirected its gas and oil imports else-
where, allowing for increased supplies from the United
States and from countries that previously supplied small-
er quantities, such as those in the Caucasus, Africa, and
the Gulf.

Another aspect that pertains to the interconnec-
tion between geopolitics and the ecological transition is
the control and defence against terrorism and military
attacks on the thousands of kilometres of pipelines and
gas lines, electrical cables, or fibre optic cables that rep-
resent the circulatory system of energy and communica-
tion. These are all critical vulnerabilities, as evidenced
by the 2022 sabotage of the North Stream 1 and 2 gas
pipelines that connect Russia to Germany. Such vulner-
abilities can only be reduced through an ecological tran-
sition towards renewable energy. Sabotaging or militar-
ily attacking a gas or oil pipeline is one matter; however,
shutting down thousands of wind, solar, and turbine
plants with their corresponding energy storage systems
is another entirely. The same applies to the Global Inter-
net cables that rely on satellites in low orbit.

Referring again to the war in Ukraine, amid politi-
cal tensions, sanctions, and transformations in the tran-
sit routes for hydrocarbon trade, nuclear energy contin-
ues to represent a particularly contentious area. Given
its extremely high risk and potential for escalation into
nuclear confrontation, Article 56 of the 1977 protocol,
added to the Geneva Convention of 1949, is insufficient,
as it effectively leaves the choice of sanctifying a nuclear
site to the belligerents.

The World Nuclear Industry Status Report of 2024
(WNISR), which annually outlines the state of nuclear
energy production globally, states that this source pro-
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vides less than 10% of the world’s electricity. The peak
of 449 reactors reached in 2018 has since declined to
411 reactors. Moreover, the narrative regarding a reactor
resisting a crashing aircraft can, according to WNISR,
at most, apply to just a few plants worldwide, namely
only the most modern ones. And yet, none could with-
stand military attacks with “bunker-busting” missiles
or nuclear warheads, not to mention the vulnerability of
pools containing spent fuel rods or the failure of a reac-
tor’s cooling system, which could lead to a meltdown
and the spread of radioactivity. Thus, one hopes that no
one would consider a military attack on a nuclear pow-
er plant, as the escalation toward nuclear war would be
assured. In a certain sense, and in geopolitical terms,
nuclear power plants can act as a deterrent due to the
fear of catastrophic consequences.

However, Ukraine continues to rely on atomic ener-
gy, despite the Zaporizhzhia plant, Europe’s largest with
six reactors, being constantly at risk of accidents. In fact,
Kyiv has recently laid the foundation stone for the con-
struction of two new nuclear reactors at the Khmelnyt-
skyi plant, where two Soviet-manufactured reactors are
already operational. Notably, these new reactors will be
built by Westinghouse, a U.S. company that has long col-
laborated with Kyiv to supplant Russian technology with
its own. This scenario exemplifies a situation where the
belligerents compete only in the technical and economic
arenas, effectively excluding direct military interventions.

Indeed, despite the war, nuclear giants like the
American Westinghouse and the Russian Rosatom con-
tinue to compete not only in Ukraine but throughout
Eastern Europe. For instance, in Poland, Westinghouse
will construct the first nuclear plant in Lubiatowo-
Kopalino, and in the Czech Republic, expansion plans
are underway for the Dukovany and Temelin plants.
However, the technical-economic conflict, even though
many other Soviet-manufactured plants in Hungary, Slo-
vakia, and Bulgaria are still operational, goes even fur-
ther. The supply of raw materials, namely uranium, also
comes into play here. This is where geopolitical issues
directly intersect with climate change. While atomic
energy is seen as an essential piece in finally reaching
the objectives of transitioning to clean energy, it is just
as evident that this cannot be achieved without uranium.
However, this raw material is predominantly located in
Russia and, notably, within the borders of its tradition-
al allies, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. The latter is the
world’s leading producer, and together they account for
roughly half of the world’s production (World Nuclear
Association, 2024). In contrast, the Western world pri-
marily features Australia and Canada, which have signifi-
cantly lower volumes (World Nuclear Association, 2024).
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Rosatom is the Russian nuclear giant, a global hold-
ing company involved in diverse fields that governs a
collective of over 300 companies operating around the
world wherever Kremlin politics extend their influence.
Moreover, nuclear energy is not subject to sanctions
from the European Union, and the United States only
stopped importing Russian uranium in May 2024. Thus,
European nuclear plants, which import 99.5% of their
raw uranium, cannot simply remove Rosatom from their
list of suppliers, despite the war in Ukraine and ongo-
ing international political tensions, as well as Westing-
house’s efforts to replace Rosatom in Europe and elimi-
nate Russian technology.

In summary, while the conflict over hydrocarbons
knows no bounds, the nuclear energy sector remains
confined within the technological and economic mar-
ket variables. This suggests that it is hoped that compa-
nies and production supply chains operating in nuclear
energy will continue to advance, despite ongoing politi-
cal and military conflicts, alongside the development of
renewable energies to effectively combat the impacts of
climate change.

5. GEOPOLITICAL DYNAMICS IN THE
CONTEXT OF ECOLOGICAL TRANSITION

In the context of ecological transition, certain geo-
political dynamics play a crucial role, which will be
examined in this section. With the end of the Cold
War, the world order transitioned from a bipolar system
dominated by the United States and the Soviet Union to
a unipolar structure led by the United States, followed
by fragmentation due to the emergence of powers such
as China, Russia, and India. This evolution has radically
changed the distribution of international sovereignty,
leading to a re-evaluation of global agreements and the
sharing of planetary resources. Today, issues related to
access to the Arctic and Antarctic, ocean management,
fishing, water, and even space are no longer simple ter-
ritorial disputes; they are linked to new economic and
political confrontation dynamics. In response to China’s
Belt and Road Strategy, aimed at strengthening its influ-
ence through trade flows and infrastructure, the United
States and its allies are proposing alternative trade pro-
jects that connect India, traverse the Middle East, and
reach Europe. These developments encompass not only
trade aspects but also reflect broader geopolitical ambi-
tions, manifested through infrastructures such as pipe-
lines, railways, and communication networks, all of
which must be considered globally in the ecological
transition process.
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Following the conclusion of the conflict in Ukraine,
the world is likely to face further division between the
West and the non-West. The alliances formed during this
war, particularly between Russia and China, will con-
tribute to consolidating rivalries between these oppos-
ing fronts. The sanctions imposed on Russia, along with
new emerging political dynamics in Africa and conflicts
in the Middle East, have already initiated the creation of
alternative economic and military relations to those pre-
viously established with the West. Additionally, NATO’s
expansion, highlighted by the entry of Finland and Swe-
den, could further fuel disagreements among global pow-
ers and hinder or slow down the ecological transition.

The increasing multipolar configuration of the world
is further accentuated by the enlargement of the group
of emerging countries, the so-called BRICS, which now
also includes Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
Iran, Egypt, and Ethiopia. This expansion represents an
effort to build multipolar relationships in opposition to
the Western world, making it even more challenging to
reach agreements for resolving global issues. Additional
tensions and conflicts between the North and South
could direct substantial resources towards the defence
sector, reducing the financial resources needed for com-
bating climate change. Moreover, the rift between Russia
and the West will be difficult to resolve, even after the
war, as noted by Alexander Gabuev (2024), because the
shared anti-Western interest of the two autocratic pow-
ers, Moscow and Beijing, is likely to endure, while eco-
logical transition requires a global commitment that
transcends current geopolitical divisions. In this context,
Western policymakers are called upon to make greater
efforts to carefully consider the Sino-Russian axis for
coordinated and significant action to steer political, eco-
nomic, and technological changes toward sustainability.

Ultimately, as geopolitical blocs consolidate and rival-
ries increase, the ecological transition must be viewed as
an opportunity to find common ground. Ecological crises
do not recognize borders and require joint efforts to miti-
gate their devastating effects. Investing in clean technolo-
gies and promoting sustainable policies offers chances for
dialogue and cooperation, even among historical adver-
saries. Only by working together can nations hope to suc-
cessfully address climate threats and ensure a secure and
sustainable future for generations to come.

6. THE ROLE OF INFORMATION IN THE GEOPOLITICAL
CONNECTION AND ECOLOGICAL TRANSITION

At the beginning of this work, we referenced the
importance of new communication techniques in shap-
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ing and influencing the choices of contemporary soci-
ety. This section will examine in more detail whether
these techniques can help curb climate change and
improve the health of our planet and humanity, threat-
ened by extreme events. The answer is positive if these
techniques are used correctly. Again, the connection
between geopolitics and ecological transition comes
into play regarding the effects that communication can
produce in collective perception, as exemplified by the
manipulation by Cambridge Analytica, which influenced
voters’ decisions in the 2016 U.S. elections, highlighting
how modern geopolitics is based not only on state or
military interactions but also on new forms of influence
that exploit technology and big data to change voter
behaviour and, consequently, political decisions.

The manipulation of information is a crucial tool
as it can direct and influence public opinion on issues
such as climate change and the transition to sustainable
energy sources in an increasingly unstable geopolitical
context. If citizens are not adequately informed or sen-
sitized, political decisions may delay significant progress
in sustainability. The availability of accurate and trans-
parent information plays a fundamental role in promot-
ing effective environmental policies. However, political
choices that incorporate genuine ecological responsibil-
ity may be more vulnerable to external pressures, such
as those from energy corporations and industrial lob-
bies that can influence local and national leaders. This
creates a dichotomy: while democracies are more open,
the saturation of content and the speed of public debate
can lead to confusion and disinterest in vital environ-
mental issues.

In the geopolitical context, economic decisions relat-
ed to the energy transition may also be influenced by
international rivalries. Countries with renewable energy
resources, like those in Europe, must balance their ener-
gy security with the urgent need to reduce emissions.
Here, global competition for access to new green tech-
nologies and environmental standards can generate new
alliances or conflicts.

From Noam Chomsky’s well-known tenets on mind
manipulation, it emerges that deeply understanding
the society in which one wishes to intervene is essen-
tial. This involves analyzing sociocultural aspects and
dynamics, history, geographical context, economic con-
ditions, and political inclinations. Such knowledge not
only helps to outline more effective strategies for influ-
encing behaviour and perceptions but is also crucial for
communicating in a relevant and meaningful way.

Communication techniques have the capacity and
power to condition and influence the masses through
profiling methods that allow for predicting and direct-
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ing people’s behaviour. While this can lead to a distor-
tion of public discourse, it can also be used positively to
promote collective awareness regarding environmental
issues. Particularly in the contentious realm of climate
change debate, it is essential to utilize these commu-
nicative techniques to foster collective action, even in
conflict contexts. Despite existing divisions, there is a
common interest in ecological transition that requires
coordinated commitment, making it imperative to unite
efforts at a global level. In this way, the dissemination of
information and the strategic use of persuasive technolo-
gies can contribute to a collective mind shift necessary
for addressing the climate crisis and pursuing a more
sustainable future for all.

7. CONCLUSION

Ultimately, the transition to a low-carbon economy
necessitates a thorough analysis of the links between
energy, economy, and global politics. Ecological transi-
tion cannot occur in isolation from geopolitical consid-
erations: solutions must be explored not only for ensur-
ing access to essential energy resources but also for strat-
egies to mitigate the risks associated with environmental
and geopolitical conflicts.

Transitioning to clean energy use entails the need
for advanced technologies and, above all, the global
sharing of innovation. Currently, more than collabora-
tion, there is a prevailing scenario of competition and
conflict among major powers. As evidenced by the 2024
Australian Strategic Policy report, which highlights Chi-
na’s surpassing of the United States, the latter now holds
over 80% of so-called “critical” technologies - those at
high risk of manipulation.

All of this does not contribute to peace and coop-
eration among peoples for the protection of the environ-
ment and ecological transition if the ongoing military
conflicts are compounded by tensions over exclusive
control of technological innovations. Limiting access to
innovations that could solve global problems, such as
environmental issues, could result in severe delays in
achieving the common good.
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Abstract. The essay examines the relationship between sociology and environmental
sustainability, highlighting the historical and theoretical roots of the concept of envi-
ronmental sustainability. It traces the evolution of sociological thought on the environ-
ment, from the Enlightenment to contemporary debates, emphasizing the concept of
the relationship between man and nature. The essay also addresses the issue of green-
washing, analyzing the gap between discourse and practice in environmental policies.
It concludes by emphasizing the importance of a social and cultural perspective on the
environment for a deeper understanding of sustainability.
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1. SOCIAL THINKING AND THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

The ‘classics’ of sociology, and we are referring here in particular not
only to Durkheim but also to Marx and Weber, were generally insensitive to
the physical aspects of society, as they were largely determined by the need to
affirm the autonomy of the social sciences with respect to the natural scienc-
es from the quarrel against environmental determinism and biological deter-
minism. Those same physical aspects, however, had somehow permeated the
thinking of many of the pre-classical authors who can be found at the ori-
gins of sociological thought.

And in fact Durkheim and Weber move, if you like, precisely from a
critique of the environmental and psychological determinism inherent in a
proto-positivistic approach and the need for a reaffirmation of human free-
dom and will by emphasising man’s superiority over nature; in particular, it
can be noted that while Durkheim proceeds according to an anti-biologistic
approach, Weber proceeds in open polemic with Darwinian and Spencerian
evolutionism. On the other hand, Marx himself, in his critique of the clas-
sical political economy of Smith, Ricardo and Malthus, had also polemised
against a certain agrarian determinism and against the hypostasis of a homo
oeconomicus conditioned only in a physicalist sense.

This attitude of the classics and the founding fathers of modern sociol-
ogy has caused environmental issues to be reduced to special, sectorial soci-
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ologies, losing that fundamentally cultural value that
the pre-classics had somehow intuited in dealing with
natural phenomena in their relationship with the human
environment.

The environment has thus long been reduced to a
question of spatial differences in studies of urban, rural
and territorial sociology, and the school of social ecol-
ogy (or human ecology) itself was born in this context
through a cultural operation of applying the concepts
of ecology to the human species. R.E. Park is generally
the author referred to in order to explain the genesis of
this approach, which resolves itself into a sort of gen-
eral theory of society and more properly of the relations
between the biotic level of social relations and the cul-
tural level; this social theory, however, was coined, as
it were, to be applied to the study of modern cities, in
particular the urban development of industrial cities (see
the studies of Burgess, McKenzie, etc.).

Even the school of human ecology (or Chicago
school), however, was born on the basis of an environ-
mental emergency and draws largely on the empiri-
cal investigations of the late 19th century (such as Ch.
Booth’s on life and poverty in the city of London) and
its aim is generally practical intervention. It should be
noted, however, that in the human ecology of the Chi-
cago school the concept of environment, understood
as the natural environment, is almost nil and the cat-
egory of space itself has a very relative value; but there
is no doubt that it stands as the theoretical and cultur-
al matrix of a series of studies, mostly of the American
brand, which for years have dealt with community prob-
lems, demographic problems, and migration problems.

It is symptomatic that even a certain development
of American functionalism, emphasising the need not
to disregard the relationships between biological evo-
lution and cultural evolution, wished to indicate the
fundamental elements of the human ecological system
through the adoption of the acronym POET (Popula-
tion, Organisation, Environment, Technology) and, part-
ly along these lines, a very particular strand of studies
called ‘ecology of organisations” originated, which sees
social organisations as organisms united in populations
and in a competitive relationship with each other.

Thus the classics of sociology have generally neglect-
ed the physical-environmental aspects (dealt with
instead by human geography and anthropology), which,
on the other hand, had been dealt with to some extent,
realising their importance, by the pre-classics. But if it
is true that the latter had a certain sensitivity in dealing
with the environmental question, it is equally true that
aspects relating to nature as a value in itself were often
confused through a sort of projection of human ele-
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ments onto the discourse of ‘nature’ and this very often
fostered a confusion between values in itself of nature
and values referring instead to human nature and there-
fore also in this case strongly anthropocentric and socio-
culturally connoted.

However, in attempting to identify, albeit syntheti-
cally, the main moments in which some of the pre-clas-
sical authors dealt with the man-nature relationship, one
cannot fail to bear in mind that, as has recently been
noted, in defining the Man-Environment relationship, a
kind of dualism prevailed for a long time, with the Sub-
ject understood as Thought-Spirit-Reason on the one
hand, and Nature-sensibility on the other.

Empiricism, on the one hand, and rationalism, on
the other, emblematically represent this state of affairs
in which ordo essendi and ordo cognoscendi seem to run
parallel tracks without ever meeting.

This duplicity of approaches seems to enter into
crisis with Kant, who, as is well known, sustains, right
from the opening of his Critique of Pure Reason, the
importance of the sensible and its logical priority in
man’s gnoseological process (“All our knowledge begins
with perception”). And, even if Kant himself will end up
maintaining a dualism, which will take the form of the
fundamental dichotomy between science and ethics, the
relationship between Man and Nature is not only com-
plicated, but also enriched, opening the door, from a
logical point of view, to a cultural and social reflection
on the environment.

Already in the midst of the Enlightenment climate,
Montesquieu and Rousseau, rightly considered by Dur-
kheim to be ‘precursors of sociology’, albeit with quite
different perspectives, reflected on the relationship in
question through analytical categories that were to
become genuine operational concepts in the sociology of
knowledge.

Montesquieu, as we will recall, introduces a principle
of great sociological importance, according to which the
law must adapt to the type of society for which it is pro-
duced. And the latter is seen precisely in its conditioning
to natural factors, such as, for example, fundamental, cli-
mate, natural resources and modes of livelihood. To these
must be added cultural conditioning such as the customs,
habits and institutions of a given people.

Montesquieu’s environmental relativism leads the
author to believe that science should not seek the general
principles that govern all societies, but rather the norma-
tive and regulatory principles of individual societies.

Ultimately, there is a high ethical tension in Mon-
tesquieu’s discourse, especially in the pre-revolutionary
climate, which leads him to search for conditions for the
implementation of freedom, convinced as he is that these
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conditions must vary according to countries, climates,
environments, economies, and institutions.

Rousseau, as is well known, places himself along the
lines of natural lawism and the analysis of a hypothetical
state of nature.

This seems to be a logical category rather than an
actual fact and comes to draw, depending on one’s point
of view, the relationship of man with his natural envi-
ronment in a logically presocietal condition: a relation-
ship that is seen, depending on one’s perspective, as
something problematically negative, in some cases; max-
imally positive, in others.

The state of nature as portrayed very effectively by
Hobbes, in the part entitled ‘De Homine’ in Leviathan,
reflects a man-nature relationship based on insecurity,
fear, and above all loneliness; Rousseau, on the other
hand, a century later, will base his representation of the
state of nature on the myth of the ‘good savage’, find-
ing in it, and in the perennial image of an ever-renewed
Robinson in his politics of solitude (Polin), a fundamen-
tal archetype recapitulated in all mythologies and all
religions, at least in the western world, and atavistically
declined now as a golden age, now as an era of peace,
now as Eden or earthly paradise.

It is in this sphere (logical and not chronologi-
cal, as it may never have existed but was always longed
for) of perfect fusion between man and nature that the
modern concept of ‘natural law’ was born (as the matri-
ces of ancient natural law can already be found in the
Greek classics - for example in Sophocles’ Antigone and
in Christian philosophy) and that a kind of naturalistic
morality renamed ‘natural lawism” was founded.

Natural law, historically opposed and alternative
to legal positivism (both poles of one of the greatest
dichotomies in the history of the philosophy of law), can
be well analysed from the perspective of social legitima-
tion insofar as it tends, as is well known, to provide a
basis for the compliance of a certain political and social
order, or, as the case may be, for the delegitimisation
of a certain political and social order. Classical natural
law, in fact, operates on the basis of the assumption that,
before and beyond written laws (positive law), there exist
unwritten laws of a higher level that can only be known
through the use of reason and that are proper to human
nature and therefore, valid beyond space and time, come
to represent the parameter by which to judge the good-
ness of the positive laws themselves (thus becoming an
instrument for controlling every process of secularisation
and secularisation of law).

From the hypostatisation, therefore, of these prin-
ciples and the ontological condensation of what are
defined as natural rights (or natural law) arises the pos-
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sibility of a legitimisation of the social, that is, of a cri-
tique and thus a corresponding delegitimisation of the
social itself. It is precisely on the basis of natural law
doctrines that the legal and political critique of vari-
ous social arrangements has been based for years, and it
should not be forgotten how all the work of delegitimis-
ing the ancien régime by the French Enlightenment was
largely based on natural law modules, as, moreover, had
the political philosophy of the previous century (Hob-
bes, Locke, Filmer) to legitimise instead the new nascent
liberal state, on the basis of the guarantees it gave to nat-
ural rights that were hypothesised, of course, within a
scenario of a state of nature logically and chronologically
preceding the rule of law.

Rousseau, in his critique of the civil society of his
time, which is based on selfishness, violence and ine-
quality, points precisely to the state of nature as the con-
dition in which man should have continued to live.

According to Rousseau, society spoils and bastard-
ises nature, and the idea of the state of nature (which
may never have existed for Rousseau himself) is merely
a critical tool to stigmatise the injustices of the present
and of the established social order; from this point of
view, the state of nature comes to be merely an ideal
benchmark against which social and political institu-
tions cannot fail to display their irrationality.

The myth of the good savage is exemplified as the
reconnection with nature through criticism of the hete-
ro-direction of civilised society.

From the above it can be clearly understood how
modern natural law is more interested in asserting a
particular and historically determined cultural perspec-
tive of human nature than in considering the natural
environment in a broad cultural perspective. In fact,
one need only think of the historical determination of
the fundamental natural rights it affirms (life, liberty,
private property) to understand how it is merely a tool
for legitimising the modern liberal state against the old
absolutism, and how what is considered natural, univer-
sal, eternal, is merely a cultural product strongly condi-
tioned by a particular historical epoch.

The sociology of classical knowledge, which has
worked on the analysis of the social conditioning of
thought, has therefore had good game in dismissing
natural law theories as ideologically flawed procedures
that are based on intellectual constructions founded on
values that, having emerged from certain historical situ-
ations and being the reflection of certain points of view,
are by their nature historically contingent and certainly
not characterised by apodicticity and universality.

All this reasoning also makes one realise how the
state of nature hypothesised upstream of this intellectual
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construction often had very little to do with a discourse
on nature apart from specific interests that only the
anthropic element, in the centrality and specificity of this
event, could historically, but only historically, explain.

Contemporary sociology, too, has not gone beyond
the management of the environment in an organisa-
tional and technological manner, at most postponing the
ecological problem to an environmental impact assess-
ment. The environment, in this way, is sectorialised
within metaphysically labelled disciplines and loses that
fundamental value implicit in the notion of ‘environ-
ment as culture’ that is already intuitively present in the
very authors at the origins of sociological thought, who
had often managed to grasp the cultural nexus of the
subject-nature relationship. The great constructions of
the classics of sociology, on the one hand, and the devel-
opment of post-Parsonsian functionalism, on the other,
seem to have introduced that discourse, and today it
appears essential to avoid further dichotomous processes
that are based on a representation of the subject as ‘oth-
er’ with respect to the environment and of the environ-
ment as the external sphere of the subject; both perspec-
tives, in fact, present themselves as, shall we say, ‘reduc-
tionist’ insofar as the subject is reduced in this way ‘to
a Promethean or narcissistic Robinson and the environ-
ment to an inert nature, separate from man’. In both
cases, ‘the otherness that for man is not only given by the
natural environment, but by the naturalness of his own
body and the plurality of his coexistence’ is in fact ampu-
tated. This means, therefore, that just as the Subject ‘is
not a Homo clausus, an I-without-us, to quote Norbert
Elias, so the Environment is not a nature indifferent to
human presence’ (Cerroni, 1991, p. 214).

Years ago it was noted that if Gramsci was able to
make Benedetto Croce ‘his privileged interlocutor’ in the
cultural debate, it was because his Marxism, like Rodol-
fo Mondolfo’s, ‘had discharged nature’ (Paccino, 1972, p.
229), giving rise to a series of apriorisms and a sort of
latent idealism that permeated a certain part of Italian
Marxism.

As has been pointed out for some time now: “This
aprioristic prefiguration, found in the Gentile-Mondolfo
line (while extraneous to Antonio Labriola, who only a
posteriori was compromised and baptised the father, in
some cases degenerate, of the phantom ‘Italian Marx-
ism’) and substantially accepted by Gramsci, sees the
‘core’ of the realist doctrine of history in the ‘dialecti-
cal’ principle of the Praxis that is reversed. It is no coin-
cidence, then, ‘that almost the entire Italian post-World
War II Marxist tradition claimed to resolve the problem
of the “criticality” of the doctrine in the anti-determinist
battle..” (Marramao, 1971, pp. 287-288).
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The attempt to construct social action in Labriola
thus appears different, where the interest in natural his-
tory is as much present in the elaboration of the opera-
tive concept of genetic morphology as in the interest and
importance given to the analysis of ‘telluric conditions’.

In this way, the connection to Darwinian interests,
on the one hand, and the attempt at the explanation of
the economic formation of society as a peculiar process
of natural history, on the other, are reconnected to the
general instance of the explanation of socio-historical
facts, transcending the philosophical-social mediation of
Spencerian positivistic evolutionism.

1. GREEN WASHING AND PUBLIC POLICY

If nothing else, sociological analysis, albeit indi-
rectly, has in some way identified how there is an
actual datum from which to start: man and nature are
two aspects of the same reality, but at a given point in
human development this generates contradictions with
the surrounding environment. The contrast is not given
generically between man and the natural environment,
which, in extreme synthesis, constitute a holistic unity
and cannot ‘ontologically’ oppose each other: man is
a product of nature and cannot ‘destroy’ it; instead, he
can destroy the specific conditions that make the life of
the human species on Earth possible. Which, of course,
does not ultimately lead to an opposition between man
and nature, but to a conflict in mankind over its chanc-
es of survival on Earth. For nature to take the form of
Earth or Mars is of no consequence. It matters, all right,
to mankind as a social entity that wants (would like) to
preserve itself.

The opposition thus arises between society’s con-
tingent pattern of development and the environment
that contains it. The environmental issue, which arose
more or less in the middle of the 20th century, can be
defined as the set of relations between society and space.
This space is being affected by man, in increasingly inva-
sive forms and ways. The reaction of the natural envi-
ronment is that of a progressive deterioration of living
conditions for humans on Earth. The measurement of
the specific impact of the capitalist system on nature is
a matter of debate, but empirical evidence suggests that
there is an impact and it is negative. To reiterate: it is not
the natural environment that is ruined, but the overall
quality of human life that worsens. Hence the central-
ity assumed by the environmental issue as an eminent-
ly political problem. If it is not the generic ‘man’ entity
that comes into conflict with nature, but the particular
model of development predominant at a given historical
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moment, it is around this factor that the environmental-
ist dialectic will develop.

The environmental question has thus established
itself as a social construction, a terrain of confrontation
between different political visions and imaginaries. Yet
over the decades it has undergone a process of normali-
sation that some authors define as both epistemological
and political. Epistemological normalisation concerns
‘technological solutionism™ the contrast between the
productive model and the natural environment could be
resolved through technical development. Political nor-
malisation concerns the alleged compatibility between
the current liberal system of government and the solu-
tions best suited to safeguarding the natural ecosystem.
Both of these processes contain truths that should not
be underestimated, but have as their underlying limita-
tion that of the depoliticisation of the issue. The terms of
the question, which as we have said concern the relation-
ship between the production system and the environ-
ment, are misrepresented in an opposition between man
and nature due to the physiological expansion of man’s
own social activities. The natural organism is split into
a dualism that ideologically (one might even say ‘ideal-
istically’) separates man and nature, and their contrasts
naturalised and essentialised. With this, the environ-
ment is made into something external and opposite to
man, and the conflict at some point inevitable.

As far as the ‘technical’ solution is concerned, this
cannot be left solely to the competition of market forces:
these would indeed produce technologically advanced
solutions, as is the case on a daily basis, but the concrete
application and dissemination of these solutions would
sooner or later lead to a clash with the productive forc-
es behind technological development itself. Put another
way: many of the solutions we expect from technological
progress already exist, the problem is to make them pass
from the scientific level to the social level. To impose
them, therefore, while respecting the settling criteria that
transition, any transition, entails.

And here the second, directly political, order of
problems intervenes. ‘Liberal’ environmentalism pro-
ceeds by individualising the problems and solutions to
the environmental question: it is through the sum of
personal (or even corporate) behaviour that the fateful
‘general interest’ is arrived at, in this case declined in
the ecosystemic sense. Yet the attempt to break reality
down into abstractly equivalent units does not produce
the socialisation of solutions, but the elitist selection of
these. It will be the well-to-do classes, the economically
and culturally better off, the socially better off and geo-
graphically favoured - in other words, a clear minority
of the Earth’s population - who will have at their dispos-
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al a carnet of ecological choices to draw from on a vol-
untary and inscrutable basis. This is what already hap-
pens in practice in the world: a small proportion of the
population that can afford ecologically sustainable con-
sumption, compared to a majority of the world’s popula-
tion that is forced into the unambiguous choice of pollu-
tion. And it is still to be established that the lifestyle of
the global north, made up of private cars, air travel and
unlimited access to consumption, is less polluting than
that of the population of the global south, where pollu-
tion is more visible.

Essentially, the preservation of individual freedom,
the legally regulated and delimited pursuit of the pri-
vate interest, the freedom of enterprise and the market,
if taken in an extended sense, are at odds with the reali-
sation of political solutions based on the communitar-
ian character of choices, the imposition of norms and
lifestyles oriented towards ecosystem preservation. The
‘ethical neutrality’ of liberal-liberal democracy, by pre-
serving the individual’s sphere of autonomy, is also less
predisposed to fully elaborate public policies in which
a communitarian will is imprinted. The environmental
question is then entirely internal to the political dialec-
tic, and concerns the choices that, precisely, distinguish
a coherently environmentalist political position from
those marked by greenwashing.

In a technical sense, greenwashing is a corporate
practice aimed at acquiring a ‘green reputation’, i.e. an
ecological one, in the absence of concrete entrepreneur-
ial and production policies other than competitors disin-
terested in the issue. In the broadest sense, greenwashing
is a discursive practice that, acting in the terrain of com-
munication and marketing, preserves the idea that ‘eco-
logical modernisation” can take place while maintaining
the capitalist institutional and productive framework
unchanged, adopting instead punctual, circumstantial
solutions, marked by the good use of existing technolo-
gy, and if anything, blaming the consumer who does not
conform to the choices of environmental sustainability.
Historically, other political-economic models, such as
socialism, have also proved unsuitable for addressing the
environmental issue. The fact remains that capitalism’s
vocation for unlimited production prevents the promo-
tion of effective and structural solutions to the issue.

The unveiling of the instrumental substratum of this
what we might call ‘green liberalism’ has produced, as
an understandable (but alienated) form of reaction, the
variously conspiratorial and denialist one that, togeth-
er with the criticism of greenwashing, also invests the
reasons that make this model of development progres-
sively unsustainable for mankind on Earth. Accord-
ing to the colourful dietrological narratives, ecologism
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(a set of woke rhetoric spread by an unspecified ‘global
technocracy’) would be at odds with the realm of indi-
vidual freedom to consume. It would be one - yet
another - attempt at ‘global governance’ inspired by the
‘great reset’. And yet, at the bottom of things, the reac-
tionary critique of environmentalism grasps the crux of
the matter: the environmental issue, if addressed in the
radical terms that reality dictates, involves precisely the
construction of a general limit to the individual free-
dom to independently dispose of his or her own destiny
(as a private consumer and as a private company). It is
a choice of civilisation, that is, of politically alternative
ways of imagining the progress of civilisation itself, the
direction of its development, and the means to achieve
it. Every conception of sustainability, be it ecological or,
on other levels, economic, financial, digital, and so on,
is either understood in the sense of an irruption, in the
sphere of individual rights understood in the ‘Rawlsian’
sense, of a rational will capable of thinking the historical
process and political-economic development, or it is part
of that eco-friendly veneer through which one would like
to depoliticise and technicalise the great political issues
of our time. Environmental sustainability, understood
in its fullest sense, is only possible provided it is accom-
panied by a form of social transformation that collectiv-
ises problems and solutions, rather than individualising
them. Techniques, technological development, the sphere
of individual rights, are all necessary elements for a
solution that can only look to a form of collective plan-
ning. Sustainability cannot be the result of behaviour,
even if favoured by appealing narratives and economic
bonuses; rather, it must be the concept that inspires the
action of public policies aimed at governing things and
people differently.

2. WHAT SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY?

All this makes it clear how, even starting with the
environmental issue, sustainability has now entered
the current lexicon of everyday life and in its consola-
tory shorthand conciseness can give the feeling of being
able to completely define the contradictions and some-
times pernicious anfractuosities of development. All
for the purpose, at least it would seem, of rescuing the
neo-liberal paradigm through an operation of linguis-
tic maquillage without, however, questioning it and thus
renouncing the possibility of transcending it.

It is in fact since the 1980s of the last century, when
the Reagan and Thatcherite versions of the blind faith
in the market unleashed by the new capitalism became
radicalised, that reasoning on sustainable development
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and sustainability began to mature. In fact, with the
Brundtland Report of 1987, this topic was also addressed
at a public level and in this way a more appropriate theo-
risation of it began to take shape. The term ‘sustainabil-
ity’, perhaps because of its polysemy, is much used and
perhaps abused, but there is no doubt that the theoreti-
cal outcome is represented by the identification of the
axiom relating to the certainty that economic develop-
ment can be reconciled and reconciled with environ-
mental and social issues in order to resolve one of the
most tragic dichotomies of contemporary life: that indi-
cated by the conceptual pair economy/environment.

The concept of sustainability thus appears to suffer
considerably from a mediating ambiguity that must dia-
lectically resolve the oppositionality of contradictions.
This ambiguity, which has nonetheless found its suc-
cess and which in turn has not been limited to the clas-
sic ‘quarter-hour of fame’, is configured as a project, or
rather a cultural imaginary, capable of not wanting to
abdicate economic development, using the panacea of
the complex use of technical rationality and the partici-
pation of the private sector in general in the construc-
tion of public choices as tools. In short, one can still
read in its watermark a typical, albeit tempered, form of
neo-liberalism that becomes the central building block
of a basic personality, to put it in anthropological-cultur-
al terms, that is, of a precise new WELTANSCHAUUNG.

Perhaps one can also transcend the equivocal nature
of the concept by avoiding overbearing economicist
reductionism and leaving room for the spaces of par-
ticipation and new subjectivities, but undoubtedly in
common usage the very term ‘sustainability’ seems to
be placed precisely in this ‘pedagogical’ context, (which
therefore accepts a tempered neo-liberalism) and not
elsewhere as one would sometimes have us believe.

Such considerations can also be framed in the
more general and otherwise often very differentiated
approaches of current eco-Marxism (we refer to John
Bellamy Foster and Paul Burkett’s explanation of the
metabolic divide on the one hand, and Moore’s world
ecology on the other, but here also to Malm’s fossil capi-
talism as an example only).

In all cases, Marx’s analysis in Book I of Capital,
which identifies the labour process as the general condi-
tion of the organic man/nature exchange, which in turn
comes to constitute an aspect common to all social forms
in human history with the nature-society relationship
examined on the morphology of the labour process in
the various historical formations and the related trans-
formation for valorisation from use value (goods/prod-
ucts) to exchange value (goods/goods), is taken up. In the
era of capitalism and the subjugation of labour to capital,
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one can also open up the analysis on the nature-society
nexus (unpublished Chapter VI of Book I of Capital) with
the addition of value creation in the historically deter-
mined social formation between nature-labour and value.

To this consideration can be added those of André
Gorz who speaks of the costs of capital to regenerate the
environment, or the more recent ones of Jason W. Moore
who speaks of the unpaid labour of extra-human nature,
and James O’Connor who speaks instead of the condi-
tions of production counting the natural world among
them.

This critical overview is part of the passionate and
multifaceted debate that has been taking place on these
issues for decades now. And the challenge is open.
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Abstract. The paper emphasizes the growing importance of public-private partnerships
in fostering socio-territorial sustainability. It highlights a shift away from the tradition-
al view of businesses as “irresponsible” and driven by predatory motives, toward seeing
them as active partners in public policy and governance. Corporate social responsibil-
ity is positioned as a key driver of this change, with a focus on engaging businesses in
collaborative efforts with public institutions. The study reviews international literature
and conducts empirical research involving 100 small and medium-sized enterprises in
Bari, examining their corporate welfare practices and engagement with local commu-
nities. The findings underscore the importance of business-public sector collaboration
in promoting sustainability, revealing both the potential and limitations of corporate
social sustainability as not only a cultural paradigm but also a practical tool for busi-
ness decision-making and territorial governance. This approach aligns with the quintu-
ple helix model, which integrates various sectors in addressing societal challenges.

Keywords: private-public network, corporate social responsibility, socio-territorial
sustainability, communities, territories, quality of life.

1. INTRODUCTION

The concept of sustainability has progressively become more complex,
extending beyond the solely environmental dimension to include both eco-
nomic and social aspects. This shift in perspective is leading to changes in
socio-territorial design models based on specific procedural and systemic
approaches. Within these, the role of policies that strengthen multifactorial
and multilevel networks (Aslaksen et al., 2021; Conzelmann, 2008) capable of
responding to changing needs while preserving the cultural models in which
sustainability takes shape is central. Thus, we face not only different situa-
tions but also new ways of understanding these situations and the processes
at play. This awareness prompts learning paths that can impact cultural and
regulatory models, generating structural and systemic changes.

A central role must be recognized in the synergies between the pub-
lic and private sectors, with the latter increasingly called to operate within
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logics and models that exceed mere profit, following a
Weberian rationality towards purpose, and tempering it
with a broader responsibility oriented towards value - in
Weberian terms - taking care of its internal and external
stakeholders and viewing the territory as a common good
and a new bearer of rights. These models guide busi-
nesses towards practices connected to corporate social
responsibility (CSR) and beyond the bottom-line report-
ing, resulting from an indispensable growing focus on an
extended concept of well-being and quality of life.

This extended and complex concept of well-being
that guides corporate welfare practices is directed both
at internal stakeholders and at the communities residing
in the company’s reference territories, considered essen-
tial interlocutors of the company itself and part of its
design processes. In this changed scenario, the connec-
tion between institutions and private entities and syn-
ergistic actions that do not reduce corporate welfare to
a mere substitute for public welfare or function to cover
its deficiencies, but rather as an integral part of it, con-
nected with local actors and stakeholders, is fundamen-
tal for a shared project aimen at community wellbeing.
We are facing an extended model of responsible welfare
(Cesareo, 2017; Cesareo & Pavesi, 2019) referring to the
entire community in a logic of care and self-care for
responsive communities (Carrera, 2022).

Within this substantial cultural shift in perspective,
public institutions play a crucial role, called to recog-
nize, support, and enhance these virtuous practices, and
in some cases, to coordinate them, going beyond any
logic of separation.

2. CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

In this perspective, CSR should be understood as a
fundamental tool that has guided companies in the log-
ic of a sort of caring for their employees, their families,
and even the communities residing in their reference
territories.

The European and then the national reflection on
“Corporate Social Responsibility”, CSR as it is men-
tioned in international documents and guidelines, is
part of this project of (re)construction of new forms of
solidarity between corporates and local territories. It
found its regulatory structure in the Green Book of the
European Commission of 2001, which defines it as “vol-
untary integration by companies of social and environ-
mental concerns into their commercial activities and
their relations with stakeholders” (point 20). The aim is
guaranteeing a “more competitive and dynamic knowl-
edge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable
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economic growth with more and better jobs and great-
er social cohesion” (point 6). CSR is the only relatively
recent result of the awareness of how much it is possible
to achieve social objectives also in the market, allow-
ing companies to carry out their production activities in
accordance with their own ethical guidelines (Carrera,
2005). It can be interpreted as a response and reaction to
a widespread shift towards neoliberal positions, turned
out to be increasingly central (Freeman et al., 2006).
According with what is stated on the website of the Min-
istry of Labour “by renewing the efforts to promote CSR,
the European Commission intends to create favourable
conditions for sustainable growth, ethically responsi-
ble behaviour of companies, and the creation of lasting
employment in the medium and long term, also through
a new corporate governance, which must look at the
human and social capital of local communities as a form
of sustainable investment”. An expanding body of litera-
ture has highlighted the long-term evolution of this con-
cept (Carroll, 2021; Idowu et al., 2017; Latapi Agudelo et
al., 2019; Matten & Moon, 2020; Windsor, 2021). This
evolution is the result of cultural shifts in scientific, pub-
lic, and media discussions (Paul & Parra, 2021; Askalen
et al,, 2021). Simultaneously, the extensive discourse on
CSR has itself been a driving force behind this change.

CSR emerged in the post-World War II era, driven
by a growing awareness of civil rights for various groups
of citizens and future generations at social and environ-
mental levels. Starting from the 1960s, the theme gained
increasing attention among entrepreneurs, regulatory
bodies, and political and academic circles. Initially, CSR
was driven by the individual sensitivity and philanthrop-
ic efforts of entrepreneurs. However, it has evolved into
a broader, more structured concept with global signifi-
cance. Today, the institutionalization of CSR is evident
through the creation of specific roles such as CR Officer,
CSR Officer, Director of Sustainability, Director of Phi-
lanthropy, and Compliance and Ethics Officers (Carroll,
2015; 2021). CSR has moved beyond the dichotomy of
altruism and strategic rationalization. The key point now
is the recognition of CSR as an example of the inextrica-
ble link between companies and societies, envisioned as
connected by a virtuous economic and social bond.

The term “Corporate Citizenship”, although similar
in meaning to CSR, this term serves as a useful meta-
phor, emphasizing that companies, like citizens, have
responsibilities and duties (Carroll, 2015; Paul & Parra,
2021). This semantic shift from the “Business and Soci-
ety” model to the “Business in Society” model under-
scores the evolving perception of the role of businesses
within the broader social context. Discourses are always
rooted in specific socio-political and cultural contexts,
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and the main topics of CSR have evolved over time
(Mark-Ungericht & Weiskopf, 2007) as a result of ongo-
ing debates involving different and sometimes compet-
ing meanings and narratives (Brown et al., 2016). This
new representation of the relationship between compa-
nies and communities is based on a broader assumption
of responsibility that aims to counteract or, at the very
least, mitigate behaviors and decisions driven solely by
profit. The necessity for cultural and regulatory inter-
ventions that mitigate the most harmful effects of the
traditional business model, stems from the awareness,
as discussed by Luciano Gallino (2005), that irrespon-
sible enterprises are not a deviation from the model but
rather a direct result of managerial capitalism. Within
this model, companies tend to operate irresponsibly due
to economic intrinsic and structural patterns. Unethical
behaviors that directly impact employees, who are the
company’s first stakeholders and “internal customers,”
include choices related to human resources: “The compa-
ny employs as few people as possible and tends to lay off
employees to create value; it aims to retain and acquire
loyalty from only a small core of staff; it employs a high
percentage of precarious or temporary workers; it prefers
to use available resources for financial operations rather
than new investments” (Gallino, 2005, p. 124).

The model of irresponsible corporate, to continue
using Gallino’s words, concretely shapes the condition
that Ulrich Beck (1992) described as the “society of the
consequences of secondary consequences,” where indi-
viduals bear the effects of decisions made elsewhere
over which they have no control. This model breaks the
social bond, creating a profound dichotomy and trans-
forming society for some subjects into a Luhmanian
“danger society” and for others into a “risk society,” dis-
tinguished precisely by the possibility of making deci-
sions or, instead, having to merely endure them (Luh-
mann, 1996).

This risky process underscores the necessity for cre-
ating binding pathways for enterprises to fully assume
responsibility in order to achieve sustainability goals,
considered in the wider sense, even moving beyond the
theoretical validity of voluntary action. Although the
concept has recently been criticized as an “empty signifi-
er” — implying that while it seems to address fundamen-
tal concerns, it lacks specific meaning and can be inter-
preted in various ways (Brown, 2016) - it still maintains
theoretical and practical significance. Similarly, despite
the empirical uncertainty regarding actual convergence
among the numerous codes, standards, and frameworks
designed to guide sustainable organizations, many argue
that the reporting of sustainability performance indi-
cators (De Cambourg, 2019; GRI & USB, 2020; IFRS

Foundation, 2020; KPMG, 2017) is approaching a critical
threshold (Coulmont et al., 2022).

“Companies should consider an innovative and
more responsible triple bottom line of reporting and of
the planning itself. It should be capable of incorporat-
ing the concept of sustainable development in the evalu-
ation of performances, starting from the identification
of more complex indicators of an economic (ability to
produce income, profits and employment), social (ability
to guarantee conditions of well-being and fair and sup-
portive growth, in compliance with human and labor
rights) and environmental nature (ability to guarantee
reproducibility and quality of natural resources) (Per-
rini, 2006; 2007; Perrini & Tencati, 2008)” (Carrera,
2022, pag. 5). In the CSR perspective, companies recon-
ceptualize themselves beyond purely economic terms
and reconsider their stakeholders accordingly: “Cor-
porate social responsibility extends beyond the doors
of the company into the local community and involves
a wide range of stakeholders in addition to employees
and shareholders: business partners and suppliers, cus-
tomers, public authorities and NGOs representing local
communities, as well as the environment” (Green Paper
2001 pag. 42). In this view, the concept of stakeholder
includes not only the entire local community but also
the broader civil society.

Corporates are thus orienting themselves towards
stakeholders in an increasingly broad sense, in line with
the evolving concept of stakeholders. The stakeholder
theory, indeed, originates from a deliberate wordplay
to highlight the comparison and distinction from the
previous stockholder theory. The latter, associated with
Friedman in the 1960s, asserted that a company’s sole
purpose is to generate profit, provided it operates with-
in fair competition and legal boundaries. Conversely,
the stakeholder theory introduces an ethical dimen-
sion into the previously purely economic framework,
acknowledging the company’s responsibility towards “All
individuals with whom it has a relationship and who, in
various ways, affect the business.” (Giaretta, 2000; pag.
44). In this new perspective, management has a fiduci-
ary responsibility not only to shareholders but also to
other entities and individuals, extending the company’s
responsibility beyond mere financial metrics, or “beyond
the last line of the balance sheet.” The shift from stock-
holder theory to the more post-Fordist stakeholder the-
ory marks a significant change in the company’s stra-
tegic logic regarding responsibility, time horizons, and
the types of benefits and costs involved. As Pelanda and
Savona (2005) note, this involves planning and coordi-
nating synergistic actions between companies and both
current and potential stakeholders, including investors,
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employees, suppliers, consumers, trade unions, associa-
tions, environmentalists, the third sector, local commu-
nities, and, with an increasing weight, public institu-
tions. The goal is to build and maintain essential alli-
ances between entities and individuals who often have
seemingly divergent interests.

CSR could be considered a dynamic process of “pro-
gressive acquisition of reference horizons”, representing
a transition from initial social irresponsibility to the
assumption of responsibility, not just economically, but
also for any negative externalities resulting from spe-
cific business actions. The change from the old to the
new CSR model is central to this shift (Auld et al., 2008,
pag. 415). « In the older one, efforts are largely focused
on corporate philanthropic activities that usually had lit-
tle to do with the firm’s core business practices. Instead,
the new CSR is squarely focused on internalizing firm
negative externalities, and, in this perspective, the next
generation of CSR has the potential to become an effec-
tive tool within domestic and global environmental and
social governance» (Carrera, 2022).

With this transition, companies are compelled to
engage in dialogue with the broader social and, moreo-
ver, institutional context. From this standpoint, the
concept of CSR remains closely intertwined with the
objective of fostering a high level of territorial cohe-
sion (Davoudi, 2005; Faludi, 2009; 2013; Medeiros, 2019;
Amin et al., 1992).

Over the past few years, there has been a notable
resurgence of interest in understanding the role of CSR
in addressing environmental and social issues (Auld et
al., 2008) and in stimulating the action of public admin-
istration. To achieve this objective, the adoption of ethi-
cal codes should evolve towards a firm commitment
to engage in socially responsible behaviors, starting at
the local community level. CSR is presented as a virtu-
ous integration of top-down national and supranational
regulatory guidelines with bottom-up needs and initia-
tives drawn from national and international best prac-
tices (such as transparent financial reporting, procedures
for supplier identification, a focus on human resources
development, and social and environmental reporting).

CSR is portrayed as a complex and ambitious
endeavor, the success of which is both challenging and
desirable. A critical but essential step in this process is
transitioning from the regulatory and planning phase to
the implementation phase, where this multifaceted con-
cept is translated into actionable practices. Concerning
the implementation phase, companies themselves high-
light several challenges, including a lack of tools, exper-
tise, and financial resources for such projects. These
challenges represent more of a cultural obstacle than an
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economic one, particularly for multinational corpora-
tions, given their characteristics that make them less tied
to specific territories compared to medium and small-
sized enterprises. It would be beneficial to provide wide-
spread and standardized tools for environmental man-
agement that could serve as stringent reference criteria
for various types of companies while accommodating
their specific characteristics.

CSR has the potential to transform market behavior
and serve as a significant force for social and environ-
mental change. Simultaneously, it may also offer econom-
ic advantages for enterprises themselves. As Luis Moreno
pointed out regarding strategies for achieving work-life
balance for women, “the case for reconciling work and
family responsibilities illustrates how these ‘meeting
points’ between welfare and CSR can advance citizenship
and optimize business activities” (2010, pag. 691).

3. INVESTMENT IN THE TERRITORY AS NEW
STAKEHOLDER: TERRITORIAL CORPORATE WELFARE

Beyond the progressively increasing importance
given to attention towards internal stakeholders within
companies, which can be traced back to the studies and
reflections of the authors of the Human Relations School
such as Elton Mayo in the 1950s, the true innovation
lies in the sense of new possible territorial alliances and
territorial corporate welfare. This label encompasses a
series of services, actions, and innovative choices direct-
ed towards the territory and implemented by companies,
often in synergy with local public institutions. A net-
working aiming for a higher level of well-being under-
stood in a broad sense and perceived as a responsibility
that must be shared.

Corporate welfare encompasses a broad range of
beneficiaries, both internal and external, who are inte-
gral to the company’s core activities. This is understood
not merely as an exchange but as a response to the rights
of workers and the community, framed within a holis-
tic ecological perspective. Corporate territorial welfare
aims to complement rather than replace public welfare,
enhancing the overall system’s ability to meet the well-
being needs of communities. A corporate welfare plan
can benefit both the company and its employees (Tes-
sema, 2013). It can improve corporate environmental
awareness, boost employee well-being and attractive-
ness to potential new hires, increase employee retention,
enhance the company’s employer branding reputation,
and elevate its productivity and market reputation.

Effective communication of a company’s welfare plan
to both internal and external stakeholders is crucial (Free-
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man et al., 2006). According to Granovetter’s “embedded-
ness theory” (1993), economic behaviors and situations
are deeply rooted in social and institutional relationships,
considering them in isolation is a significant error. As a
result, many economic and corporate actions transcend
pure computational rationality, being instead embedded
in systems of active social and personal relationships.
These characteristics shape the specific configuration of
economic relations systems (Moro, 1998).

After a period characterized by Anglo-Saxon neo-
liberalism and the marginalization of corporate welfare
choices (Grandi, 2014), there has recently been a renewed
focus on corporate welfare plans, especially among large
companies with specific corporate cultures and resourc-
es to implement targeted interventions. Medium-sized
and small-sized companies have also shown increas-
ing interest in corporate welfare as a strategic tool to
improve their relationships with the communities where
they operate. For these smaller enterprises, corporate
welfare can be challenging due to their limited number
of employees — hence fewer potential beneficiaries — and
their widespread geographical distribution.

But on the cultural level, in the last decades, some-
thing is changing. It is impossible to ignore these spe-
cific characteristics make it difficult to implement best
practices, requiring significant effort to coordinate vari-
ous offices, and there is often a distrust among small and
medium-sized entrepreneurs about joining associations
due to fear of losing control over the process. But some
research’s conducted in the Apulian industrial region
suggests, the solution for small and medium-sized enter-
prises may lie in creating inter-company welfare plans
involving public actors, businesses, and trade unions to
achieve economies of scale otherwise unattainable due
to their small size. Work-life balance is a crucial aspect
of corporate welfare, providing essential conditions for
strategies that reconcile private and work needs, often
in collaboration with the cooperative sector to ensure a
high quality of working life (Pavolini, 2016).

In this context, the significance of corporate terri-
torial welfare is emphasized, serving as the most inno-
vative expression of CSR, as a strategic tool to combat
also social and geographical marginalization (Faludi,
2010; Luukonen, 2010), ensuring polycentric and social-
ly sustainable development of territories and enhanc-
ing the quality of life for local communities. Politi-
cally, this reflects the principle of territorial democracy,
which aims to provide quality spaces with services and
opportunities regardless of location (Carrera, 2020). This
principle is especially vital for urban, suburban, and
peri-urban areas characterized by significant disparities
(Colleoni, 2013; 2019). The goal is to overcome the divi-

sion of territories into privileged, well-serviced areas -
typically city centers — and under-serviced areas — usu-
ally the suburbs - forcing residents to travel for services
or, if unable, to avoid to give them up.

Mauro Magatti observes how much «even today, the
social polarizations between the center and the periph-
ery remain conspicuous, and for some even strength-
ened by the dynamics associated with the knowledge
economy. Beyond the irenic narratives about the “crea-
tive city”, the development of the advanced tertiary sec-
tor tends, in fact, to accentuate the differences between
the globalized knowledge workers and the poor workers
of the peripheries, as first highlighted by Saskia Sassen
[and Leonie Sandercook (2003)] in his studies of global
cities» (2020, p. 87).

The spatial and symbolic divide between affluent areas
and deprived ones has particularly concrete and detrimen-
tal effects on the most socially vulnerable individuals. For
these groups, this divide can feel like a deep social wound.
Addressing this, a fundamental shift in the understanding
of CSR is crucial. By focusing on requalifying and valor-
izing territories, this new perspective on CSR can signifi-
cantly enhance the quality of life for citizens and counter-
act territorial peripherality (Carrera, 2021).

The next generation of CSR has the potential to
become a powerful tool in both domestic and global
environmental and social governance (Auld, Bernstein,
Cashore, 2008). Unlike earlier efforts that focused on
corporate philanthropy disconnected from core busi-
ness practices, modern CSR aims to internalize a firm’s
negative externalities and integrate responsibility into
the company’s core activities, while still contributing
to the community. The goal of territorial cohesion is
linked to strengthening the social capital of the region,
encompassing elements of civil society such as culture,
prevailing attitudes, consensus, trust, and shared val-
ues. These factors increasingly constitute a competitive
advantage for certain regions and the companies within
them (Moro, 1998), especially by valuing public-private
partnerships, both in terms of immediate impacts and
long-term transformations through stakeholder learning
(Auld, Bernstein, Cashore, 2008).

4. CORPORATE SOCIAL AND TERRITORIAL
WELFARE. A MIXED-METHODS RESEARCH
IN THE METROPOLITAN AREA OF BARI

4.1. Research plan
On the theme of CSR and companies’ choices to

implement actions of corporate and territorial welfare
directed at internal and external stakeholders, a mixed-
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methods research was conducted from March to Octo-
ber 2023, carried out in collaboration by University of
Bari “Aldo Moro”, Confimi Industria, Intrapresa Centro
Studi, Libera Universita del Mediterraneo “Giuseppe
Degennaro”. The research was initiated with a series of
interviews with entrepreneurs and employer representa-
tives, as well as some focus groups involving entrepre-
neurs, executives, and experts in corporate welfare.
Within the framework of these meetings, actions already
implemented were analyzed, but above all, critical issues,
deficiencies, and future projects were discussed. Based
on the analysis of these data, a structured questionnaire
was developed and administered to one hundred compa-
nies in the Bari metropolitan area affiliated with Con-
fimi, aimed at verifying the types of services offered by
companies to their employees and the local community,
as well as those in the planning phase.

4.2. Analysis of results

Some of the variables investigated and assumed to
be independent, such as the company’s sector, its longev-
ity in the market, and even the presence of a dedicated
human resources manager within the company, emerged
as poorly discriminatory. Instead, the awareness and
orientation of individual entrepreneurs on these issues
appeared to be significant, which is understandable
given the sample of medium and small-sized businesses
that were referred to.

Regarding the specific services provided to employ-
ees, a profound differentiation emerged, particularly
focused on time management and reconciliation actions,
but also extending to other areas such as recreational
activities.

Regarding the unfortunate recent experience of the
COVID-19 pandemic, some entrepreneurs stated that
they had established, in agreement with public institu-
tions, particularly with the Health Department of the
Puglia Region, a vaccination hub dedicated to employ-
ees but also open to the community, thus confirming the
model of the community holder.

For the purposes of this analysis, the services and
activities directed at employees (Fig. 1) are of particular
interest, as well as those related to the territory (Fig. 2),
considering, along with the communities residing there,
as external stakeholders according to the “community
holder” model.

As observed, it is the reference to the territory that
represents the true space of innovation, involving in a
more pronounced and innovative way the relationship
with public institutions, both as administrations and as
research centers and universities.
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Figure 1. Frequency of company services/activities referred to
employers.
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Figure 2. Services and activities aimed at the community/territory.

It is evident that the services designed for the terri-
tory result from a public-private collaboration that, in
this case, companies have stated to have initiated, but
for which they lament the lack of closer and more con-
tinuous collaboration. It is also this deficiency, along
with a still relatively limited culture of CSR, that the
entrepreneurs involved in the study attribute to the low
number of services and opportunities directed towards
the territories. The very low numbers of services devel-
oped and offered to the territory are not even compen-
sated by the prospect of future planning, which shows
absolutely negligible numbers (Fig. 3). It also emerges
that companies aiming to implement additional ser-
vices are those that already have a significant current
provision.

By analyzing the qualitative data obtained from
meetings with some entrepreneurs from the same ter-
ritory and the qualitative insights derived from certain
open-ended questions in the questionnaire, as well as
from individually conducted interviews, it was possible
to cross-reference two foundational dimensions. These
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Figure 3. Activities and project in the planning phase.
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Figure 4. The four categories of entrepreneurs.

dimensions enabled the construction of a typology with
four categories of entrepreneurs (Fig. 4).

The innovative entrepreneurs are those who heavily
invest in corporate welfare and declare a strong sense
of responsibility towards their employees, as well as
towards their families and the local communities. It is to
this type that those who wish for a higher level of com-
munication with public institutions and greater involve-
ment in decision-making processes can be attributed.

On the other hand, the strategic entrepreneurs, while
offering at least a moderate number of services, do not
declare a particular focus on welfare, considering it more as
a necessary choice to ensure the well-being of their employ-
ees, and they concentrate their offerings primarily on them.

The restrained entrepreneurs are those whose com-
panies have a low or non-existent number of services
directed towards internal stakeholders and virtually
none for external ones. They also declare to have noth-
ing in the planning phase, thus showing the structural
nature of the described condition.

The stand-by entrepreneurs, while offering a low
level of services, recognize the fundamental func-
tion of corporate welfare and public-private relation-
ships for a more effective offering for the well-being and
growth of the territory. It is to them, in particular, that
the research has turned to in defining a sort of catalog
of best practices, which is continuously expandable, to
enhance existing best practices and build projects and
mixed partnerships.

Entrepreneurs belonging to both the first and fourth
types described have highlighted that among the inter-
ventions functional to enhancing the quality of the terri-
tory in terms of innovation and well-being, the following
should be considered: a) Encouraging structured meet-
ings and networks for dialogue among entrepreneurs,
also for the sharing and/or joint design of best prac-
tices. b) Facilitating internal communication within the
company for the periodic identification of employees’
needs and “desires”; network proposals and interconnec-
tions. ¢) Opening the company to territorial networks
with schools, associations, and universities. d) Promot-
ing and supporting the implementation of targeted sci-
entific research that guides choices and investments in
corporate welfare. e) Promoting greater interconnection
with territorial institutions for the implementation of
integrated welfare plans. f) Finding forms of public co-
financing of activities or tax breaks that reward “virtu-
ous” companies.

5. CONCLUSIVE NOTES

Within the context of questioning the model of
the irresponsible enterprise (Gallino, 2005), driven by a
predatory intent towards its own territory, it can become
possible moving towards more complex visions. Every
regulatory and social mechanism aimed at fostering
responsible enterprises thus becomes a crucial bridge
towards a model of territorial cohesion that encompass-
es both social and spatial protection. As Simin Davoudi
(2005) observed, focusing on territorial cohesion can
potentially reshape European spatial policy by integrat-
ing aspects of spatial and social justice.

The diffusion and penetration of the principles of
CSR into corporate culture represent a central element
in generating a new model of territorial governance.
Extending the system of services not only to internal
stakeholders, a more classical approach already presents
in the Human Relations analysis, but also to the commu-
nities present in the company’s reference territories, is the
true element of innovation capable of constituting a dou-
ble-loop learning process for the organizations themselves
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(Argyris & Schon). These organizations demonstrate that
they recognize themselves as fundamental actors in the
territory and, as mentioned, in its governance strategies.

At the same time, this change represents a shift in
perspective for public institutions themselves, whose
contribution is essential for the provision of territo-
rial services. Driven by this changed model of cultural
and organizational orientation within enterprises, these
institutions are also modifying, enhancing, and accel-
erating the transformation of the territorial multilevel
governance model, emphasizing its multi-actor nature.
Thus, a causal circularity can be created between the pri-
vate and public sectors, within which communities can
find conditions for increased protagonism.

This different and innovative quality of territorial
networks can come to be configured as one of the «local
collective competitive goods» (Trigilia et al., 2004), capa-
ble of representing, at the same time, both a factor of
attractiveness for new investments and productive set-
tlements, and a central element within a strategy able to
guarantee higher levels of quality of life and well-being
for individuals and communities.
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Abstract. The paper investigates the challenges for effectively communicating cor-
porate Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) initiatives on social media. As
stakeholder expectations regarding ESG transparency increase, it has become critical
to communicate these efforts to various stakeholders, including investors, consum-
ers, employees, and regulators. The study emphasises the challenge of finding the right
balance in corporate sustainability communication, as under and over-communica-
tion can have negative consequences. Over-communication can lead to accusations
of greenwashing, while under-communication can create perceptions of negligence.
This research uses a multiple case study approach to analyse the ESG communication
practices of top global brands listed in the 2024 Global RepTrak® 100, employing Lexi-
mancer, a content analysis tool, to identify key themes and insights. The findings high-
light successful communication strategies for promoting stakeholder engagement and
upholding corporate reputation in an increasingly digital and interconnected environ-
ment. The study contributes to the literature on sustainability communication by offer-
ing updated strategies for effective ESG communication, aiding companies in navigat-
ing the challenges posed by the digital age.

Keywords: ESG, corporate communication, social media, community, impact.

1. INTRODUCTION

One of the most pressing challenges for businesses today lies in adapting
to evolving environmental, social, and governance (ESG) expectations while
communicating these efforts effectively. In an increasingly interconnected
world, companies must use global and local strategies to emphasise their social
and environmental impacts (Cornelissen, 2023; Watson & Kitchen, 2008). The
rise of ESG as a critical metric for evaluating corporate responsibility has shift-
ed how companies define success — not only in terms of financial returns but
also in terms of their impact on stakeholders and the environment (Khan et
al., 2016). This broader approach to value creation requires firms to align their
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operations with the growing expectations for transparen-
cy, accountability, and ethical behaviour.

As firms integrate ESG into their strategic outlook,
they must also consider how best to communicate these
efforts to diverse stakeholders, including investors, con-
sumers, employees, and regulators (Perrini & Vurro,
2013 El-Bassiouny et al., 2018). Corporate communica-
tion, once seen primarily as a tool for managing brand
reputation, is now crucial in fostering long-term rela-
tionships and maintaining trust among these groups
(Kitchen & Watson, 2010; Palazzo et al., 2020). The chal-
lenge, however, lies in balancing the communication of
sustainability initiatives - avoiding both the traps of
over-communication, which can lead to accusations of
greenwashing, and under-communication, which can
make the company’s efforts seem disingenuous or invisi-
ble (Pezet & Casalegno, 2017; Casalegno & Civera, 2016).

Effective sustainability communication requires
companies to provide evidence of their social and envi-
ronmental commitments transparently and consistently.
Literature (Casalegno & Civera, 2016; Pezet & Casaleg-
no, 2017; Brondoni & Bosetti, 2018) has highlighted
that organisations often struggle to strike this balance.
Over-communication, where firms emphasise sustain-
ability efforts that could be better-founded or sufficient-
ly impactful, can damage corporate reputation, espe-
cially as stakeholders now have the tools to fact-check
and challenge such claims. Conversely, companies that
under-communicate their sustainability initiatives risk
being seen as negligent or apathetic toward social and
environmental issues, even when substantial efforts are
made. Both scenarios have critical implications for cor-
porate reputation, which is increasingly shaped by per-
ceptions of authenticity (Hur et al., 2014).

Adding to these complexities, the rise of digital
communication platforms has transformed how compa-
nies engage with stakeholders. Traditional one-way com-
munication methods, such as press releases and annual
reports, are now supplemented by multi-directional,
real-time dialogue on social media and other digital
platforms (Matten & Moon, 2008). This shift enables
companies to interact with stakeholders more respon-
sively and transparently, but it also increases the risk of
rapid reputational damage if such communication is not
handled carefully. Misinformation or exaggerated claims
about sustainability can quickly spread across digital
networks, negatively affecting a company’s public image
(Delmas & Burbano, 2011).

Incorporating ESG considerations into corporate
communication strategies requires a nuanced approach
that aligns with the broader goals of the business and
addresses the specific concerns of different stakeholder

Cecilia Casalegno et al.

groups. ESG frameworks emphasise the need for com-
panies to mitigate their negative impacts and proactive-
ly contribute to societal well-being and environmental
sustainability (Eccles et al., 2014). Firms that succeed in
aligning their ESG strategies with transparent commu-
nication practices are better positioned to build trust
and secure long-term stakeholder support (Reptrak
Company, 2024).

This paper explores the evolving landscape of sus-
tainability communication, particularly within ESG inte-
gration. It extends discussion over the balance of under-
and over-communication in corporate sustainability
by including contemporary communication challenges
brought about by the digital age. By examining recent
case studies of global leaders in sustainability, this paper
aims to provide updated strategies for effective sustain-
ability communication that can help firms navigate the
complexities of the modern ESG-driven landscape.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Traditional approaches to sustainability communication

Historically, sustainability communication has been
viewed as a strategic tool for reputation management,
allowing organisations to showcase their commitment
to social and environmental issues while enhancing
their corporate image. This perspective is grounded in
managerial theories, which emphasise the importance
of addressing the diverse interests of all parties involved
in or affected by a company’s operations (Freeman et al.,
2010). The integration of sustainability into corporate
communications has been widely studied, with many
scholars highlighting the need for consistency across
various channels and stakeholders (Watson & Kitchen,
2008; Brondoni, 2014; Siano et al., 2015; Romoli Ven-
turi et al., 2022). However, achieving this consistency
has proven difficult due to the varying expectations of
diverse stakeholder groups, the dynamic nature of sus-
tainability issues, and challenges associated with align-
ing corporate actions across different departments and
communication channels. Each stakeholder group -
from investors to local communities — has unique con-
cerns, which require tailored communication strate-
gies that can lead to fragmented messaging if not care-
fully managed. Additionally, sustainability goals often
evolve in response to emerging environmental, social,
and regulatory developments, making it challenging
for organisations to maintain coherence and continu-
ity in their messaging across platforms and over time
(Watson & Kitchen, 2008; Romoli Venturi et al., 2022).
The literature discusses how failing to align sustain-
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ability communication with actual corporate behaviour
can lead to significant reputational risk (Pérez, 2015).
When companies over-communicate their CSR efforts
- by making grandiose claims not backed by tangi-
ble actions - they risk being accused of greenwashing
(Delmas & Burbano, 2011). Greenwashing can severely
damage a company’s reputation and erode stakeholder
trust, particularly in an age where access to information
is widespread and stakeholders can easily verify corpo-
rate claims. On the other hand, under-communication
of sustainability, where companies fail to promote their
sustainability initiatives adequately, can lead to missed
opportunities to build a positive reputation and engage
meaningfully with stakeholders. Furthermore, a compa-
ny’s decision to remain silent on sustainability activities
could be seen as an attempt to hide unethical practices
or unfulfilled promises, potentially resulting in a loss
of consumer trust. To address the imbalance between
over- and under-communication of CSR practices, tra-
ditional communication models emphasised the impor-
tance of transparency and the need to communicate a
company’s sustainability efforts as part of an integrated
business strategy (Perrini, 2005; Van Riel & Fombrun,
2007). This approach highlights connections between
corporate identity, reputation, and long-term competitive
advantage, positioning sustainability as a moral impera-
tive and a strategic business function. However, these
models relied on formal communication channels such
as sustainability reports, press releases, and corporate
websites. While effective in providing detailed informa-
tion to specific audiences, these static forms of commu-
nication often failed to engage a broader, more dynamic
set of stakeholders.

2.2. New developments in ESG communication

In contrast to traditional approaches, contempo-
rary ESG communication must navigate a more complex
and dynamic environment. The rise of digital platforms
and the growing influence of social media have trans-
formed how companies connect with their stakehold-
ers. Scholars and marketing experts widely acknowledge
that the online environment offers a powerful avenue
for delivering engaging sustainability messages (Mosca
& Civera, 2017). The presence of brands on websites and
social media enhances the dissemination of informa-
tion and improves distinct sustainability communication
(Eberle et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2013; Kaplan & Haenlein,
2010; Mosca & Civera, 2017). Unlike traditional meth-
ods, online platforms significantly enhance interac-
tion between businesses and stakeholders by providing
an “inexpensive, simple, and fast way” for audiences
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apparently to connect with and influence brands (Jose
& Lee, 2007, p. 308). Social media, in particular, serves
as a vital tool for brands to develop content strategies
that effectively increase engagement with all stakehold-
ers (Lim & Rasul, 2022). This shift enables a transition
from one-way communication — where companies mere-
ly broadcast their ESG initiatives — to multi-directional
communication that fosters stakeholder dialogue and
collaboration. As a result, stakeholders are not just pas-
sive recipients of information; they become active par-
ticipants in the sustainability conversations (Coviello &
Brodie, 1998).

However, while social media allow for real-time
communication and increased transparency, enabling
organisations to respond to stakeholder concerns, these
platforms also increase the risk of reputational damage,
as misinformation or negative feedback can spread rap-
idly, often before a company can react effectively (Romoli
Venturi et al., 2022). Despite the increasing recognition
of the complexities associated with ESG communication
in digital environments, a significant gap exists in under-
standing how companies can effectively navigate the
challenges posed by over and under-communication in
the context of rapid digital transformation. While previ-
ous studies highlighted the balance required in commu-
nicating sustainability efforts, there is limited empirical
research on strategies organisations can employ to effec-
tively manage this balance in a digital landscape charac-
terised by multi-directional communication. There is a
need for more contemporary examples and case studies
that illustrate successful communication practices among
companies actively integrating ESG principles into their
strategies (Singhania, & Saini, 2022). To fill these gaps,
this paper contributes to the existing literature on sus-
tainability and communication by tackling to the fol-
lowing research question: “How can companies effectively
communicate their sustainability initiatives in the context
of ESG integration, while navigating the challenges of over
and under-communication in an increasingly digital and
interconnected world?”

3. METHODOLOGY

This study employed a multiple case study method-
ology to investigate best practices in sustainability com-
munication by examining a selection of leading global
companies recognised for their sustainable initiatives.
The multiple case study approach is particularly well-
suited for this research, as it facilitates an in-depth
examination of how leading organisations perform ESG
communication on social media while identifying key
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factors contributing to effective stakeholder engagement
and reputation management. The 2024 Global RepTrak®
100 guided the researchers in selecting cases for the
analysis. This ranking is particularly relevant for this
study, as it not only highlights the reputation of each
brand but also evaluates its performance against envi-
ronmental, social, and governance criteria when cal-
culating reputation scores. The focus was placed on the
top five companies featured in the 2024 Global RepTrak®
100 list: Lego, Mercedes-Benz Group, Rolex, Sony, and
Canon. Except for Mercedes, which entered the rank-
ing for the first time in 2022, all of these companies have
consistently been ranked among the top performers in
global sustainability and corporate reputation rankings
(Reputation Institute, 2017-2024). Therefore, examining
these companies’ social media communication strategies
offers an overview of the common elements of successful
ESG communication, offering valuable insights applica-
ble to organisations seeking to enhance their sustainabil-
ity narratives (Dolan et al., 2018).

To conduct the analysis, two researchers meticu-
lously collected captions from the selected companies’
Facebook and Instagram profiles over a specified peri-
od, from February 28, 2023, to September 28, 2024. For
this data collection process, the researchers employed
Python, resulting in 9,658 captions (as shown in Table 1).

Following the data collection, a team of three
researchers employed ChatGPT to filter out any captions
deemed irrelevant to the three pillars of sustainability
such as environmental, social, and governance. Specif-
ic sustainability-related keywords within each caption
guided this filtering process. The keywords were care-
tully selected based on five categories: diversity, envi-
ronment, employee support, product quality, and com-
munity. This systematic approach ensured the analysis
focused on relevant content, enhancing the robustness of
the findings.

This filtering process resulted in 294 captions being
selected for the content analysis.

Then the researchers have employed Leximancer,
an advanced software tool, to conduct qualitative data
analysis with minimal bias, addressing a standard limi-
tation of traditional manual approaches. By automating
the identification and categorisation of concepts within
the dataset, Leximancer has enabled systematic analysis
of large volumes of text, reducing the subjectivity often
associated with human interpretation. The software oper-
ates through an algorithmic, iterative process that exam-
ines word frequencies and co-occurrences within blocks
of text, helping the researchers to uncover patterns and
relationships that might not have been immediately
apparent. This approach provided an objective, data-driv-
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Table 1. Number of posts extracted by platform.

Brands Posts on Instagram  Posts on Facebook
Canon 960 795
Lego 950 968
Mercedes 2975 607
Rolex 208 643
Sony 652 900
Total 5745 3913

en method of analysing the texts explored herein. In the
analysis, Leximancer® extracted “concepts” critical terms
based on their frequency and contextual relevance in the
data (Sazon et al., 2024; Wilk et al., 2021). These con-
cepts were then grouped into broader “themes,” allowing
the researchers to observance of clusters of related ideas
and to trace the connections between different elements
of ESG communication. This has been particularly useful
here, as it has facilitated the identification of recurring
themes, such as “sustainability” or “stakeholders,” and
provided a clearer understanding of how these concepts
interrelate within the broader ESG discourse. One of the
most valuable outputs of using Leximancer has been the
generation of a Concept Map, a visual representation that
illustrates the relationships between themes and con-
cepts. This map has enabled to quickly identify dominant
narratives within the data and more comprehensively
explore the underlying structure of ESG communication.
Additionally, the iterative nature of Leximancer’s process
ensured that the analysis remains robust, with the data
being continually reprocessed to refine and enhance the
accuracy of the identified concepts. Through this soft-
ware, the researchers have gained more profound insights
into the patterns and themes present in ESG communica-
tion allowing the development of a more nuanced under-
standing of how organisations articulate their responsi-
bilities and engage with stakeholders.

4. RESULTS

After removing 9,364 posts from the initial data-
set, which included 5,745 Instagram posts and 3,913
Facebook posts, the researchers analysed the resulting
database of 294 posts using Leximancer software. This
analysis revealed three interconnected clusters, as shown
in Figure 1: Community, Renewable, and Impact, with
267, 90, and 19 mentions, respectively, as illustrated in
Table 2. The Leximancer Concept Map provides valuable
insights into how top-reputational brands, as ranked by
Reptrak, communicate their ESG initiatives on social
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Table 2. Keywords co-occurrences.

Cluster Hits Co-Occurrences

Community 267 community, world, inspiring, proud, people,
support, people, proud, work, sustainable,
share, culture, products, culture, story, future,
LGBTQ, space, women, design, family,
LGBTQIA, inclusive, partnership, technology,
art, materials, inspiring, art, society, inclusive,
materials, respect, environment, donations,
employees, pride, creativity, mentoring,
change, project, power, organisations, partner,
worldwide, kids, accessibility, natural,
Sustainability, award, earth, skills, ecosystems,
spirit, groundbreaking, acceptance

Renewable 90  renewable, conservation, energy, humans,
quality, packaging, battery, plastic, all-electric,
campaign, wildlife, reuse

Impact 19  impact, oceans, woman, young, bio

ging
renewable
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media. In the following section, a detailed explanation is
given including examples of captions related to the main
topics within each cluster.

4.1. Cluster “Community”

The prominence of the “Community” cluster, which
includes 267 hits, highlights a significant shift from an
environment-centric ESG communication strategy to a
more holistic approach that addresses emerging social
issues such as social justice, diversity, and preserva-
tion of cultural identity. Posts within this cluster pro-
vide examples of how companies foster an inclusive
culture that prioritises the well-being of all individu-
als and promotes diversity and inclusion by support-
ing low-power groups of stakeholders or social causes.

Figure 1. Leximancer concept map for association of sustainable themes and concepts.
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Among the brands analysed, Mercedes-Benz exemplifies
a solid commitment to inclusivity and diversity by sup-
porting the LGBTQIA+ community. Mercedes Group’s
Instagram and Facebook accounts reveal the company’s
attention to the LGBTQIA+ community by sharing
personal stories of self-acceptance. “We will share sto-
ries of people from the LGBTQIA+ community and their
inspiring journeys to their true selves. At Mercedes-Benz,
we celebrate every road you take and foster a culture of
appreciation and respect.” Further reinforcing its com-
mitment to the LGBTQ+ community, Mercedes-Benz
announced on its social media the partnership with
SAGE, an organisation dedicated to improving the lives
of elderly LGBTQ+ individuals. This partnership aligns
the brand with LGBTQIA+ advocacy, demonstrating
that Mercedes’s attention to the cause extends beyond
mere promises and is reinforced by tangible actions.
The “Community” cluster also highlights the critical
role of collaboration and shared responsibility in achiev-
ing sustainable development. Keywords such as “sup-
port,” “partnership,” and “culture” suggest that collective
efforts are essential for progress, requiring individuals,
communities, and organisations to work together toward
common goals. This underscores the idea that sustain-
ability extends beyond individual actions and requires
systemic change driven by collective responsibility. Can-
on’s “Visa Female Grant,” shared on its social profiles,
aligns the brand with broader societal efforts to support
women in the arts and media, positioning the company
as an advocate for social change: “Every year we award
the most inspiring stories told by female photographers
with the Canon Visa Female Grant. In 2020, self-taught
photographer Sabiha Cimen wowed us with her stories
about women in Islamic culture.” This initiative reflects
central themes of empowerment, gender diversity, and
cultural representation while promoting more significant
gender equity in a field traditionally dominated by men.
By honouring Cimen’s work, Canon emphasises the
importance of amplifying underrepresented voices, par-
ticularly those that shed light on nuanced cultural expe-
riences. Moreover, by posting stories that challenge ste-
reotypes and provide insights into diverse cultural iden-
tities, Canon recognises the power of visual storytelling
through social media to foster social change.

4.2. Cluster “Renewable”

In addition to the “Community” cluster, the “Renew-
able” cluster stands out with 90 hits by showing, among
the 5 top brands for reputation, a strong focus on com-
municating about technological innovation as a criti-
cal driver of environmental sustainability. This cluster
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includes all posts highlighting brands’ efforts toward
environmental sustainability, particularly the transitions
to renewable energy and reductions in carbon emis-
sions. Keywords such as “renewable energy”, “battery,”
“all-electric”, “packaging”, and “plastic” underline the
commitment to transitioning from fossil fuels to cleaner
energy sources. For instance, the Sony Group articulates
its commitment to ecological conservation, stating, “Sony
Group is involved in a variety of environmental conserva-
tion activities, one of them being the use of paper-based
product packaging instead of relying on plastic packag-
ing, which was released on 6 September.” This initiative
reflects Sony’s broader strategy to reduce its environmen-
tal impact and concrete action to align the brand with
the increasing global emphasis on environmental sustain-
ability and plastic waste reduction. Moreover, among the
top 5 brands for reputation, Mercedes Group promotes
the theme of animal welfare on its social media account,
stating, “Mercedes-Benz has ensured the well-being of
the dogs in this campaign. We have spent decades of
research and development to build cars that are all about
us humans...”. By emphasising the prioritisation of dogs’
well-being in their campaign, Mercedes-Benz appeals
to animal lovers and advocates, reinforcing its image as
a socially responsible company that extends care to all
living beings. Another interesting theme of this cluster
linked to environmental sustainability includes the top-
ic of reuse. For example, LEGO posted, “If bricks could
talk, they’d have some seriously awesome stories to tell!
Pass them on to continue their adventure and keep them
in play for generations to come @ . #MadeToBePlayed
#Sustainability #Reuse”. This social media caption posi-
tions LEGO as a promoter of sustainable behaviour,
encouraging consumers to embrace the reuse of its prod-
ucts as part of a broader commitment to sustainability.

4.3. Cluster “Impact”

The “Impact” cluster albeit comprising just 19
entries, features posts that explore the broader societal
and environmental implications of a company’s actions.
These discussions include community development,
cultural enrichment, and the outcomes of projects that
profoundly influence society and the environment by
aligning strategies with sustainable development goals.
For example, by declaring, “Support for young artists is
integral to the Perpetual Arts Initiative” Rolex shares its
commitment to nurturing young artistic talent through
a program that supports emerging artists. By fostering
the growth and development of young creatives, Rolex
positions itself as a patron of the arts, demonstrating a
long-term investment in cultural enrichment and the
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future of artistic expression. The initiative aligns with
Rolex’s brand identity, built on notions of excellence, leg-
acy, and timelessness. By supporting young artists, Rolex
ensures that the arts thrive across generations, reinforc-
ing the brand’s association with enduring craftsmanship
and creativity. The hashtag #PerpetualArts further ties
this initiative to the brand’s mission of sustained excel-
lence, suggesting that just as Rolex watches are built to
last, the company’s support for the arts is equally endur-
ing and impactful. By aligning itself with the arts, Rolex
cultivates a sophisticated image, demonstrating that its
commitment goes beyond luxury goods to fostering cre-
ativity and contributing to the global cultural landscape.
Similarly, Canon demonstrates its alignment with
impactful communication through initiatives like #Sho-
tOnCanon, highlighting products and deeper narratives.
One powerful example comes from an underwater pho-
tographer who stated: “Embark on a journey with me as
we dive into some of my most cherished photographs cap-
tured during my career as an underwater photographer.
These images are not just pictures but a testament to the
unwavering passion, countless hours, and unyielding com-
mitment dedicated to immortalising the extraordinary
beings that inhabit our oceans.”

Through this kind of storytelling, Canon transcends
its role as a camera manufacturer to become a facilitator
of environmental and cultural preservation. The brand
showcases a strong alignment with sustainability by
elevating photography as a medium for environmental
awareness, where each image captured under the #Sho-
tOnCanon campaign becomes a window into the world
of natural wonders. Through visual storytelling, Canon
amplifies the voices of artists and photographers, much
like Rolex does with emerging creatives, positioning
itself not just as a purveyor of high-quality products but
as an advocate for the conservation of cultural and envi-
ronmental heritage. By supporting creators and initia-
tives focusing on preservation, Canon adds depth to its
brand image, connecting technology with purpose and
art with advocacy.

5. EMERGING ISSUES FOR
COMMUNICATION MANAGERS

In today’s rapidly changing business landscape,
communication managers need to fully comprehend
the strategic use of digital platforms and social media to
effectively convey Environmental, Social, and Govern-
ance (ESG) messages. An analysis of the social media
activities of the top five brands, as ranked in the 2024
RepTrak 100, reveals best practices for effective ESG
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communication. The best practices are explained in the
following section.

5.1. The importance of digital platforms and social media
in ESG communication

In today’s rapidly evolving landscape, communi-
cation managers must recognise digital platforms and
social media’s critical role in effective ESG communica-
tion. Companies like Mercedes-Benz, Lego and Sony lev-
erage these channels to engage stakeholders and demon-
strate their commitment to sustainability and corporate
social responsibility (CSR) through concrete actions. For
example, Mercedes-Benz effectively uses social media to
highlight advancements in electric vehicle technology
and sustainable manufacturing practices. By showcas-
ing these initiatives, the brand reinforces its identity as
an environmentally responsible leader in the automotive
industry (Vallaster et al., 2012). Similarly, Lego employs
its Instagram and Facebook presence to share compel-
ling stories about its sustainability initiatives, focusing
on its commitment to sustainable materials and reduc-
ing carbon emissions. Sony’s posts on social media show
the decision to change packaging from plastic to renew-
able paper. This storytelling approach engages a younger,
environmentally conscious audience, fostering a deeper
emotional connection with the brand (Pomering &
Dolnicar, 2009). The example above shows that digital
platforms allow brands to disseminate information and
facilitate two-way communication, enabling companies
to gather feedback and engage with their stakeholders
(Morsing & Schultz, 2006). Moreover, this interaction
builds trust and credibility as stakeholders increasingly
demand brand transparency regarding sustainability
actions, not just promises (Pérez, 2015).

5.2. Integrating ESG communication with corporate strategy

A significant finding from this study is the criti-
cal role of integrating sustainability communication
into overall corporate strategy. This integration ensures
that sustainability messages align with broader strategic
objectives, enhancing communication’s credibility and
effectiveness. Sony and Canon exemplify how embed-
ding ESG considerations into core operations can drive
corporate strategy. Sony’s transition to paper-based
packaging highlights its commitment to responsible
business practices while reinforcing its brand identity
as a forward-thinking organisation (Reputation Insti-
tute, 2017). Canon aligns its corporate strategy with ESG
principles by promoting initiatives that support gender
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equity and the arts. This alignment strengthens their
corporate narratives and resonates with consumers who
value inclusivity and representation (Lambin, 2009).
Integrating ESG communication with corporate strategy
fosters authenticity and credibility in sustainability mes-
saging. Research indicates that companies with aligned
strategies experience higher stakeholder trust and loyalty
(Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004). By embedding sustainability
into their core practices, companies like Sony and Can-
on ensure that their CSR efforts are relevant and reso-
nate deeply with stakeholders.

5.3. Balancing ESG & sustainability promises and perfor-
mance

A core challenge in sustainability communication
is ensuring that ESG promises to align with actual per-
formance. Stakeholders, consumers, and investors are
increasingly discerning in identifying genuine initia-
tives versus sustainable campaigns that are pure mar-
keting tactics to improve consumers’ perceptions about
a specific company or brand. Mercedes-Benz, Lego,
Sony, Canon, and Rolex all illustrate the importance
of balancing ESG commitments with tangible actions.
This balance is critical for communication managers;
conveying intentions alongside measurable achieve-
ments strengthens credibility and fosters stakeholder
trust. By focusing on concrete actions, these organi-
sations position themselves as leaders in corporate
sustainability and demonstrate their commitment to
addressing social and environmental challenges (Del-
mas & Burbano, 2011). Studies show that transpar-
ency in sustainability efforts can significantly enhance
a company’s reputation and stakeholder relationships
(Lyon & Montgomery, 2015).

6. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, effective sustainability com-
munication in today’s complex business environ-
ment requires a delicate balance between spread-
ing and promoting ESG achievements and ensuring
these claims are grounded in measurable, verifiable
outcomes. Companies must engage in transpar-
ent, multi-directional communication that informs
and engages stakeholders in meaningful dialogue
(Watson & Kitchen, 2008). By leveraging digital plat-
forms, companies can enhance the effectiveness of
their sustainability messaging, reach a broader audi-
ence, and build a more substantial, resilient reputation.
The implications for managers are clear: ESG com-
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munication cannot be treated as an afterthought
or a superficial marketing strategy. Instead, it must
be integrated into the core of the company’s busi-
ness strategy and aligned with its values (Casalegno &
Civera, 2016). Therefore, managers must orient their
business choices towards ESG and sustainability-
focused procedures, policies, products, and vision.
This orientation can be effectively communicated to
stakeholders through inspirational, educational, and
inclusive social communication campaigns. Care
must be taken in these communications, as it is piv-
otal to avoid over- and under-communication (Pezet &
Casalegno, 2017) and especially to refrain from making
unsustainable promises. In this regard, RepTrak rank-
ing becomes a vital benchmark for comparing brands
based on reputation and a key driver for fostering cor-
porate renewal and transformation.

7. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA

Like any academic investigation, this research is
subject to certain limitations that future studies could
address through more focused and comprehensive anal-
ysis. It is essential to recognise these constraints not as
flaws but as opportunities for further exploration and
refinement of the research field. Emphasising the need for
more comprehensive analysis can instil a sense of urgen-
cy in the audience about addressing these limitations.

One notable limitation is the time frame selected
for the sample. While this analysis is robust within the
chosen period, extending the temporal scope in future
research could provide a more longitudinal perspective.
A more extended historical dataset might reveal trends
or fluctuations in brand perception and communica-
tion strategies that are not visible in shorter timeframes,
offering more profound insights into long-term brand
positioning and stakeholder engagement. Stressing the
potential for deeper insights can make the audience feel
the excitement of discovering new knowledge.

In addition, the selection of brands used in this
study was limited to the top five performers in the 2024
RepTrak report. Although this allows for a focused
examination of the most successful brands in terms
of reputation, it excludes other potentially significant
brands that have been prominent in previous years or
might represent different industry sectors, geographical
regions, or strategic approaches. Future research could
broaden the sample to include a more diverse range of
brands, allowing for comparisons between industry lead-
ers and challengers or between brands in different stages
of their reputational development.



Navigating the challenges of ESG communication on social media

Furthermore, this analysis focused exclusively on two
social media platforms - Facebook and Instagram - both
in the Meta ecosystem. While these platforms influence
brand communication, they represent only a subset of the
broader social media landscape. Expanding the analysis
to include additional platforms such as LinkedIn, X (for-
merly known as Twitter), and TikTok could yield valu-
able insights into how communication strategies differ
across platforms. These platforms may cater to different
audiences and foster distinct forms of interaction, which
could lead to variations in messaging, user engagement,
and brand perception. Including these platforms would
allow for more holistic understanding of cross-platform
communication dynamics. Additionally, future research
could enrich the analytical framework by incorporat-
ing more diverse data points, such as user comments,
reactions, shares, and other relevant engagement met-
rics. These factors could offer a more nuanced view of
how audiences respond to brand messaging, providing a
richer context for interpreting the effectiveness of various
communication strategies. Future studies could uncover
more detailed digital interaction patterns and reputation
management across different social media ecosystems by
broadening the scope of both platforms and metrics.

In summary, while this research offers valuable
insights into brand communication strategies within
the given scope, numerous avenues remain for fur-
ther exploration. Addressing these limitations in future
research would enhance the robustness of the findings
and contribute to a more comprehensive understand-
ing of brand management in an increasingly digital and
dynamic marketplace.
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Abstract. This study examines the crucial role of multi-stakeholder collaborations in
advancing the ecological transition, focusing on the relational dynamics that facilitate
or hinder these efforts. As key social actors, companies have a responsibility to address
environmental and social challenges by integrating functions such as marketing, cor-
porate responsibility, and sustainability to promote stakeholder engagement and the
adoption of sustainable practices. Through a conceptual approach, the paper reviews
existing literature and theoretical models on stakeholder engagement, ecological tran-
sition, and integration of internal business functions. Itidentifies barriers to effective
multi-stakeholder collaboration, including competing interests, communication prob-
lems, and trust deficits, and offers strategies to address them. The Multi-Stakeholder
Value Map is employed to evidence multi-level stakeholder relationships. It highlights
that alignment of internal business functions, particularly marketing and accountabil-
ity, can improve external stakeholder engagement, promote shared responsibility, and
play a significant role in driving the ecological transition. This integration is essential
to overcome the barriers of multi-stakeholder collaboration.

Keywords: multi-stakeholder collaborations, ecological transition, cross-functional
integration, marketing, CSR, multi-stakeholder value map.

1. INTRODUCTION

The increasing growth of ecological transition studies has emerged as a
crucial response to the pressing environmental and social challenges of con-
temporary society. Ecological transition refers to the shift from traditional
economic models focused on growth and resource exploitation to more sus-
tainable, circular, and regenerative approaches (Bennett, 1979; Dimitrova et
al., 2013). This shift is now recognized as essential to countering the negative
impacts of human activities, including climate change, biodiversity loss, and
social inequalities exacerbated by unsustainable practices such as fossil fuel
overuse, intensive agriculture, and uncontrolled consumption (Crutzen 2016;
Steffen et al., 2008; Kopnina et al., 2018). As governments, businesses, and
civil society struggle to navigate this complex transformation, multi-stake-
holder collaborations have been widely recognized as crucial mechanisms
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for driving systemic change across sectors. As Elking-
ton (2018) notes, “multi-stakeholder initiatives offer a
powerful framework for addressing systemic issues that
no single entity can solve alone” (p. 123). Furthermore,
Zadek (2007) argues that “collaborative governance
mechanisms are essential to creating the institutional
infrastructure needed to navigate sustainability transi-
tions” (p. 45). These partnerships facilitate the sharing
of knowledge and resources between public and private
actors, as highlighted by Scherer & Palazzo (2011), who
point out that “businesses, governments, and NGOs
must work together to co-create solutions to complex
global challenges” (p. 923).

Multi-stakeholder collaborations involve partner-
ships among diverse actors, including businesses, gov-
ernment agencies, nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), universities, and communities, each bringing
unique resources, knowledge, and perspectives (Civera
& Freeman, 2019; Ghelfi & Papadopoulos, 2021). Such
collaborations are considered essential in addressing
the multifaceted challenges of the ecological transition,
as they facilitate the co-creation of innovative, inclusive,
and scalable solutions that go beyond what individual
actors can achieve alone (Carrigan et al. 2023; Clube &
Tennant, 2023). For instance, in the circular economy,
multi-stakeholder partnerships enable companies to
redesign production and consumption systems to reduce
waste, improve resource efficiency, and promote sustain-
able business models (Jabbour et al., 2019). Similarly, in
energy transitions, public-private partnerships mobilize
investment in renewable technologies and help develop
regulatory frameworks that support clean energy adop-
tion (Korhonen et al., 2018).

Recent studies underscore the importance of
these partnerships in promoting systemic change. For
instance, Hansen and Coenen (2015) highlight the role
of multi-stakeholder networks in accelerating region-
al transitions to sustainability through knowledge
exchange and collective problem solving.

Also, Carrigan et al. (2023) analyze the transition
from disposable to reusable coffee cups through a com-
munity-based social marketing intervention. Through
this study they emphasize the need for collective efforts
by all stakeholders to facilitate this transition. It dem-
onstrates how collaborative communities can create effi-
cient alliances among multiple stakeholders, as noted by
Civera & Freeman (2019), leading to significant social
impacts. This research highlights the power of commu-
nity engagement and stakeholder collaboration in driv-
ing sustainable stakeholder behavior change, illustrating
the potential of localized efforts to contribute to broader
environmental sustainability goals.
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Furthermore, Beaurain et al. (2023) argue that such
collaborations are instrumental in driving the cul-
tural changes needed to integrate sustainability into
social norms and business practices. This is particularly
important in contexts where ecological transition inter-
sects with complex social and economic dynamics, such
as in developing countries or industries that rely heavily
on traditional resource extraction (Coenen et al., 2012).

However, despite their potential, multi-stakeholder
collaborations face significant obstacles. A key chal-
lenge is aligning the different goals and interests of vari-
ous stakeholders. Businesses may prioritize economic
returns, while NGOs focus on environmental or social
outcomes, and governments are often driven by regula-
tory compliance or public accountability (Freeman et al.,
2010). These differing priorities can create conflicts and
obstacles in decision-making, especially when power
imbalances exist, such as when large corporations over-
shadow smaller community groups or NGOs (Clube &
Tennant, 2023). These dynamics can reduce the inclu-
siveness of collaborations and lead to outcomes that
favor dominant interests rather than equitable solutions
(Beaurain et al., 2023; Carrigan et al. 2023).

Trust, another critical barrier, is essential to the
success of any partnership, but can be fragile in multi-
stakeholder contexts, especially when previous collabo-
rations have failed or stakeholders perceive others as
acting opportunistically (Ghelfi & Papadopoulos, 2021).
Lack of trust can lead to a reluctance to share informa-
tion, resources, or responsibilities, undermining the
collaborative process. Studies show that building trust
requires sustained effort, transparency, and consistent
communication, elements that are difficult to maintain
in complex, multi-actor contexts (Scheepens et al., 2016).

Communication challenges further complicate mul-
ti-stakeholder collaborations. Differences in language,
terminology, and framing of issues can hinder effective
dialogue and lead to misunderstandings, especially when
stakeholders come from different sectors with distinct
professional languages and cultural backgrounds (Jabbour
et al., 2019). For example, technical terms in environ-
mental science may not be easily understood by business
leaders, while regulatory jargon may confuse community
members. Effective communication is critical for aligning
stakeholder expectations, promoting mutual understand-
ing, and facilitating collaborative decision making, but
it remains one of the most persistent barriers in multi-
stakeholder initiatives (Scheepens et al., 2016).

As social actors, companies have a responsibility
to address social and environmental issues, as scholars
such as Aksoy et al. (2022), Freeman (2010) and others
have pointed out (Elkington, 1994; 2018). Companies are
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increasingly viewed not only as economic entities, but
also as stakeholders in society with a duty to respond to
ecological challenges (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Carroll,
1999). The adoption of corporate social responsibility
(CSR) principles suggests that companies must actively
engage in solving societal problems, going beyond legal
compliance to proactively address environmental and
social issues (Matten & Moon, 2008; Visser, 2011). This
responsibility includes building power both within the
company and externally among stakeholders, promot-
ing a shared commitment to sustainable practices (Dahl-
srud, 2008; Aguilera et al., 2007).

The multi-stakeholder value map proposed by Cive-
ra and Freeman (2019) provides a useful framework for
mapping both the relationships within a company and
those outside the company. By observing the dynam-
ics and overlaps of multi-stakeholder relationships, they
help us understand the interconnections between dif-
ferent stakeholders and highlight how cross-functional
integration within a company can strengthen external
collaborations. For example, noteworthy is the align-
ment of marketing and accountability functions with-
in companies that can help ensure that sustainability
efforts are consistent and credible, both internally and
externally in society.

Corporate functions, particularly marketing and
accountability, play a key role in this process as they
promote environmental awareness and stakeholder
engagement (Kotler & Lee, 2005; Polonsky, 2011). Effec-
tive integration of these functions is critical, as it aligns
internal goals with broader social imperatives, enhanc-
ing the company’s ability to influence stakeholders and
contribute to the ecological transition (Hart & Milstein,
2003; McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). Recent reports, such
as the Global Sustainable Investment Review (2023), fur-
ther highlight how integrated business functions can sig-
nificantly improve both financial and sustainability out-
comes by supporting long-term value creation (Zadek,
2006; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2006).

On the one hand, marketing plays a strategic role in
shaping the narrative of a company’s sustainability com-
mitments, influencing both internal (e.g., employees) and
external (e.g., customers, partners) stakeholders. On the
other hand, accountability functions (CSR, sustainability
departments) ensure that the company’s operations are
in line with its ecological and social goals. The integra-
tion of these functions helps companies take a holistic
approach to sustainability that links internal and exter-
nal efforts, improving their overall impact on the eco-
logical transition (Elkington, 1994; 2018).

This alignment not only improves the consistency of
sustainability strategies, but also empowers employees in

all departments to contribute to green initiatives. Mar-
keting teams can design campaigns that engage stake-
holders in sustainability, while CSR departments provide
the data and insights needed to ensure that messaging is
authentic and aligned with corporate values (Elkington,
1994; 2018). Examples such as Unilever’s Sustainable Liv-
ing Plan demonstrate how internal alignment can sig-
nificantly improve the effectiveness of multi-stakeholder
collaborations. Unilever has integrated marketing, prod-
uct development, and CSR to promote sustainability
throughout the value chain, strengthening partnerships
with NGOs, suppliers, and consumers (Elkington, 2018).
These case studies underscore the power of internal inte-
gration in supporting the ecological transition.

Therefore, our study aims to understand how multi-
stakeholder collaborations can facilitate the ecological
transition in business and society, and what key factors
emerge through the analysis of the multi-stakeholder
value map for creating effective alliances?

The remainder of the article unfolds as follows. Sec-
tion 2 outlines the literature review on Theoretical Foun-
dations of Multi-Stakeholder Collaborations, identifies
the Barriers to effective multi-stakeholder collabora-
tions, and describes the theoretical basis of the Multi-
Stakeholder Value Map. It continues with two sections
that discuss the role of cross-functional integration in
organizations and Strategies for improving multi-stake-
holder collaborations. Section 3 describes the method-
ology used to answer the research question. Section 4
discusses the application of the multi-stakeholder value
map by describing Multi-stakeholder collaborations and
their role in the ecological transition. Section 5 Proposed
strategies to overcome barriers to collaboration. The
paper concludes with concluding remarks, limitations,
and future research perspectives.

2. CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

The ecological transition represents a paradigm shift
from traditional, unsustainable business models toward
more sustainable and regenerative practices that aim to
balance economic, environmental, and social impera-
tives. This transition requires systemic changes that
cannot be achieved by individual actors working in iso-
lation. As such, the role of multi-stakeholder collabora-
tions has gained prominence, enabling diverse groups to
pool resources, share knowledge, and co-create innova-
tive solutions to complex sustainability challenges (Car-
rigan et al. 2023; Civera, 2022; Dimitrova et al., 2013;
Ghelfi & Papadopoulos, 2021). This section reviews the
current literature and theoretical models related to mul-
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ti-Stakeholder Collaborations, identifies key barriers to
effective collaboration and proposes strategies to over-
come these challenges, emphasizing the critical role of
internal cross-functional alignment in fostering success-
ful multi-stakeholder partnerships and describing the
theoretical basis of the Multi-Stakeholder Value Map.

2.1. Theoretical Foundations of Multi-stakeholder Collabo-
rations

Multi-stakeholder collaborations are grounded in
stakeholder theory, which posits that organizations
must consider the interests and influences of all parties
affected by their actions, including not only sharehold-
ers but also employees, customers, suppliers, communi-
ties, and the environment (Freeman et al., 2010). Stake-
holder theory challenges the traditional view of profit
maximization as the sole purpose of business, advocat-
ing for a broader approach that balances the needs of
various stakeholders to create shared value (Elkington,
1994; 2018). In the context of ecological transition, this
approach is particularly relevant as it highlights the
interconnectedness of social, environmental, and eco-
nomic factors, encouraging organizations to engage
with a diverse range of actors to address sustainability
challenges (Jabbour et al., 2019). Ecological transition
research has evolved to incorporate a multistakeholder
perspective, recognizing that collaborative efforts are
essential for achieving systemic change. For instance,
the transition management framework developed by
Loorbach (2010) emphasizes the importance of engaging
stakeholders in participatory processes to co-create long-
term sustainability visions and pathways. This approach
is echoed in the work of Coenen et al. (2012), who advo-
cate for spatial perspectives on sustainability transitions
that account for the regional and contextual dynamics of
stakeholder interactions. The integration of diverse per-
spectives allows for more robust and adaptive solutions
that are better suited to local conditions and can drive
broader systemic change.

2.2. Barriers to Effective Multi-stakeholder Collaborations

Despite the recognized benefits, multi-stakeholder
collaborations often encounter significant barriers that
impede their effectiveness. One of the primary challeng-
es is the alignment of stakeholder interests and values.
Collaborations bring together actors with diverse goals,
ranging from profit maximization in businesses to social
advocacy in NGOs and regulatory compliance in govern-
ment bodies. These differing priorities can create con-
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flicts that hinder decision-making and stall collaborative
efforts (Freeman et al., 2010). Research by Beaurain et al.
(2023) indicates that power imbalances among stakehold-
ers exacerbate these conflicts, as dominant actors, such as
large corporations, may impose their agendas, margin-
alizing smaller or less powerful voices and reducing the
inclusiveness and equity of the collaboration.

Trust deficits also represent a major barrier to effec-
tive collaboration. Trust is a critical component of any
partnership, yet it is often fragile in multi-stakeholder
settings, particularly when stakeholders have had nega-
tive past experiences or perceive a lack of transparency
in the collaborative process (Scheepens et al., 2016). A
study by Ghelfi and Papadopoulos (2021) found that
trust-building requires consistent, open communication
and shared decision-making, which can be difficult to
achieve when stakeholders operate under different insti-
tutional logics or organizational cultures. The absence
of trust can lead to a reluctance to share information,
resources, or responsibilities, undermining the collabo-
rative potential of the partnership.

Communication challenges further complicate mul-
ti-stakeholder collaborations. Stakeholders often come
from different sectors, each with its own language, ter-
minology, and communication styles, which can lead to
misunderstandings and misalignment of expectations.
For example, technical language used by environmental
scientists may be incomprehensible to business execu-
tives, while corporate jargon may alienate community
representatives or NGOs (Jabbour et al., 2019). Effective
communication is essential for fostering mutual under-
standing and aligning stakeholder goals, yet it remains
one of the most persistent challenges in managing multi-
stakeholder initiatives.

2.3. Multi-stakeholder value map

The multi-stakeholder value map developed by
Civera and Freeman (2019) is based on the principles of
stakeholder theory and seeks to give it a practical appli-
cation, highlighting how, for some pressing issues, it is
essential to go beyond the pure firm-centric view and
address these problems through a participatory and
cooperative perspective involving jointly designed man-
agement practices among competitors, institutional
stakeholders, public and private entities, and customers.

This approach is based on the premise that both
firms and stakeholders exist in an ecosystem formed by
networks of relationships that should foster collabora-
tion, co-creation of value, and an integrated approach to
solving complex, shared problems (Freeman, 1984). The
multi-stakeholder value map is based on key concepts
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such as mutual interdependence, transparency and trust,
which emphasize the moral and strategic importance of
each stakeholder.

The map illustrates how the corporate environment
can be seen as an interconnected ecosystem, in which
relationships between a company and its stakeholders
(including suppliers, customers, NGOs, governments,
and even competitors) are dynamic and fluid, and over-
lap in different contexts and purposes (McVea & Free-
man, 2005). This contrasts with traditional models in
which the company dominates decision-making, thus
limiting stakeholder input. Civera and Freeman (2019)
argue that viewing stakeholders through the lens of pow-
er sharing and collaboration enhances the company’s
ability to respond to complex challenges, such as climate
change or social inequality, through collective action.

Specifically in the context of our research, business-
es, as social actors (Aksoy) and not just business entities,
contribute vitally to the social and environmental health
of the local ecosystem (Whysall, 2000) and, therefore,
are fertile actors for the application of multi-stakeholder
value dynamics (Candelo et al., 2021).

The multi-stakeholder value map is applicable to
ecological transitions, where integrated stakeholder
efforts can help facilitate sustainability goals. For exam-
ple, by integrating marketing and corporate social
responsibility (CSR) functions, companies can empower
themselves and society by using stakeholder engagement
to promote sustainability practices throughout the value
chain. This process fosters cross-functional collaboration
and ensures the creation of shared value not only for the
company but also for the broader stakeholder ecosystem
by aligning business practices with social and environ-
mental needs.

Civera and Freeman’s work emphasizes that through
continuous stakeholder engagement, companies are able
to redefine power structures, improve knowledge-shar-
ing mechanisms and increase transparency. These ele-
ments are key to achieving superior value co-creation
outcomes and addressing the most pressing social and
environmental challenges. The multi-stakeholder value
map shifts the focus from the corporate domain to a
holistic approach, recognizing the contributions of each
stakeholder and promoting a culture of shared responsi-
bility and sustainability (Freeman et al., 2010).

2.4. Overcoming barriers: the role of cross-functional inte-
gration within organizations

To address these barriers, the literature increasingly
emphasizes the importance of internal cross-functional
integration within organizations, particularly between

marketing and responsibility functions. Cross-functional
integration involves breaking down silos and fostering
collaboration between departments such as marketing,
corporate social responsibility (CSR), and sustainabil-
ity, aligning their efforts with other key functions like
operations, finance, and R&D (Elkington, 2018). This
internal alignment is critical for developing coherent and
effective sustainability strategies that resonate with both
internal and external stakeholders.

Marketing functions play a strategic role in shaping
how companies communicate their sustainability com-
mitments and engage with stakeholders. They are respon-
sible for crafting messages that resonate with consumers,
partners, and other stakeholders, influencing perceptions
and behaviors (Korhonen et al., 2018). However, if mar-
keting efforts are not aligned with the company’s broader
sustainability goals, there is a risk of greenwashing -
where companies are perceived as promoting a mislead-
ing image of environmental responsibility without sub-
stantive actions to back it up (Elkington, 1994). Responsi-
bility functions, including CSR and sustainability teams,
act as internal stewards of ecological integrity, ensuring
that corporate actions align with stated commitments
and that sustainability is embedded into the organiza-
tion’s core operations (Freeman et al., 2010).

Integrating these functions enhances the organiza-
tion’s ability to engage stakeholders effectively and foster
trust. By working together, marketing and responsibil-
ity functions can create authentic narratives that reflect
the company’s genuine commitment to sustainability. For
instance, marketing can leverage CSR data to communi-
cate the impact of the company’s sustainability initiatives,
while CSR teams can provide guidance on ensuring that
marketing messages are accurate and aligned with ecolog-
ical values (Korhonen et al., 2018). This synergy not only
strengthens stakeholder engagement but also reinforces
the organization’s credibility and trustworthiness, which
are essential for overcoming barriers to collaboration.

2.5. Strategies for enhancing multi-stakeholder collabora-
tions

The integration of marketing and responsibility
functions provides a platform for developing strategies
that enhance multi-stakeholder collaborations. One such
strategy is the co-creation of sustainability initiatives,
where companies actively involve stakeholders in the
design, implementation, and evaluation of sustainabil-
ity projects. This approach not only leverages the diverse
expertise of different stakeholders but also fosters a sense
of shared ownership and accountability, which is crucial
for overcoming trust deficits (Beaurain et al., 2023).
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Figure 1. Multi-stakeholder value map: stakeholder collaboration to faster ecological transition (Reworked from Civera and Freeman, 2019).

Another strategy is the establishment of transpar-
ent communication channels that facilitate continu-
ous dialogue and feedback among stakeholders. This
includes creating forums for stakeholders to voice their
concerns, share insights, and participate in decision-
making processes. Transparent communication helps to
align expectations, build trust, and reduce the potential
for conflicts (Scheepens et al., 2016). Additionally, regu-
lar reporting on collaborative progress and outcomes
enhances accountability and demonstrates the tangible
impacts of the partnership, further strengthening stake-
holder commitment.

Capacity-building initiatives also play a critical role
in enhancing multi-stakeholder collaborations. By pro-
viding stakeholders with the necessary skills, knowledge,
and resources to participate effectively, companies can
empower all parties involved, including marginalized
groups that may otherwise be excluded from decision-
making processes. Capacity building fosters inclusivity,
enhances the quality of collaboration, and ensures that
all stakeholders can contribute meaningfully to the eco-
logical transition (Clube & Tennant, 2023).

3. METHODOLOGY

This study employs a conceptual research approach,
drawing on a comprehensive review of existing litera-
ture and theoretical models related to stakeholder col-
laboration, ecological transition, and the integration of
corporate functions. Conceptual research is particu-
larly suited for exploring emerging phenomena where
empirical data may be limited or fragmented, and it
allows for the synthesis of diverse academic perspec-
tives to develop a theoretical understanding of complex
issues (Meredith, 1993; Maclnnis, 2011). The methodol-
ogy involves three key steps: (i) literature selection and
review, (ii) analysis of barriers to multi-stakeholder col-
laboration, and (iii) we adopted a schematic view (Lau
& Woodman, 1995; Ranson et. al., 1980) to apply the
multi-stakeholder value map (Civera & Freeman, 2019)
to lead to the development of strategies to overcome
these barriers, with an emphasis on internal cross-func-
tional alignment.
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4. DISCUSSION

4.1. Multi-stakeholder collaborations and their role in eco-
logical transition

Multi-stakeholder collaborations are increasingly
recognized as critical to achieving the ecological tran-
sition, which requires systemic changes that cannot be
addressed by single entities working in isolation (Carri-
gan et al. 2023; Clube & Tennant, 2023; Beaurain et al.,
2023). As also argued by Porter and Kramer (2011), only
through collaborations can shared value be created and
business success aligned with social progress, benefiting
the environment and society . These collaborations bring
together different actors in an ecosystem-businesses,
governments, NGOs, universities, and communities-to
co-create innovative, inclusive, and scalable solutions.

This study used the lens of the multi-stakeholder
value map to understand how approaching a multi-
stakeholder collaboration can facilitate the ecological
transition as a complex problem (Civera, 2022; Coenen
et al., 2012; Korhonen et al., 2018). The results, as in
Fig.1 illustrating an application of the multi-stakeholder
value map (Civera and Freeman, 2019), show that eco-
logical transitions could benefit greatly from the integra-
tion and collaboration of different stakeholder groups
into a cohesive value-creating network. The map reflects
a cooperative environment in which organizations,
including companies, government agencies, associations,
suppliers, and customers, dynamically interact.

In fact, as a first step, it is noticeable how the map
integrates two dimensions: that of corporate and that of
society at large. From here it is clear how the overlap-
ping stakeholder groups are interconnected on multiple
levels. For example, suppliers, media, government, and
communities are integral to the dynamics inside the
company as well as those outside the company as major
players in both dimensions. These interactions transcend
traditional boundaries, linking business functions-par-
ticularly marketing and CSR-to broader social and envi-
ronmental goals. Key stakeholders, such as the media,
schools, universities, employees and communities, play
a key role in promoting sustainability, as their involve-
ment ensures a comprehensive approach to decision-
making, community empowerment and resource allo-
cation. As drawn above, the map highlights the impor-
tance of creating multi-stakeholder alliances that enable
companies to leverage collective expertise and resources
to address environmental issues more effectively.

One noteworthy observation is the overlap of cor-
porate marketing and CSR functions that are integrat-
ed with each other in a broader strategy that supports
shared sustainability goals. This overlap indicates that

responsibility extends beyond individual corporate enti-
ties, requiring collaboration across industries and sec-
tors. This structure demonstrates the potential for cross-
functional synergy to empower companies to implement
sustainable practices that must be recognized, shared,
and most importantly communicated and supported by
society as a whole.

The alignment of business practices with ecologi-
cal goals, facilitated by these integrated efforts, enables
organizations to implement meaningful, long-term envi-
ronmental changes. This multi-stakeholder approach
reinforces the idea that sustainability is not the preserve
of a single actor, but a shared responsibility that is based
on cooperation and collective action. Multi-stakeholder
collaborations are increasingly recognized as critical to
achieving the ecological transition, which requires sys-
temic changes that cannot be addressed by single entities
working in isolation (Clube & Tennant, 2023; Beaurain
et al., 2023).

However, although multi-stakeholder collaborations
are promising, they also face challenges that can hinder
their effectiveness. These include competing interests,
power asymmetries, and communication difficulties,
which must be managed strategically, through effective
relationship management as drawn in the map, to ensure
that collaborative efforts contribute meaningfully to the
ecological transition (Ghelfi & Papadopoulos, 2021).

4.2. Barriers to effective multi-stakeholder collaborations

The literature identifies several barriers that often
impede multi-stakeholder collaborations. Conflicting
interests between stakeholders are a primary challenge;
businesses typically prioritize financial returns, while
NGOs and community groups may focus on social or
environmental outcomes (Freeman et al., 2010). These
differing priorities can lead to misaligned goals and hin-
der decision-making processes. For instance, research
by Beaurain et al. (2023) found that power imbalances,
where larger corporations dominate the agenda, often
result in decisions that favor economic interests over
environmental sustainability.

Trust deficits are another significant barrier. Trust is
essential for collaboration, yet it is often fragile in multi-
stakeholder settings due to past conflicts, lack of transpar-
ency, and perceived opportunism (Ghelfi & Papadopoulos,
2021). Studies show that building trust requires ongoing
commitment, clear communication, and shared decision-
making processes (Scheepens et al., 2016). For example,
the lack of trust in extractive industries has frequently
undermined partnerships with local communities, leading
to project delays and social unrest (Zadek, 2004).
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Communication challenges further complicate mul-
ti-stakeholder initiatives. Differences in language, fram-
ing, and professional jargon can hinder dialogue, leading
to misunderstandings and reduced collaboration efficacy
(Jabbour et al., 2019). The complexity of translating tech-
nical environmental information into actionable busi-
ness strategies or community-level initiatives is often
underestimated (Scheepens et al., 2016). Empowerment
through interconnectedness and multi-stakeholder col-
laboration could be key to overcoming these barriers
in the context of the ecological transition. By fostering
a more inclusive and participatory approach, where all
stakeholders - ranging from large corporations to local
communities — are empowered to contribute equal-
ly, these collaborations can become more effective in
achieving environmental sustainability. As Gaventa and
Barrett (2012) suggest, “empowerment is about enhanc-
ing the capacities of marginalized groups to participate
in and influence decision-making processes” (p. 38). In
the case of the ecological transition, this means ensuring
that community organizations, environmental NGOs,
and smaller entities are not sidelined by the economic
interests of dominant corporate actors.

Moreover, digital platforms and technologies that
enable real-time data sharing and transparent communi-
cation have become vital tools in managing complex envi-
ronmental information. According to van der Heijden et
al. (2019), “interconnected digital platforms can bridge
communication gaps by providing access to environmen-
tal data in real time, fostering more informed and trans-
parent decision-making processes” (p. 172). This intercon-
nectedness helps stakeholders navigate the complexities of
translating technical environmental data into actionable
strategies, facilitating greater collaboration and minimiz-
ing misunderstandings that typically undermine environ-
mental initiatives. Lastly, creating a shared vision focused
on ecological sustainability can align the diverse interests
of stakeholders, promoting trust and long-term commit-
ment. As Freeman et al. (2010) argue, “the alignment of
stakeholder values can transform conflicting interests into
complementary strengths” (p. 112). When multi-stake-
holder collaborations co-create goals rooted in environ-
mental responsibility, they are better equipped to tackle
the structural and operational challenges of the ecological
transition, ensuring that decisions not only favor econom-
ic progress but also prioritize environmental integrity.

4.3. Cross-functional integration: marketing and responsi-
bility as levers for change

Cross-functional integration, particularly between
marketing and responsibility functions, is increasingly

Brigida Morelli et al.

viewed as a strategic lever for enhancing the effective-
ness of multistakeholder collaborations. Marketing func-
tions shape how a company communicates its sustain-
ability commitments, influencing and involving both
internal and external stakeholders. Meanwhile, responsi-
bility functions, such as CSR and sustainability depart-
ments, ensure that these commitments are translated
into concrete actions (Kotler & Lee, 2005).

Research indicates that aligning these functions fos-
ters a holistic approach to sustainability, bridging inter-
nal efforts with external stakeholder engagement (Hart &
Milstein, 2003). For instance, Polonsky (2011) argues that
marketing can be used to promote environmental aware-
ness among consumers and partners, while responsibility
functions provide the necessary data and frameworks to
ensure these narratives are credible and impactful.

Integrated efforts between marketing and responsi-
bility can address key barriers identified earlier, such as
trust deficits and communication challenges. By creat-
ing consistent, transparent, and authentic communica-
tions, companies can build stronger relationships with
stakeholders, enhance trust, and improve collaborative
outcomes (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Successful examples,
such as Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan, demonstrate
how integrated functions can drive sustainability initia-
tives across the entire value chain, enhancing both envi-
ronmental performance and stakeholder engagement
(Elkington, 2018).

5. PROPOSED STRATEGIES TO OVERCOMING
COLLABORATION BARRIERS

5.1. Enhancing internal alignment and building trust

One key strategy for overcoming collaboration bar-
riers is to enhance internal alignment between market-
ing and responsibility functions, fostering a unified
approach to stakeholder engagement (Freeman et al,
2010). Trust-building initiatives, such as transparent
reporting and shared value creation workshops, can
help align internal objectives with external expectations,
thereby enhancing the credibility of collaborative efforts
(Zadek, 2004).

For instance, Matten and Moon (2008) highlight
that companies that integrate CSR into core business
strategies, rather than treating it as an isolated function,
are more successful in building trust with stakeholders.
Regular communication and feedback loops between
internal functions also ensure that all departments are
aligned with the company’s sustainability goals, reduc-
ing the risk of conflicting messages that can undermine
stakeholder trust (McWilliams & Siegel, 2001).
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5.2. Fostering inclusive decision-making and stakeholder
collaboration

Inclusive decision-making processes are crucial
for effective multi-stakeholder collaborations. Strate-
gies such as co-creation workshops, stakeholder advi-
sory panels, and participatory design methods can
help ensure that all voices are heard, fostering a sense
of shared ownership and accountability (Beaurain et
al., 2023). Aguilera et al. (2007) suggest that inclusive
engagement not only enhances the quality of decisions
but also strengthens stakeholder commitment to sustain-
ability initiatives.

Organizations can also leverage digital platforms
to facilitate ongoing stakeholder dialogue, allowing for
real-time feedback and collaborative problem-solving
(Visser, 2011). This approach has been particularly effec-
tive in industries like urban planning and renewable
energy, where stakeholder input is critical for aligning
projects with community needs and environmental
standards (Coenen et al., 2012).

5.3. Leveraging marketing and responsibility functions for
effective communication and empowerment

Effective communication is central to overcoming
the barriers to multi-stakeholder collaborations. Cross-
functional teams that combine marketing’s expertise in
its communication with responsibility’s focus on authen-
ticity and data-driven insights can develop clear and
compelling narratives that resonate with diverse stake-
holders (Kotler & Lee, 2005).

Schaltegger and Wagner (2006) emphasize that com-
munication should not only focus on the successes of
sustainability initiatives but also transparently address
challenges and setbacks, fostering an environment of
openness and continuous improvement. Case studies,
storytelling, and sustainability reports can be used as
tools to highlight the impact of collaborative efforts and
inspire broader participation in the ecological transition
(Hart & Milstein, 2003).

6. CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS AND
FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

The results of this research have important
implications both academically and for practi-
cal applications regarding multi-stakeholder col-
laborations in the context of ecological transitions.
From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes
to the existing literature on multi-stakeholder collabo-

rations by clarifying the mechanisms through which
stakeholder synergies can break down barriers and co-
create value to facilitate ecological transitions. One focus
is the integration of marketing and CSR functions that
can drive communication and stakeholder empower-
ment in the ecological transition. In particular, it high-
lights the importance of reconceptualizing traditional
business paradigms to include broader social and envi-
ronmental considerations. Future research should fur-
ther explore the theoretical constructs of empowerment
and interconnectedness, examining their roles as media-
tors and moderators within multi-stakeholder contexts.
The development of sound theoretical models incorpo-
rating these constructs could improve our understand-
ing of stakeholder dynamics and collaborative outcomes.

For the managerial implication, the findings sug-
gest that organizations need to take a more holis-
tic approach to stakeholder engagement. By redefin-
ing their role within the multi-stakeholder landscape,
organizations can move beyond profit goals and actively
contribute to environmental sustainability and social
responsibility. This requires the development of com-
prehensive performance metrics that include not only
financial results, but also social and environmental
indicators. Companies should implement strategies that
promote stakeholder engagement, transparency, and
trust, which are key to building collaborative relation-
ships that can effectively address ecological challenges.
Future research should prioritize several key areas. First,
empirical investigations are needed to assess how multi-
stakeholder governance models can be effectively imple-
mented in various sectors, particularly those with a lim-
ited history of collaboration. Understanding sector-spe-
cific challenges and opportunities will provide insights
into best practices for facilitating effective collaborations.

Second, it is imperative to examine the skills and
technological infrastructure needed to support multi-
stakeholder collaborations. Research should focus on the
role of digital tools in improving transparency, account-
ability, and trust among stakeholders. Studies in this
area could produce practical frameworks for leveraging
technology to facilitate effective communication and col-
laboration.

Finally, future research should explore the relation-
al dynamics of empowerment and interconnectedness
within multi-stakeholder networks. Investigating how
empowerment initiatives can strengthen stakeholder
relationships and promote equitable collaborations will
be critical to understanding the complexities of multi-
stakeholder engagement. This research can also help
identify best practices for promoting a culture of collab-
oration that effectively addresses ecological transitions.
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In conclusion, this study clarifies the vital role of
multi-stakeholder collaborations in facilitating ecologi-
cal transitions through the integration of marketing and
accountability functions. The results emphasize that
empowerment and interconnectedness are key levers in
overcoming obstacles to effective collaboration. By fos-
tering collaborative relationships that prioritize sustain-
ability and social responsibility, organizations can con-
tribute significantly to addressing the pressing challeng-
es posed by ecological degradation.

This research provides a fundamental understanding
of how multi-stakeholder collaborations can be structured
to achieve both ecological and social goals. While this
study offers valuable insights, it also recognizes the limi-
tations inherent in examining the complex cultural and
institutional barriers to collaboration. Continued explora-
tion of these barriers, along with the dynamics of stake-
holder interactions, will be essential to advancing our
understanding of effective multi-stakeholder engagement.

Future research should build on these findings by
investigating the mechanisms that facilitate or hinder
collaborative efforts in different contexts. By promoting
dialogue between stakeholders and researchers, we can
collectively advance strategies that harness the trans-
formative potential of multi-stakeholder collaborations,
ultimately contributing to a sustainable future.
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Abstract. Contemporary corporate governance is increasingly intertwined with sus-
tainability goals. This necessitates a shift from a narrow focus on shareholder inter-
ests to a broader stakeholder-oriented approach, encompassing environmental, social,
and governance (ESG) factors. The integration of ESG considerations into governance
frameworks requires a clear definition of roles and responsibilities among boards of
directors, shareholders, and other stakeholders. This includes establishing a “corporate
purpose” that transcends profit maximization and guides the organization towards sus-
tainable value creation. This paper offers and overview about the effective sustainabil-
ity governance models that promote transparency, ethical behavior, and accountabil-
ity, enabling companies to identify and manage emerging risks while capitalizing on
opportunities in a rapidly evolving global landscape. This approach fosters a culture of
sustainability, contributing to long-term organizational success and societal well-being.

Keywords: sustainability, corporate governance, integrated CSR, stakeholders, pur-
pose.

1. INTRODUCTION

The call to action to achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has
become a priority for companies across all economic sectors (Latapi Agudelo
et al. 2019). The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda has intensified the focus on
sustainability. This global plan focuses on addressing key challenges through
sustainable practices, which, although not immediately affecting business
operations, serve as a strategic guide for the future. In 2018, the European
Commission published a “Sustainable Finance Action Plan” to promote a
financial system capable of supporting sustainable development from eco-
nomic, social, and environmental perspectives. Businesses are now expected
to comply with environmental, social, and governance (ESG) regulations,
encouraged by stakeholders and consumers who are increasingly aware of
sustainability issues (Visser 2010; Freeman, Martin and Parmar 2020).The
concept of sustainable development was first mentioned in the 1987 Brundt-
land Report, which defined sustainable development as: “Development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
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generations to meet their own needs”. In other words,
sustainable development means meeting the needs of
the current population while simultaneously safeguard-
ing opportunities for future generations. To do this, it is
necessary to quantify current resources and immediately
adopt measures to ensure their availability in the future.
Therefore, the management of a resource is sustainable
only when, once aware of its capacity for regeneration,
the resource is not exploited beyond a certain threshold,
allowing for complete regeneration.

However, in addition to being difficult to apply, the
Brundtland Report’s definition of sustainability provides
few guidelines on how to achieve sustainable develop-
ment. On one hand, the definition offers limited guid-
ance on identifying present and future needs. On the
other hand, it does not provide suggestions regarding
the technologies and resources needed to meet these
needs (Hart, 1995; Starik and Rands, 1995). This lack
of clarity in guiding toward more sustainable behavior
is addressed by Elkington (1998), who, by creating the
Triple Bottom Line, defined sustainable development as
a reconciliation between three spheres: economic, social,
and environmental dimensions.

According to the Triple Bottom Line framework,
organizations should not prioritize any one of the three
objectives, but must achieve them together by establish-
ing equal and long-term relationships with their stake-
holders. In other words, Elkington suggests that organi-
zations should not focus solely on economic goals and
performance aimed solely at uncompromising growth;

SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPEMENT |

Figure 1. Triple bottom line framework. Source: Mosca & Chiauda-
no (2024); Mosca & Greco (2024).
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instead, they survive in the long term by pursuing envi-
ronmental and social objectives.

Recent contributions by George Serafeim (2022) and
Rupert Younger (2023) share this approach. Specifically,
Serafeim (2022), in his publication “Purpose and Profit”,
highlights the most effective approaches to managing
the three dimensions of sustainability while simultane-
ously creating economic value and contributing to col-
lective well-being.

Despite years of intense academic research and insti-
tutional work, finding a globally accepted definition of
corporate social responsibility (CSR) remains compli-
cated. Many academics have long understood that CSR
is a dynamic and constantly evolving concept (Vallester,
2012; Jin, 2019; Mosca & Civera, 2017).

The earliest practices related to sustainable and
responsible business management date back to the
Industrial Revolution (Carroll, 2009; Visser, 2010). In
the mid-19th century, the public began to recognize the
need to address social issues within factories, such as
wages, poor working conditions, and child labor. Aware-
ness of sustainability’s role further increased in the
1920s, when the first American corporation was born.
At that time, managers realized that their actions and
decisions had positive or negative effects not only for
shareholders but also for the well-being of employees,
customers, and society at large. As a result, the first cor-
porate code of ethics was established in 1947, and in the
1950s, the concept of CSR entered the corporate lexicon.
In 1953, Bowen, considered the father of CSR, provided
the first definition of CSR. In his book titled “Social
Responsibility of the Businessman”, the author states
that CSR is a set of mandatory rules that both manag-
ers and entrepreneurs must follow when pursuing poli-
cies, making decisions, or developing strategic actions to
meet the expectations and values of society. His view of
CSR reflected the awareness that organizations in gen-
eral, and businesses in particular, could no longer ignore
the significant impact of business on communities (Car-
roll, 2009).

Despite the growing interest in CSR, practical out-
comes were limited until the 1960s, when environmental
movements spurred public recognition of the role busi-
nesses play in social and environmental conflicts (Visser,
2010). Keith Davis defined CSR in 1960 as actions that
should extend beyond mere economic interests. It wasn’t
until the 1970s that concrete CSR programs emerged,
focusing on diverse activities beyond philanthropy
(Muirhead, 1999). The debate surrounding CSR during
the 1970s and 1980s centered on the balance between
economic interests, primarily those of shareholders,
and social responsibilities towards other stakeholders,
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including employees and communities. In 1971, the idea
emerged that within a company, the board and manage-
ment, when making strategic decisions, should balance
various interests: economic, social, environmental, and
employee well-being.

In particular, during the 1970s and 1980s, contri-
butions to the definition of CSR came from two oppos-
ing theories: Shareholder Theory (Friedman, 1970) and
Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984).

Friedman, the father of Shareholder Theory, stated
in an article published in “The New York Times” (1970)
that “the social responsibility of business is to increase
its profits.” He believed that the company’s responsibility
was exclusively on the economic level and that organiza-
tions should not aim to achieve anything other than the
interests of their shareholders, who are the legal enti-
ties for whom the company was created. According to
Friedman (1970), all meanings and implications of CSR
depended solely on the willingness of companies to for-
go part of their economic return to achieve social goals,
exclusively in the company’s interest and ultimately, that
of the shareholders.

Edward Freeman introduced Stakeholder Theory,
which has gained increasing relevance since the 1980s
because it proposes a holistic view of CSR. As Freeman
(1984) stated, the main flaw in previous theories was the
idea that the sole purpose of a company was to gener-
ate profits to satisfy shareholders (Freeman, 2017), pro-
moting a new approach to business management that
required balancing the needs of all stakeholders.

Stakeholder Theory considers the company as an
open social system aimed at fulfilling the interests of its
shareholders while also meeting the expectations of all
other stakeholders. In particular, stakeholders are organ-
ized into two categories: primary and secondary. Pri-
mary stakeholders include suppliers, consumers, inves-
tors, employees, financial institutions, associations, and
communities. They represent the people or organizations
whose relationship with the company is essential for its
survival. Secondary stakeholders include competitors,
the media, the public, public institutions, and politics.
Secondary stakeholders influence the company’s activi-
ties but are not essential for its survival.

Freeman, in determining this classification, also
stated that companies must strive to meet the needs of
all their stakeholders, not just shareholders, who are
considered a special category of stakeholders. The result
is a concept of CSR characterized by a broad expan-
sion of corporate responsibilities, which go beyond their
boundaries and cannot be limited to maximizing profits.
According to this view, companies, in pursuing the goal
of maximizing value, must not only focus on economic

value, represented by profits, but also pay attention to
generating broader value.

Stakeholder theory asserts that a company, in con-
ducting its activities, is responsible for generating and
increasing wealth not only for itself but, more impor-
tantly, for society and, consequently, for the economic
system (Carroll, 1991). Freeman’s holistic view of CSR
serves as a valuable guideline, leading companies today
- regardless of sector or country of origin - to adopt
socially responsible behaviors that promote the well-
being of all stakeholders, while still maintaining a focus
on profitability, economic value, and shareholder remu-
neration.

Initially, CSR was considered a costly and inefficient
approach from a business perspective. However, it has
now become one of the most widely accepted theories
and approaches globally, embraced by large organiza-
tions, publicly traded companies, privately held firms,
and professional investors alike. Today, most companies
establish specific guidelines and dedicated departments
focused on sustainability.

The degree of orientation toward the stakeholder
approach varies from company to company. According
to scholars, in many cases, companies implement super-
ficial CSR actions aimed more at improving corporate
reputation and satisfying stakeholder demands than
at actively contributing to well-being by reshaping the
traditional business model into a more sustainable one
(Civera et al., 2018; Hoque et al., 2018). Freeman refers to
this type of sustainable approach as residual CSR.

Residual CSR, for example, occurs when companies
limit their CSR efforts to actions aimed at complying
with voluntary or mandatory regulations and stand-
ards. Due to their limited impact on the well-being of
the social environment in which the organization oper-
ates, so-called residual CSR activities have been recog-
nized as only partially effective in achieving a high level
of sustainability commitment within a company. Free-
man (1984) suggests implementing integrated CSR to
achieve tangible and positive CSR development. Unlike
residual CSR, integrated CSR is rooted in stakeholder
theory. Through integrated CSR actions, companies go
beyond simply responding to bureaucratic obligations
or complying with legal standards and codes of conduct.
In integrated CSR, companies aim to incorporate envi-
ronmental and social issues into their strategies, govern-
ance, and daily management actions.

Therefore, it is only through an integrated CSR
approach that a company can simultaneously meet
both stakeholder interests and its financial objectives.
By leveraging the definitions of residual and integrated
CSR proposed by Freeman et al. (2010), it is possible to
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Figure 2. Integrated CSR framework (Mosca et al., 2018). Source: Mosca & Chiaudano (2024); Mosca & Greco (2024).

identify a framework to distinguish which activities rep-
resent effective CSR integration models and which do
not. This framework structures the integration of corpo-
rate responsibility into three dimensions: standards and
norms, strategic philanthropy, and integrated outcomes.

Thus, a company’s social responsibility efforts grow
when an organization shifts from a residual approach,
primarily focused on compliance with standards and
norms, to strategic philanthropy and, ultimately, to inte-
grated results.

2. CRITICAL ISSUES IN THE APPLICATION
OF THE INTEGRATED CSR APPROACH

The theory outlined in the previous section, along
with the academic studies proposed by scholars in eth-
ics, management, and social responsibility, clearly indi-
cates that there is compatibility between social respon-
sibility, a stakeholder-focused approach balancing inter-
ests, and profitability. Furthermore, studies show that
socially responsible actions by organizations lead to
higher returns on the capital invested by shareholders in
the company. Thus, it is a mistake to view the relation-
ship between shareholders and other stakeholders as a
trade-off between interests, as these interests are closely
related and often coincide. Despite this understand-

ing, many still see challenges and do not comprehend
or agree with the integrated CSR approach. The main
considerations, worthy of significant attention and care-
ful observation, relate to the fact that sustainability and
unconditional adherence to an integrated CSR approach
require substantial investments that a company may not
necessarily be able to sustain, at least in the short term.
Furthermore, many scholars observe that sustainabil-
ity and unconditional adherence to an integrated CSR
approach can only be pursued by an organization in a
context of economic development adequate to support
these investments and if the organization has solid long-
term prospects and adequate profitability. In the absence
of these conditions, the organization will necessarily
have to focus solely on creating economic value, prior-
itizing profits while sidelining sustainability aspects.
Another relevant consideration is that investments
in sustainability often do not generate immediate eco-
nomic returns and represent costs, especially for small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that do not foresee
a reasonable return on such investments within a short
timeframe; these are often perceived as expenses. For the
reasons mentioned above, these investments are system-
atically postponed unless they are mandatory to comply
with binding regulations. Additionally, when government
measures and/or regulators impose overly restrictive sus-
tainability requirements, this can create a competitive
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asymmetry, giving an advantage to companies operating
in market areas where such investments are not manda-
tory, and regulations are less stringent. In other words,
excessive regulation creates a competitive disadvantage
for companies that are subject to such regulation.

Particularly, concerning governance aspects, some
observe that boards of directors, more generally the gov-
erning bodies of companies, are currently appointed by
controlling shareholders who tend to be very sensitive
to generating economic value unless they have a strong
orientation toward sustainability issues. This exclusive
focus on profit might slow progress towards the social
responsibility goals of organizations. To mitigate this
risk, it is crucial to develop governance models that
allow shareholders to retain their central role in appoint-
ing corporate governing bodies while also balancing the
interests of other stakeholders. This is a particularly deli-
cate point, as it must be remembered that it is current-
ly the shareholders in the more advanced legal systems
and modern capitalism who have the final say on the
appointment of the components of corporate governing
bodies. In companies with a narrow shareholder base,
such as small and medium-sized enterprises that do not
have shares listed on regulated markets, the appoint-
ment of governing bodies rests solely with shareholders.
To address the issues raised in the previous points, it is
essential to identify governance models for both large
companies, which must adhere to corporate governance
codes that provide precise guidelines for governance in
general and particularly for sustainability governance,
as well as for closely-held unlisted companies, for which
it is more challenging to achieve a balance between the
interests of shareholders and other stakeholders. Cer-
tainly, to achieve a model that provides for balanced
corporate governance oriented towards an appropriate
purpose, there are at least three key points that should
be considered. A clear definition of governance roles. It
is necessary to allocate responsibilities among all par-
ties involved in managing ESG issues, particularly the
boards of directors, shareholder groups, C-Level man-
agers, employee representatives, and, if present, stake-
holder committees. A composition of boards and rules
of operation for boards of directors that are shared by
all stakeholders. It is essential that there is a composition
and a set of rules that make it possible and understanda-
ble to analyze the various risks and interests, taking into
account both macro and micro environmental factors;
this also means balancing the interests of shareholders
with those of closer stakeholders.

A climate of trust and ethical behavior at all levels
of the organization. Since the organizational structure is
based on the delegation of authority and trust between

parties, this requires ethical behavior from all individu-
als involved in the organization, aimed at instilling an
ethical approach and a balanced orientation towards cre-
ating sustainable value.

3. TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED MODEL
OF SUSTAINABILITY GOVERNANCE

The reasons why companies need to restructure
their organizational framework by adopting a sus-
tainability governance model are manifold. In addi-
tion to helping the company establish clear objectives
and ensuring that the organization’s actions and deci-
sions align with sustainability principles - leading to
improved performance in terms of reducing environ-
mental impact, promoting social responsibility, and cre-
ating long-term value - effective sustainability govern-
ance can help identify and manage risks associated with
all the critical issues related to climate change, social
and ethical matters, and consequently protect the com-
pany from potential legal penalties, financial losses, and
reputational damage. Stakeholders, in fact, are becoming
increasingly aware of sustainability issues, have higher
expectations regarding the management of ESG factors
by organizations, and feel the need to be increasingly
informed about the actions companies are taking. In
this sense, an appropriate model of sustainability gov-
ernance promotes corporate responsibility towards the
environment, society, and stakeholders, also contribut-
ing to improving the company’s reputation and creating
an organizational culture based on sustainable values.
Furthermore, companies that adopt sustainability gov-
ernance models can benefit from the creation of sustain-
able and innovative products and services, making them
more competitive in the market and opening the door
to new business opportunities. Moreover, particularly
concerning larger companies whose shares are listed on
regulated markets, it has been demonstrated that a tan-
gible sensitivity, proven by actions and the attainment
of ESG Ratings, towards ESG issues leads to an increase
in share value and a broader group of stable, long-term
investors in the company’s shareholder base. It is also
worth mentioning the opportunity for sustainable com-
panies to have, under equal financial conditions, access
to credit on more favorable terms compared to competi-
tors. Adherence to the regulatory framework for com-
panies presupposes that they have an effective sustain-
ability governance model. In this regard, the new Cor-
porate Governance Code for listed companies reiterates
from Principle I of Article 1 the centrality and impor-
tance of the Board’s role, stating that “the administrative
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body leads the company towards sustainable success,”
understood as “the objective that guides the actions of
the administrative body, which consists in creating long-
term value for shareholders, taking into account the
interests of other relevant stakeholders for the company”
(Ttalian Committee for Corporate Governance, 2020).

In summary, a sustainability governance model is
essential for helping companies comply with increasing-
ly stringent regulatory obligations, as well as effectively
integrating sustainability into the business strategy,
thereby allowing them to address emerging challenges,
leverage sustainable business opportunities, and respond
to the growing expectations of stakeholders. The accel-
eration towards sustainable development leads to defin-
ing or often even creating a new within the governance
bodies, rules, processes, and competencies that enable
the company to effectively manage and monitor its social
and environmental impact. Although the link between
socio-environmental issues and Corporate Govern-
ance is now widely recognized, there is still considerable
uncertainty about how to integrate social and environ-
mental aspects into decision-making processes (Minci-
ullo, Zaccone, & Pedrini, 2022).

The method of managing sustainability at the corpo-
rate level has a starting point: the purpose, from which
derives the function that the organization assigns to
ESG factors, and consequently its orientation towards
sustainability. In particular, it can be said that a com-
pany is guided by a purpose if it is publicly committed
to a goal beyond profit maximization and if it routinely
sacrifices short-term profits to the pursuit of this pur-
pose (George, Haas, McGahan, Schillebeeckx, & Tracey,
2021), meaning if it is publicly committed to a goal that
goes beyond maximizing profit and if it regularly sacri-
fices short-term profits in pursuit of this higher purpose.
Therefore, the purpose can be defined as the aim, princi-
ple, or ultimate goal that guides the enterprise, based on
which it is possible to explain the rationale behind the
actions taken by it (Jones, 2016).

However, the corporate purpose is often confused
with the mission and vision. While the mission is what a
corporation does (David, David, & David, 2014), meaning
what the company does and allowing it to be distinguished
from others (Pearce II & David, 1987), the vision is the
projection of the company into a future scenario (Castro &
Lohmann, 2014); for purpose, on the other hand, it refers
to why a corporation does what it does (Jones, 2016), the
ultimate goal of the actions undertaken by the organiza-
tion, representing the reason for its existence.

Historically, organizations did not pay much atten-
tion to what their broader objectives were beyond creat-
ing value for their shareholders.

Fabrizio Mosca, Eleonora Greco

The debate, first academic and later widespread in
business regarding Corporate Social Responsibility, intro-
duced from the 1970s by numerous scholars, among whom
E. Freeman stands out, has brought organizational respon-
sibility to the forefront. Throughout the 2000s, organiza-
tions, management, and even capital holders became aware
of the need to assign a broader and longer-term objective
that goes beyond short-term economic results.

Obviously, the intensity with which an organization
adopts a socially responsible approach is graduated by
the sustainability of its shareholders, the macroenviron-
ment, and microenvironment in which it operates, and
the attitude of the CEO and top management. However,
the path taken is irreversible in a context where, espe-
cially large corporations, have assumed an economic
dimension and an impact capacity that in many cases is
greater than that of sovereign states themselves.

Depending on the corporate purpose adopted, it is
possible to identify three different approaches, manage-
ment methods, and levels of integration of sustainability
- or better, ESG factors — within organizations, which
are captured within the three dimensions that make up
the Integrated CSR Framework (Mosca & Civera, 2017,
Mosca, Civera, & Casalegno, 2018) as detailed below.

The first dimension of the Integrated CSR Frame-
work, “standards, norms & labels,” includes all sets of
national and international standards, norms, and labels
that a company is required to implement to compete
globally and represents a more residual approach to sus-
tainability management.

Companies that limit themselves to being compli-
ant with standards, norms, and legal requirements are
driven towards social responsibility by the need to align
with an increasingly stringent regulatory framework on
ESG issues, but they have not yet entered a consciously
proactive approach.

Companies that merely fulfill the obligations pre-
scribed by law will therefore perceive sustainability as a
component of business risks, that is, as a marginal risk
that is managed and monitored in accordance with the
evolving regulations to which the company is subject.

The second dimension of the Integrated CSR Frame-
work, “strategic philanthropy,” represents a greater level
of integration of ESG factors within the company. The
more the activities undertaken are consistent with the
company’s core business, the more the approach towards
ESG issues can be considered integrated (Mosca & Cive-
ra, 2017). This still partial, albeit positive, integration
of ESG factors leads companies to perceive sustainabil-
ity as a substantial risk to be managed and monitored
through actions that go beyond mere compliance with
legal standards. This approach highlights a progression
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Figure 3. Integrated CSR Framework. Source: Mosca & Civera (2017).

towards responsible and attentive behaviors regard-
ing ESG aspects; however, it often manifests in practice
as episodic actions and initiatives by companies that
are poorly coordinated and not systematic. This under-
scores an incomplete integration of ESG principles into
the organization’s processes. The third and final dimen-
sion of the Integrated CSR Framework, “integrated out-
puts,” represents the highest expression of sustainabil-
ity integration within the company, from governance to
the core business activities. This dimension materializes
in the integration of social, ethical, and environmental
practices into the company’s strategy, processes, prod-
ucts, and services offered to consumers. For example,
a company adopts an Integrated CSR approach when
it successfully incorporates circular economy elements
into its products and services (such as designing and
developing products with disposal and reuse processes
in mind), develops sustainable processes both internally
and externally, and ultimately implements policies that
continuously stimulate dialogue between middle and top
management, between top management and the Board,
and between the Board and stakeholders. The goal of the
integrated CSR approach is to ensure that the organiza-

tion grows with a primary focus on sustainable devel-
opment rather than as a residual concern. This type of
approach identifies sustainability as a strategic lever:
companies operating in this way systematically iden-
tify the risks and opportunities associated with it and
attempt to transform them into a competitive advan-
tage. When the purpose is established by the company’s
leadership, a different perception and a deeper level of
sustainability integration at the corporate level emerge,
involving all hierarchical levels of the organization along
which business strategies regarding sustainability are
decided and implemented. In particular, it is possible to
identify two hierarchical levels within the company: sus-
tainability governance and sustainability management.
In complex organizations, sustainability governance and
management are the two levels on which a sustainability
governance model is built.

Sustainability governance corresponds to the com-
pany’s leadership, that is, the level at which strategic
choices are made, which may be oriented, depending on
the adopted purpose, towards sustainability issues. The
strategy is then translated into policies and actions by
the second level, sustainability management. Describ-
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ing the framework from top to bottom, it is possible to
observe that the first level of the model is constituted
by sustainability governance, which is assigned strategic
responsibility. Therefore, it is possible for the manage-
ment of ESG factors to be attributed to existing or newly
established internal committees, which “represent the
instrument through which structured internal dialogue
on relevant issues is developed and then brought to the
attention of the Board of Directors” (Organismo italiano
Business Reporting, 2022).

In the case of existing internal committees, these
are committees that have previously been entrusted
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS oard of statutory auditors

Sustainability Committee Supervisory Body

External auditors

\/

MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE
Sustainability manager

INCENTIVE

SPECIFIC SKILLS SYSTEMS

Fabrizio Mosca, Eleonora Greco

with other delegations and only later begin to address
the issue of sustainability (for example, the Control and
Risks Committee); whereas, in the case of newly estab-
lished internal committees, such as the “Sustainability
Committee,” we have a committee with specific delega-
tions regarding the management of this issue, to which
additional delegations may also be assigned (some exam-
ples could be the Risks and Sustainability Committee,
the Corporate Governance and Sustainability Commit-
tee, and the Nominations and Sustainability Committee).

This first level of governance is responsible for stra-
tegic orientation. The aims and objectives of the compa-
ny’s activities are therefore defined, which are achieved
through appropriate policies and actions outlined and
implemented by the second level of the framework, the
managerial level.

Sustainability management generally materializes
in a managerial committee, that is, a group of experts
with specific skills selected from within the organization,
which is responsible for defining sustainability policies
and actions that may or may not be directed towards phil-
anthropic activities, managing the various implications of
the same, involving the various business functions.

Therefore, this committee, headed by the CEO or
the Chief of Sustainability, includes key representatives
from the different business functions and divisions, in
order to analyze the feedback received from the com-
pany’s business units, filter and report this information
back to the company’s leadership.

To initiate a continuous mechanism of reporting and
information exchange, it is necessary to identify a Sus-
tainability Ambassador for each business unit, an indi-
vidual already present within the organization tasked
with spreading the sustainability culture within that
business unit, identifying new objectives to pursue and

SMEs

Board of statutory
auditors/ External
auditors

Board of Directors

Chief executive
officer

INCENTIVE

SPECIFIC SKILLS SYSTEMS

Figure 5. A sustainability governance proposal for SMEs. Source: Mosca & Greco (2024).
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initiatives or actions to implement in order to enhance
social and environmental issues in the company’s prod-
ucts and processes, as well as reporting back on the
results achieved and the progress of the actions taken.

However, the model just illustrated is developed fol-
lowing a circular bottom-up approach. The reporting to
the managerial committee by the individual Sustain-
ability Ambassadors, and then to the company’s leader-
ship, would not be possible if there were not continuous
feedback from the people within the organization, who
daily carry out actions and are sensitized to achieve the
ultimate objectives defined by the company’s leadership.

However, the degree of integration of the sustain-
ability governance model varies from case to case. It
changes based on the commitment, that is, based on the
time and resources dedicated by the organization, which
leads not to a different direction of the actions taken, but
to a different impact of the same. The illustrated frame-
work, depending on the adopted purpose, can assume
different configurations. In companies that perceive sus-
tainability as a marginal or substantial risk, Sustainabili-
ty Ambassadors are rarely present, and the sustainability
managerial committee may eventually be replaced by the
figure of the sustainability manager.

Consequently, with the reduction of information
exchange between the two levels of the governance mod-
el, there will be less integration of sustainability both at
the managerial and governance levels, and the actions
taken by the organization will primarily aim to fulfill
regulatory obligations.

4. A PROPOSAL FOR SUSTAINABILITY
GOVERNANCE FOR SMES

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are often
characterized by a narrow shareholder base, frequently
family-owned, where the roles of principal and agent merge,
resulting in interests that may not always align with those of
the business itself. They also tend to have centralized deci-
sion-making power in the hands of a single person, as well
as predominantly implicit and non-formalized processes for
strategic planning, internal control procedures, and reduced
reporting activities towards stakeholders.

In such a context, even with an adequate organi-
zational structure, there is often high exposure to eco-
nomic uncertainties and emerging risks, both due to the
smaller size of these enterprises and the adoption of less
structured governance models.

Indeed, having a well-defined organizational struc-
ture on paper that is not accompanied by specific com-
petencies, for example, on ESG issues, may not be suf-

ficient to assess, monitor, and counteract the emerging
risks to which the business is exposed, such as climate
risk and environmental risk.

These risks, although seemingly unrelated to other
risks inherent to the business, such as credit risk, can
overlap with pre-existing risks.

To address the aforementioned issues, it would be
advisable to encourage SMEs to adopt a more structured
governance framework with specific competencies suitable
for overseeing and mitigating emerging risks and trans-
forming them into sources of competitive advantage.

Starting from the sustainability governance model
outlined for large companies discussed in the previous
paragraph, it is possible to adapt a sustainability govern-
ance model for SMEs, taking into account their specific
empirical characteristics.

The opportunity to develop sustainability skills and
incentive systems, which link the variable component
of the compensation of top executives to sustainability
objectives, is also fundamentally important for SMEs.

In this perspective, less structured SMEs, whose legal
form is typically limited liability and whose administrative
body is monocratic (Sole Director), may acquire the nec-
essary skills to address risks and seize opportunities from
external consultants, who support the Director in imple-
menting ESG factors within the company, identifying pro-
jects to undertake, and in sustainability reporting phases.

For more structured SMEs, which already have a
Board of Directors but lack internal committees with
specific delegations for managing sustainability issues, as
illustrated in Figure 5, the management of these issues
may be entrusted to a CEO, provided that he or she pos-
sesses the specific skills related to implementing and
managing sustainability topics within the enterprise.

This figure is responsible for integrating ESG fac-
tors into the business system, identifying, promoting,
and undertaking social and environmental initiatives,
overseeing sustainability reporting, and identifying and
mitigating emerging risks that could jeopardize business
continuity, including through a review of the business
model. Furthermore, they must transform actions that
might otherwise be mere compliance into opportunities
and thus into competitive advantages for the business.

However, just as with large companies, the degree of
implementation of ESG factors within corporate govern-
ance for SMEs also depends on the purpose adopted.

5. IMPLEMENTATION OF ESG FACTORS IN SMES

In SMEs that limit themselves to implementing ESG
factors within the enterprise to fulfill regulatory obliga-
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tions, perceiving them as a marginal risk, the activities
and actions undertaken by the CEO will primarily focus
on sustainability reporting.

It is also possible for SMEs to perceive sustainability
as a substantial risk and to implement ESG factors within
the enterprise, not only to comply with regulatory obliga-
tions but also to promptly identify and mitigate emerg-
ing risks, such as the previously illustrated climate risks,
which could jeopardize the business’s operations. Alterna-
tively, SMEs may decide to transform what could simply
be an obligation or actions aimed at mitigating emerging
risks into competitive advantages. For example, small and
medium-sized enterprises, considering the CSDDD, could
integrate ESG factors into their business plans to gain a
competitive advantage over major competitors who, hav-
ing not structured and organized themselves promptly in
this regard, could miss market opportunities.

In this latter case, the CEO could be supported by
sustainability ambassadors, individuals already present
in the company tasked with assisting the CEO in raising
awareness and promoting a sustainability culture with-
in the various business functions, as well as identifying
new objectives based on the activities performed. They
also have the responsibility of identifying and propos-
ing any new initiatives or actions to the CEO to further
oversee and implement social and environmental issues
within the system, as well as reporting the results and
progress of the actions undertaken.

Finally, at the most advanced stage of implementing
sustainability issues within the corporate governance of
SMEs, compensation schemes could be introduced that
link a variable portion of the CEO’s compensation to
achieving sustainability goals, further incentivizing the
implementation and realization of these objectives.

6. CONCLUSIONS

Stakeholders are increasingly attentive to sustaina-
bility issues and have heightened expectations regarding
organizations’ management of ESG factors, feeling the
need to be more informed about the actions that busi-
nesses are taking.

The European legislator, and consequently national
legislators, are introducing regulations aimed at steering
businesses toward sustainable business models.

These aspects have direct impacts on corporate gov-
ernance: regulatory obligations, reporting requirements,
and shifts in long-term strategic decisions to enable
companies to be more competitive in the market and
open doors to new business opportunities, which pre-
suppose going beyond mere compliance.

Fabrizio Mosca, Eleonora Greco

In this sense, it is essential to adopt an appropri-
ate model of sustainability governance that promotes
corporate responsibility towards the environment, soci-
ety, and stakeholders. This approach also contributes
to improving the company’s reputation and creating an
organizational culture based on sustainable values, while
assisting in identifying and managing risks associated
with environmental, social, and ethical issues, thereby
protecting the company from potential legal penalties,
financial losses, and reputational damage.

Just as large enterprises face the need to implement
a sustainability governance model, SMEs also encounter
different modes of implementation and management of
sustainability, which depend on the structure of the gov-
erning body, specific competencies on sustainability top-
ics, and the adopted purpose.

In particular, depending on the adopted purpose,
three different approaches to the issue have been identi-
fied, each attributable to one of the three dimensions of
the Integrated CSR Framework, and consequently differ-
ent ways of adapting the sustainability governance model.
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Abstract. In recent decades, the textile industry has faced major sustainability chal-
lenges, including high environmental impact, intensive use of natural resources and
unethical working conditions along the supply chain. In response to these challenges,
luxury companies are increasingly paying attention to the sustainability of their supply
chains, also employing upstream integration strategies. This article analyses the case of
the Pattern Group to understand how vertical integration, achieved through mergers
and acquisitions (M&A), can foster sustainable development in the luxury textile sec-
tor. Based on a qualitative approach, the research examines the Pattern Group’s acqui-
sitions through M&A, specifically focusing on their impact on sustainability’s eco-
nomic, social and environmental dimensions. The results show that vertical integration
through M&A allows for greater control of the supply chain, stimulates sustainable
innovation, preserves craftsmanship skills and creates an aggregation of companies that
can strengthen the international competitiveness of a specific area.

Keywords: supply chain, sustainable development, luxury textile, merger and acquisi-
tion, sustainability.

1. INTRODUCTION

The textile industry, a key pillar of the global economy, is worth an esti-
mated USD 1.3 trillion and employs over 300 million workers (Ellen Mac-
Arthur Foundation, 2024). However, its rapid expansion characterised by the
doubling of textile fibre production between 2000 and 2022 has led to seri-
ous environmental and social consequences (European Parliament, 2023).
Every year, the textile industry generates millions of tonnes of waste, contrib-
utes to water pollution and produces significant carbon emissions (Abbate
et al.,, 2023; European Environment Agency, 2023; Sole 24 Ore, 2024). Lux-
ury fashion, despite its focus on quality craftsmanship and exclusivity, is
not immune to these issues (Lopez et al., 2023; Mosca & Chiudano, 2024).
Using high-impact materials such as leather and the dependence on suppliers
in regions with less stringent labour regulations further aggravate sustain-
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ability challenges in the high-end textile market (Brun
& Karaosman, 2020). In response to these challenges,
some authors suggest that if luxury companies want to
become sustainable, they must establish a sustainable
supply chain by showing increasing control over suppli-
ers (Arcuri & Giolli, 2022; Karaosman et al., 2017). The
luxury industry’s current supply chains are long and
fragmented, which complicates the management of the
three pillars of sustainable development (Bubicz et al.,
2021; Hugq et al., 2016). As supply chains grow longer and
more complex, interactions between stakeholders dimin-
ish, making it increasingly difficult to monitor compli-
ance with ethical standards (Bubicz et al., 2021; Wil-
helm et al., 2016). Among the others, Arcuri and Giolli
(2022) highlight that vertical upstream integration offers
a potential solution, enabling luxury companies to meet
the growing demand for being more sustainable while
remaining competitive in an increasingly eco-conscious
market. Lopez et al. (2023) also suggest that vertical
integration across the luxury brand value chain indicates
efforts toward more sustainable production.

However, although existing research demonstrates
the positive impact of upstream vertical integration
on environmental performance (Arcuri & Giolli, 2022;
Karaosman et al., 2020; Lopez et al., 2023), further stud-
ies are needed to explore how luxury companies can
afford vertical integration and share these benefits along
the supply chain (Athwal et al., 2019; Kunz et al., 2020).
This study aims to fill this gap, using the compelling sin-
gle case study of Pattern Group to explore vertical inte-
gration through merger and acquisition (M&A) in the
Italian textile sector.

Data were collected through primary sources,
including interviews with key Pattern Group stakehold-
ers, and secondary sources, such as academic literature,
industry reports and financial statements (Eisenhardt &
Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2003). The analysis is framed with-
in the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework (Elkington,
1994; 2018), assessing how Pattern Group’s integration
efforts through M&A have contributed to economic,
social, and environmental sustainability.

The findings of this study offer valuable insights
for managers in the textile industry, particularly with-
in the luxury segment, who seek to balance economic
growth with sustainability goals. These findings sug-
gest that vertical integration through M&A emerges
as a key strategic approach to enhancing sustainability
across complex supply chains. It facilitates the preser-
vation of high-quality standards and accelerates the
adoption of sustainable materials and technologies,
thereby fostering product innovation and reducing
environmental impact.

Valentina Chiaudano, Hafsa Shakil

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Sustainable development

The concept of sustainable development was first
introduced in the Brundtland Report where it is defined
as “development that meets the needs of the present with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (Brundtland 1987, p. 8). Basically, this
means making sure that the current population’s needs
are met without denying future generations the same
opportunities. To achieve this goal, it is crucial to quan-
tify the resources available today and to take immediate
steps to ensure their long-term conservation. The man-
agement of a resource is considered sustainable only if,
knowing its regenerative capacity, it is not exploited
beyond a certain limit, thereby allowing for its complete
renewal (Velenturf & Purnell, 2021).

However, the definition of sustainability provided
by the Brundtland Report leads to unresolved questions.
On the one hand, it offers general guidelines for identi-
fying present and future needs, but on the other hand, it
does not provide concrete directions on the technologies
and resources required to meet those needs (Hart, 1995;
Starik & Rands, 1995). This lack of clarity in promoting
more sustainable behaviours was addressed, among oth-
ers, by Elkington (1994; 2018), who established the con-
cept of sustainable development through the TBL frame-
work. This framework defines sustainable development
as the balance among economic, social, and environ-
mental dimensions, promoting fair and lasting relation-
ships with stakeholders. By integrating these three ele-
ments, the TBL model encourages organisations to adopt
a more holistic approach to decision-making, aligning
themselves with broader social and environmental goals.
This approach shifts the focus from mere financial suc-
cess to the long-term sustainability of business practices
(Norman & MacDonald, 2004; Weisenfeld & Hauer-
waas, 2018). For this reason, many companies, especially
those in challenging industries like textiles where envi-
ronmental degradation, poor working conditions, and
resource scarcity present significant obstacles, use the
TBL framework to guide their sustainability path (Hiller
Connell & Kozar, 2017).

2.2 Challenges for sustainable development in the luxury
clothing textile industry

The textile sector is one of the pillars of the world
economy, with an estimated value of USD 1.3 trillion
and over 300 million workers employed throughout the
production chain (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2024).
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Between 2000 and 2022, global production of textile
fibres doubled from 58 to 116 million tonnes, with a pro-
jected growth to 147 million tonnes by 2030 (European
Parliament, 2023).

Despite the economic importance of the textile sec-
tor, the growing demand for clothing products, coupled
with the reduction of the average life of clothes by 36%,
results in negative consequences for both the environ-
ment and society (Gualdi, 2020). This overproduction
and rapid consumption of clothing generates millions of
tonnes of textile waste every year, a significant percent-
age of which is sent to landfills, incinerated or exported,
while only a small portion is recycled (Bosch Meier et
al., 2024). In addition to its environmental impacts, the
textile industry also negatively affects society. Indeed,
the pursuit of unrealistic production targets and the
promotion of underpaid contracts are harmful to work-
ers, who operate in precarious conditions and with
daily wages often below the poverty line (Annapoora-
ni, 2017). Despite their emphasis on craftsmanship and
quality, even textile companies that operate in the lux-
ury market, produce a significant environmental foot-
print (Brun & Karaosman, 2020). Leather production,
for example, requires vast amounts of water and energy
and generates harmful chemical waste, like the chro-
mium used in tanning processes poses significant envi-
ronmental risks due to its toxic nature. Furthermore,
the use of rare and exotic materials for producing lux-
ury apparel items puts additional strain on endangered
species and fragile ecosystems (Brun & Karaosman,
2020). Particularly, luxury companies face significant
challenges in their long and fragmented supply chain,
resulting in obstacles in harmonising the three dimen-
sions of sustainable development (Abbate et al., 2023).
The luxury brand supply chain counts an overwhelming
presence of small and medium companies with limited
human and financial resources (Saccani et al., 2023). As
the supply chain grows longer and more complex, com-
munication between stakeholders decreases, making it
increasingly difficult to monitor compliance with sus-
tainable principles (Bubicz et al., 2021; Wilhelm et al.,
2016; Karaosman et al., 2020). Moreover, in the long
supply chain, many companies rely on subcontractors
in countries with weak labour laws, which often leads
to the exploitation of workers who endure poor working
conditions, long hours, and low wages, starkly contrast-
ing with the luxury brands” polished image (Karaos-
man et al., 2017; Holmqvist & Kowalkowski, 2023). In
response to these challenges, luxury brands are increas-
ingly recognizing the need to enhance their supply
chain practices by adopting increasing control over sup-
pliers (Karaosman et al., 2017). Scholars emphasize that

buyers have a responsibility to support their sub-suppli-
ers directly by acknowledging and rewarding the social
and environmental efforts of sub-suppliers and provid-
ing them with opportunities for learning and growth
(Fontana et al., 2024).

2.3. Growth through integration in the luxury clothing tex-
tile industry

Among the strategies to improve supply chain sus-
tainability in the luxury market, vertical integration is
gaining increasing attention. As noted by MFF Ballestri
of Intesa Sanpaolo: “Acquisitions in the supply chain are
a trend. They enable the preservation of know-how while
addressing size challenges” (Milano Finanza, 2024). This
strategy is not new for luxury brands. Over the past
three decades, the luxury sector has experienced a pro-
gressive process of concentration in which major players
have promoted their growth by integrating other com-
panies and brands to form large, diversified groups con-
trolling numerous high-end brands (Som & Blanckaert,
2015). These integration processes, primarily executed
through M&A are designed to create cost synergies in
areas such as logistics, operations, information technol-
ogy, and financial and resource management (Mosca,
2018). However, large conglomerates that initially
focused on integration strategies to gain cost reduction
are now shifting towards upstream expansion strategies
to improve environmental sustainability, product qual-
ity, and customer responsiveness (Arcuri & Giolli, 2022).
Recently, by fostering strong relationships based on trust
and collaboration, large firms have worked closely with
their suppliers to transfer innovations and resources
throughout the supply chain, enabling the adoption
of sustainable practices and effective resource sharing
(Karaosman et al., 2020). In addition, Lopez et al. (2023)
argue that vertical integration throughout the luxury
brand value chain reflects a commitment to more sus-
tainable production practices, not only in big conglom-
erates but also in the case of a single brand. For exam-
ple, Chanel’s M&A strategy focuses on vertical supply
chain integration and innovation in sustainable materi-
als. Chanel has reported acquiring or participating in 47
companies (mainly small factories and specialists vital
for supplying its luxury products) to gain a competi-
tive advantage in accessing high-quality materials while
ensuring the sustainability and traceability of raw mate-
rials (Deloitte, 2023).

However, even if studies and reports acknowledge
that upstream integration has a positive impact on envi-
ronmental performance (Arcuri & Giolli, 2022; Deloitte
2023; Karaosman et al., 2020; Lopez et al., 2023), a gap
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still exists in understanding how vertical integration
contributes to sustainable development along the supply
chain (Athwal et al., 2019; Kunz et al., 2020). This article
aims to bridge that gap through a case study of an Ital-
ian company that has initiated an integration process in
Italy with a strong focus on sustainability, addressing the
following research question: “How can vertical integration
through Me»A contribute to sustainable development?”.

3. METHODOLOGY

To address the research question, the authors
employed a qualitative methodology using a single, in-
depth case study to examine a specific phenomenon
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Siggelkow, 2007; Yin,
2014). This approach allows researchers to gain insights
into complex situations (Stake, 1995) within a defined
context (Eisenhardt et al., 2016). Moreover, the single
case study method is especially effective for answering
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Yin, 2014), as in our case.

The authors structured their research methodol-
ogy in three phases (Stake, 1995). In the first exploratory
phase, they gathered information from secondary sourc-
es, such as news in scientific journals, newspapers, mag-
azines, databases and websites. According to previous
studies, a literature review can achieve the same goal as
the real-life context (Yin, 2014; George & Bennett, 2005).
The main objective of this phase was to gather informa-
tion on sustainable development in textiles, challenges
and best practices with a focus on integration strategies
through M&A. By examining newspapers, websites and
other secondary sources of information, several target
companies were identified. Among the different com-
panies identified, the authors selected Pattern Group, as
the main representative company in the luxury textile
industry to analyse the case, considering the numerous
acquisitions Pattern Group has pursued since 2014 and
the success of these in terms of revenue (+33.14% reve-
nue in 2023 compared to 2022).

In the second phase, primary data were collected.
The authors were invited to visit the company in person,
at its headquarters in Collegno, where they were able to
meet the company’s CEO and an Al technician, who were
interviewed based on a protocol of questions defined from
the analysis of the literature on sustainable development
and M&A. The interview was organised in a semi-struc-
tured form to allow the interviewee to provide additional
useful information on the acquisitions and their contribu-
tion to the three areas of sustainable development.

The interview was recorded and transcribed by one
author and then analysed independently by the authors,
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intending to reduce subjectivity in the interpretation of
the data. The individual interpretations of the results
were then compared.

In the third phase, the study also made use of other
data sources, including company financial statements,
information published on Pattern Group’s website and
on authoritative business and finance (Sole 24 Ore,
Financial Times) or industry websites (Pambianco News;
Fashionnetwork).

Triangulation of the data helped the authors to
improve the comprehensive nature of the information
(Eisenhardt, 2016) and the degree of accuracy of the
study results (Yin, 2003). Finally, the authors analysed
all collected data with special reference to the sustain-
able development framework (Elkington, 1994; 2018),
which served as a framework to assess how integrations
contributed to sustainable development in the luxury
fashion textile sector.

4. CASE STUDY

4.1. The origins of Pattern: a vertically integrated company
in the menswear sector.

Pattern S.r.l. was founded in 2000 resulting from
the merger of two business units with complementary
expertise. The first unit was dedicated to the design, styl-
ing, prototyping and production of patterns and gar-
ments, together with other textile products. The second
unit focused on the development and production of pat-
terns and sizing systems for clothing. These units were
originally part of Pattern Immobiliare S.r.]l. and Pat-
tern Production S.r.l., both owned by Fulvio Botto and
Francesco Martorella, expert pattern makers at Gruppo
Finanziario Tessile, the largest clothing company in Italy
until the late 1990s.

The founders’ strategic vision was to create a new
company operating in the B2B apparel design sector,
capitalising on the vast experience the two founders had
acquired working with national and international fash-
ion houses. More specifically, the founders’” objective was
to market a vertically integrated business model to offer
a complete range of services from design and engineer-
ing to prototyping, sample creation and garment pro-
duction for international luxury brands. Initially, the
company focused on men’s fashion design, expanding
in 2005 to include women’s collections. In 2009, Pat-
tern S.r.l. opened a new production facility in Collegno,
near Turin, to support its future expansion lines. Sub-
sequently, in 2014, it acquired the majority of the Esem-
plare brand, a non-profit organisation, formerly owned
by Riese S.p.a., which is committed to “dedicate all its
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profits to the realisation of projects aimed at transmitting
and preserving the savoir-faire of Italian fashion, creating
a link between the knowledge of past generations and the
potential of future generations” (Esemplare, 2024).

4.2. Pattern Group: integrations and the birth of the Italian
luxury design and manufacturing hub

Since 2017, Pattern has committed to a structured
growth path that led in 2020 to the creation of the Pat-
tern Group, known as “The Italian luxury design and
manufacturing hub” (Table 1). The group operates in all
major product categories of the B2B luxury textile sec-
tor, covering the entire supply chain from research and
engineering to production.

The upstream integration process through M&A
began with the acquisition of Roscini Atelier, a Spello-
based company known for its collaborations with some
of the most prestigious fashion brands, specialising in
the production of made-to-measure and ready-to-wear
garments for women. The acquisition was aimed at
relaunching the Roscini Atelier in decline while preserv-
ing its craftsmanship skills.

In 2020, Pattern acquired a majority stake (51%) in
Societa Manifattura Tessile (SMT), a company founded
in 2000 in Spello that specialises in the production of
luxury knitwear. SMT is strongly focused on R&D and
technologies, and its acquisition provides the group with
the best-performing knitting technology according to
customer requests.

Subsequently, 2021 was a crucial year for Pattern’s
expansion. In July, the company acquired a majority
stake in Idee Partners, based in Scandicci (Florence),
the heart of Italian luxury leather goods. Idee Part-
ners stands out for its support of brands in the design,
development and production of luxury accessories,
particularly handbags and small leather goods, offer-
ing innovative, high-quality solutions. In 2021, Pat-
tern acquired Petri & Lombardi, also based in Scan-
dicci and specialising in the production of high-end
leather accessories. The company built a reputation
for the craftsmanship of its products, collaborating
with international luxury brands and boasting exten-
sive experience in working with leather and creating
exclusive bags and accessories. In the same year, Pat-
tern finalised its acquisition of D’Ambrosio Confezioni,
a company established in the 1980s in Nola, located in
the province of Naples. This acquisition enhances the
group’s expertise in high-end Made in Italy tailoring
specialisation.

In 2022, the acquisition of Zanni S.r.1., based in Bor-
gonovo Val Tidone (Piacenza), was an important stra-

tegic move for Pattern. Zanni S.r.l., which specialises in
the production of high-quality luxury knitwear, is recog-
nised for the craftsmanship and precision of its knitwear
and contributes to Pattern’s expansion and consolidation
with a focus on sustainable innovation.

Also in 2022, Pattern further strengthened its posi-
tion with the acquisition of RGB S.r.l., a company based
in Bregnano (Como), which specialises in the develop-
ment of technical garments with a strong focus on inno-
vation, the use of advanced materials and state-of-the-
art processes.

In the same year, Pattern made three other strate-
gic acquisitions: Dyloan Bond Factory, Shapemode and
D-House. Dyloan Bond Factory, based in Chieti, is a
company specialising in advanced clothing manufactur-
ing technologies, such as thermoforming and ultrasonic
welding, eliminating traditional seams and improv-
ing garment functionality and design. This acquisition
strengthens Pattern’s technological know-how, with a
focus on research and development of special processes
and semi-finished products, and the expansion of pro-
duction capacity between the Chieti and Villamagna
plants, which specialise in the manufacture of outerwear,
outerwear and jersey.

Milan-based Shapemode, a company specialising
in digital innovation and the development of 3D design
and additive manufacturing (3D printing) technolo-
gies applied to fashion and design, is another signifi-
cant acquisition. Finally, the acquisition of Milan-based
D-House Urban Laboratory, a technological innova-
tion centre focused on advanced solutions for fashion
and design, consolidated Pattern’s commitment to the
integration of innovative and sustainable technolo-
gies. D-House promotes cross-sector collaborations and
fosters the development of cutting-edge technologies,
improving production efficiency and promoting sustain-
ability in the luxury fashion industry.

Finally, Pattern consolidated its integration plan
in 2023 with the acquisition of Nuova Nicol S.r.l. and
Umbria Verde. Nuova Nicol S.r.l,, based in Treviso,
Veneto, specialises in the production of high-quality
clothing and accessories, with a strong focus on innova-
tion and craftsmanship. This acquisition positions Pat-
tern even more strongly in the luxury fashion market,
strengthening Pattern’s reputation as a responsible and
sustainable innovator.

Umbria Verde, a company specialising in the pro-
duction of environmentally sustainable fabrics and
materials using ecological agricultural practices and pro-
cessing, integrates a supply of sustainable and innovative
materials to enrich Pattern’s offering and meet the grow-
ing demand for sustainable fashion.
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Table 1. Pattern Group acquisitions from 2013 to 2023.

Year Acquisition Activities

2017 Roscini Atelier

Womenswear engineering &

prototyping

2020 SMT Luxury knitwear prototyping and
production

2021 Ideas Partners Leather goods development and

production
2021 Petri & Lombardi
2021 D’Ambrosio packaging Womenswear lightweight production
2022 Zanni Whole Garments knitwear
2022 RGB S.rl Bag Manufacturer
2022 Dyloan Bond Factory

Leather production

Innovation and outerwear and down

production
2022 Shape mode Industrial design studio specialising
in additive manufacturing
Group R&D

Women’s knitwear production

2022 D-House
2023 New Nicole
2023

Umbria Green Luxury Knitwear Production

As of 2024, following the various M&A, the Pattern
Group comprises 12 companies across 13 locations in 7
regions of Italy. These companies operate in key luxury
goods categories — including men’s and women’s fashion,
clothing and accessories, textiles, knitwear, and leather
goods — covering the entire process from research and
design to production. The group reported a turnover of
145.6 million euros and an operating profit of 23.4 mil-
lion euros.

5. PATTERN GROUP’S M&A CONTRIBUTIONS
TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

The analysis of Pattern Group reveals that verti-
cal integration through M&A leads to a sustainability-
focused approach aimed at enhancing the resilience of
its textile supply chain while addressing environmen-
tal, social, and economic challenges. Through M&A,
Pattern has strengthened its ability to monitor and
optimise the entire supply chain, fostering transpar-
ency and promoting environmental and social respon-
sibility while ensuring economic sustainability. Spe-
cifically, Pattern Group’s upstream vertical integration
through M&A contributes to sustainable development
by addressing four key dimensions: control of the sup-
ply chain, development of sustainability-oriented tech-
nologies, the protection and enhancement of craft skills
while fostering the development of new skills, and the
establishment of a critical mass to maintain the sector’s
competitiveness.
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5.1. Control over the supply chain

The M&As conducted by Pattern have led to a more
effective and integrated control of the textile supply chain,
to responsibly manage environmental and social risks.
Through M&A, Pattern has consolidated its ability to
monitor and optimise the entire supply chain, promoting
transparency and sustainability. The due diligence prac-
tices extended to all acquired companies allow Pattern
Group to guarantee fair working conditions and adequate
wages to all members of the supply chain, in alignment
with the SA8000 international standards. As Luca Sburlati
stated: “We continue to invest in sustainability and con-
trol of the supply chain, we are one of the few companies to
have all locations, from leather goods to ready-to-wear and
knitwear, SA8000 certified”. In addition, supply chain con-
trol allows Pattern to actively involve its suppliers (who
are now part of the Pattern Group) in decarbonisation
and emission reduction targets, promoting responsible use
of resources such as water, energy and materials. These
activities are periodically monitored to verify regulatory
requirements and compliance with sustainability criteria.
Along these lines, Pattern asked the acquired companies
to set up the figure of Chemical Manager within their
production sites, with the task of leading the implemen-
tation of a chemical management system in line with the
principles of the ZDHC protocol, which allows the moni-
toring, assessment and management of the chemical risk
linked to the use of hazardous chemicals in the produc-
tion processes of the entire supply chain. The strength of
this project is the sharing of a univocal protocol, guide-
lines and unified tools within the supply chain, which is
of fundamental importance to achieve shared and meas-
urable environmental impact reduction objectives. In
addition, Pattern has promoted the adoption of circular
economy models among the acquired companies, creat-
ing closed loops where end-of-life products are returned
and recycled into new products. This approach not only
reduces waste but encourages more efficient and sustain-
able resource management.

5.2. Development of sustainability-oriented technologies

Pattern Group’s organisational model exploits the
synergies created between the companies in the group to
develop sustainability-oriented know-how and technolo-
gies. The different companies work together in a struc-
tured way to stimulate innovation, research and practi-
cal solutions, meeting the challenges of an increasingly
demanding market to implement technological innova-
tions for sustainability in products and semi-finished
products.



How vertical integration through M&A supports sustainable development: the case of Pattern Group 73

For example, through the integration of Societda Mani-
fattura Tessile (S.M.T.), Zanni Maglieria and Nuova Nicol
S.rl, Pattern has built the luxury Knitwear Hub, a cohesive
ecosystem of companies united in the pursuit of excellence
and innovation. By collaborating and sharing resources, the
hub can offer innovative, high-quality knitwear solutions
that meet the needs of sustainability in the high-end mar-
ket. Zanni Maglieria brings to the Luxury Knitwear Hub
a rich heritage and solid technical excellence, thanks to its
specialisation in the production of seamless garments using
SHIMA SEIKI WHOLEGARMENT® technology, while
S.M.T’s dedicated R&D department also promotes innova-
tions to the other members of the hub.

5.3. Protecting and enhancing craft skills and developing
new skills

In the past, the choices of large fashion houses to
delocalise production to developing countries have
favoured the creation of an extended supply chain, some-
times in conflict with the need to preserve the priceless
heritage of skills synonymous with Made in Italy.

Pattern’s strategy of acquiring, through a structured
M&A process, several Italian textile excellences contrib-
utes to social sustainability, ensuring the preservation
and enhancement of artisanal skills, combining them
with the most advanced technologies such as digital engi-
neering and 3D prototyping: “After consolidating a resil-
ient supply chain focused on ready-to-wear, leather goods
and knitwear through strategic acquisitions [...] we are
ready to [...] invest in Italian excellence, integrating an
additional set of technical excellence skills in knitwear.”

Furthermore, in enhancing craft skills with tech-
nology, the Pattern Group also pays special attention to
the issue of generational turnover, acting as a catalyst
for young people to join all the factories that are now
part of the group. “In all our hubs we have Academies,
where the first hires have already begun,” emphasises
CEO Sburlati. “The wind is changing: more and more
young people are approaching this world and understand
the value of craftsmanship, which today is increasingly
hybridised with technology.”

In this context, the acquisition of Dyloan Bond Fac-
tory is a significant example of how Pattern has con-
tributed to social sustainability both by safeguarding
craftsmanship and promoting new skills among young
people. This operation has enabled Pattern to expand its
presence in Abruzzo, a region of strategic importance
for the fashion industry, where there is, however, the risk
of a generation gap due to retirements and a shortage
of adequately trained staff. To counter this risk, Pattern
has entered into a partnership with a local school and

launched its own Academy, to train future professionals
in the sector and prevent the disappearance of the Abru-
zzo textile district and its unique craft heritage.

In addition, Pattern has promoted the creation of
Academies for the development of digital skills to sup-
port craftsmanship within the companies integrated into
the group. By taking a structured approach and offering
diverse courses, the Academies ensure that employees
are equipped with the necessary skills and knowledge,
nurturing a culture of continuous improvement and
excellence within the Group.

5.4. Regional growth synergies

Pattern Group’s textile supply chain integration
strategy also promotes sustainable development in terms
of economic growth of the Italian districts and helps to
maintain jobs.

Unlike the French textile supply chain model, which
presents greater consolidation due to the presence of
large industrial groups that can exploit economies of
scale and superior bargaining power, the Italian textile
supply chain is characterised by significant fragmenta-
tion, with difficulties in accessing credit, investing in
research and development, negotiating with large coun-
terparts and internationalisation.

In this scenario, the Pattern Group proposes itself as
a catalyst to unite companies in the textile sector, over-
coming the structural limitations of small and medi-
um-sized Italian companies through the creation of a
critical mass capable of competing on a global level. The
aim is to create synergies that enable companies to over-
come their limits and achieve an international competi-
tive dimension. Specifically, Pattern Group has organ-
ised production in Italy according to district macro-
aggregations, physically grouping knitwear and leather
goods activities in specific areas to exploit synergies of
skills and resources. An example of this strategy is the
“Knitwear Valley”, an area specialising in the design and
production of luxury knitwear, located between Reggio
Emilia, Modena and Bologna. This aggregation strategy
is closely linked to sustainability, as it generates resource
efficiency and creates favourable conditions for a positive
impact on employment, helping to preserve and create
skilled jobs in the Italian textile sector.

However, Pattern Group’s CEO points out that, giv-
en the creation of district macro-aggregations, there are
still many difficulties in Italy in terms of public funding
for fast-growing SMEs and the lack of a strategic vision
at the national level. Moreover, the fashion industry has
to face important cultural and technological changes to
fully embrace sustainability.
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6. MANAGEMENT DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

In recent decades, the luxury sector has undergone
a profound evolution, characterised by a growing inter-
est in vertical integration. The Pattern case demonstrates
how the growth strategy based on M&A, historically
used to reduce costs (Mosca, 2018), is an effective solu-
tion to address the environmental, social and economic
challenges that characterise the textile industry. In par-
ticular, Pattern Group offers an example of how verti-
cal integration in the luxury industry can contribute
to sustainable development by promoting the environ-
mental, social and economic sustainability of the supply
chain (Table 2). Considering environmental sustainabil-
ity, the Pattern case analysis highlights that upstream
integrations can improve the control over the supply
chain, optimising operational efficiency and ensuring
high-quality standards by promoting the adoption of
stringent ESG standards throughout the supply chain
to reduce emissions and waste (Arcuri & Giolli, 2022).
Furthermore, the Pattern case highlights that a fur-
ther contribution to sustainability in M&As along the
textile supply chain lies in synergies dedicated to the
development of sustainable technologies (Karaosman et
al., 2020). Acquired companies collaborate by pooling
expertise to implement sustainable-oriented innovations
that improve products and processes through advanced
technologies such as blockchain and 3D printing.

Another relevant implication of M&As in the Pat-
tern case concerns social sustainability. Vertical integra-
tion preserves artisanal skills, safeguarding the cultural
heritage and local traditions of companies in the supply
chain that are in danger of disappearing and also pro-
motes the development of skills among employees and
facilitates the entry of young people into the artisanal
world. This approach creates a bridge between tradition

Table 2. M&A and sustainable development
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and innovation, which is crucial in the luxury market
where quality and originality are essential and reflects
an attempt to preserve Italian craftsmanship and tra-
ditional skills while integrating innovative technology
(Fontana et al., 2024). This not only maintains a link
with the sector’s artisanal roots but also encourages the
development of new know-how that can meet the needs
of a rapidly evolving market.

Then, vertical integration also creates a critical
mass of skills and resources that strengthens the sector’s
competitiveness at the global level. This not only posi-
tively impacts employment but also fosters economic
growth in Italian manufacturing districts, enhancing
their dynamism and resilience in the international mar-
ket, and allowing them to better navigate the challenges
posed by long and fragmented supply chains (Saccani et
al., 2023).

Ultimately, this study highlights the importance of
vertical integration for sustainable development, offering
relevant insights for both companies and policymakers.
On the one hand, it provides a road map for textile com-
panies to contribute to sustainability through M&A. On
the other hand, Pattern Group can be seen as a reference
for industrial policies to support the textile supply chain
and protect the Made in Italy label. In particular, this
case can lead policymakers to understand the need for
incentives to favour strengthening local supply chains
and protecting manufacturing traditions in knowledge-
intensive sectors such as luxury textiles.

7. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA

The study offers an in-depth analysis of the Pat-
tern Group case, providing a detailed understanding of
corporate dynamics related to M&A and sustainabil-

Dimensions

Factors Sustainable development pillar

1. Control over the supply chain

2. Development of sustainability-oriented technologies

Shared processes for transparency and monitoring
the sustainable performance of the supply chain

Co-creation of cutting-edge technologies for

Environmental Pillar
Social Pillar

Environmental Pillar

sustainable production (e.g. blockchain)

Co-development of new know-how

3. Protection and enhancement of craft skills

Managing training programs to support

Social Pillar

generational changes and improvement of workers’

skills
4. Regional growth synergies

Creating synergies to improve the district’s
competitive dimension

Social Pillar
Economic Pillar

Creating favourable conditions for a positive impact
on economic growth in an area
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ity. However, the focus on a single case study may limit
its generalisability. It would be advisable to extend the
research to other companies to confirm the validity of
the results in a broader context.

Furthermore, while the study focuses on intra-supply
chain takeovers and integration, it does not delve into the
role of multistakeholder collaborations (with NGOs, local
governments or research institutions) in enhancing sus-
tainability impact. A more detailed analysis of such col-
laborations would provide a more comprehensive view of
the link between M&A and sustainability.

Finally, the study mainly considers the Italian con-
text, while the inclusion of acquisition and integration
cases in other markets (e.g. Asian or American) would
enrich the understanding of the global dynamics of sus-
tainability in M&A transactions, considering different
regulations and corporate cultures.
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Abstract. The literature on the ecological transition often overlooks the relationship
with demographic aging. Thus, it is crucial to address this issue because achieving sus-
tainability requires not only environmental regeneration but also the inclusion of the
elderly, who currently represent a significant segment of the global population. In the
light of these changes, sustainability goals must consider challenges posed by an aging
population within ecological transition policies. This paper aims to examine how social
policies and environmental programs can be integrated to meet the needs of an aging
demographic while fostering sustainability. To tackle these themes, we will analyse the
specific challenges related to demographic aging in the context of the ecological transi-
tion, followed by the discussion on the opportunities that the elderly can provide.

Keywords: ecological transition, demographic aging, sustainability, social policies,
elderly inclusion.

1. INTRODUCTION

The extensive body of literature on the ecological transition process
mainly focuses on the issues surrounding changes in production and con-
sumption systems to attain climate neutrality, somewhat less emphasis is
placed on its connection with demographic aging. It is crucial to address
this topic as attaining sustainability requires not just environmental regen-
eration but also the integration of principles of social justice and inclusivity
of all people (Wang & Lo, 2021), especially for the elderly who are increas-
ingly becoming a larger share of the global population. Present demograph-
ic trends outline a significant shift in population structure characterized
by an aging demographic, as the base of the age pyramid narrows, due to
the declining birth rates. According to estimates from the United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), individuals aged 65
and over will constitute 17% of the total population by 2050. Furthermore,
life expectancy is projected to increase, with estimates at 75 years for men
and 79 years for women, attributed to advancements in medicine, healthier
lifestyles, and better education. Currently, approximately 10% of the global
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population is already over 65, with countries like Japan
(around 30%) and Italy (23%) leading in these percent-
age, followed by Portugal, Greece, and Finland. Regions
like Sub-Saharan Africa and Oceania (excluding Aus-
tralia and New Zealand) are still in the early stages of
this demographic change, while nations in Central and
South Asia, Western Asia, Northern Africa, Latin Amer-
ica, and the Caribbean are encountering intermediate
phases (UNDESA, 2023).

These demographic trends pose a major challenge
for economic growth, tax frameworks, retirement and
welfare systems with rising healthcare costs, potentially
undermining investments in ecological transition (Peter-
son, 2017).

The situation in the European Union exemplifies the
difficulty of balancing investments in ecological transi-
tion with social policies. Recent forecasts estimate that
the costs associated with aging will rise by 1.4% (pps)
between 2019 and 2030 and by 2.5% points (pps) by 2050.
At the same time implementing the EU Green Deal is
projected to cost approximately 520 billion euros per
year from 2021 to 2030 (European Environment Agency,
2023). Thus, policymakers face the critical challenge of
finding an appropriate balance between funding social
policies and supporting ecological transition efforts.

To achieve these goals, it is essential to reframe our
perspectives of the elderly population, not merely view-
ing these as a burden but rather as valuable resource.
Therefore, in this paper we aim to explore how environ-
mental programs and social policies can be integrated to
address the requirements of an aging population while
fostering sustainability.

The discussion begins by considering diverse view-
points on aging and the different needs of elderly indi-
viduals. For instance, while some may require care and
medical treatments, others may focus on disease preven-
tion, and many wish to remain in the workforce, volun-
teer for social causes, or engaged in environmental initi-
atives. This approach allows the elderly to live longer and
lead fulfilling lives, as asserted by the advocates of the
longevity revolution positioning them as a vital resource
for their communities (Scott, 2024).

Additionally, we will explore how policymakers can
navigate these complexities and harness the potential of
the elderly to contribute to a sustainable and inclusive
society and economic system. By recognizing the diverse
capabilities and needs of the aging population, appro-
priate strategies that enhance not only the well-being of
older individuals but also the overall sustainability goals
of the communities, can be developed.

Taking these considerations into account, we will
now examine the specific challenges that population aging
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presents for the ecological transition, highlighting how
these issues can be managed with integrated policies.

1. THE CHALLENGES OF DEMOGRAPHIC AGING IN
THE CONTEXT OF THE ECOLOGICAL TRANSITION

As societies around the world strive to achieve eco-
logical sustainability, it is crucial to consider the role
that population aging plays. Developing policies that
address both ecological concerns and the needs of the
elderly is vital to ensuring a comprehensive and inclusive
approach to sustainable development. Population aging
presents a major challenge in the context of the ecologi-
cal transition, necessitating thoughtful reflection on the
links between these two trends. Before delving into how
to promote positive relationships between them, it is
crucial to understand the specific challenges that come
with old age and their implications for the shift towards
a more sustainable economic and social system.

The primary challenge that population aging pos-
es to ecological transition initiatives is the increasing
demand for services and infrastructure tailored for a
vulnerable demographic. The growing elderly population
requires access to healthcare and supportive services
including hospitals, assisted living facilities and home
care. Rising healthcare expenditures may potentially
divert funds away from ecological transition efforts.
However, proactively investing in healthcare and in pub-
lic health prevention programs can help reduce costs
while effectively meeting the needs of vulnerable indi-
viduals.

Another significant challenge posed by demographic
aging to the ecological transition is the pension system
(Lazzarini et al., 2015). In countries with well-established
welfare system, there is an increasing number of retir-
ees relying on a shrinking working-age population. For
instance, Greece (42%) and Portugal (37%) have the high-
est percentages of retirees dependent on the active work-
force, followed by Italy (35%), Germany (34%) and France
(32%). This situation undermines the EU principle of soli-
darity established in the Nice Charter of 2000 and elevat-
ed to the status of “primary right” after the Lisbon Treaty
of 2007 (De Caria, 2021; EU, 2024). The principle of soli-
darity stipulates that each generation should contribute
to the community’s welfare according to its capabilities
and it will benefit from this when it reaches retirement
age. The ongoing trend of population aging along with
the declining ratio of retirees to the workers present sig-
nificant challenges. Dealing with these issues requires
equitable social organization strategies and reforms
aligned with sustainability principles. This include imple-
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menting flexible pension systems and the reinforcement
of private pension funds (Ludovico, 2019).

Another issue linked to population aging that is
pertinent to the ecological transition is the physical and
social environment that supports the well-being and
independence of older individuals (Wahl et al. 2012).
This concept, highlighted by the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) builds on Lawton and Nahemow’s ecological
model from the early 1970s, which emphasised the need
to adapt urban spaces to match with the lifestyle of the
elderly. Unfortunately, these considerations are often seen
as less critical to economic growth, knowledge, and tech-
nological innovation (De Donder et al., 2013). While cit-
ies offer considerable advantages like improved access to
healthcare, cultural and recreational services, they also
can foster insecurity and exclusion among the most vul-
nerable people. The WHO has outlined essential features
that age-friendly cities should include, such as smooth
sidewalk, safe pedestrian crossings, green spaces with
amenities, public restrooms, buildings equipped with
escalators and elevators. A particular area of concern
is ensuring the accessibility of public transportation to
facilitate safe and independent mobility for elderly indi-
viduals (WHO, 2008; van Hoof et al., 2021; Dikken et al.,
2023; Marston & van Hoof, 2023). The WHO guidelines
have led to the establishment of the WHO Global Net-
work of Age-Friendly Cities in 2010, which consists of
250 cities working together to share best practices and
create communities that meet the needs of an aging pop-
ulation, promoting attentive solidarity, cooperation, and
intergenerational understanding (WHO, 2010).

The concept of age-friendly environments extends
beyond urban areas; it also encompasses the various set-
tings where older adults spend their daily lives, highlight-
ing the need for innovative and technologically advanced
housing solutions. According to the contemporary urban
planning principles (Gargiulo, 2009), residences should
function as “smart homes,” that cater to the needs of their
occupants. These homes ought to be equipped with sen-
sors and monitoring systems that can identify several
issues, and they should be linked with medical assistance
centres to ensure a safe and independent living for the
elderly (Bosia et al., 2017; Wang J. et al, 2021), at the same
time easing the burden of their family members (Laz-
zarini, 2022). Moreover, this approach must align with the
urgent adaptations aimed at reducing emissions responsi-
ble for climate change. Implementing high-efficiency heat-
ing and cooling systems, LED lighting, low-energy appli-
ances, and other similar technologies is essential while
maintaining comfort and safety for residents.

Transforming cities and buildings to incorporate
these features presents a significant challenge for public

policies. International studies indicate that a consider-
able proportion of elderly population is concentrated in
urban areas: for instance, in the European Union, 21.4%
of those aged 65 and over live in urban environments
(Eurostat, 2020). The density of the elderly in urban
regions and the progressively aging population presents
an obstacle for the ecological transition that can only be
overcoming by recognizing the elderly as an asset to the
entire community.

Although these challenges call for substantial inter-
ventions, it is essential to view the elderly not just as a
vulnerable demographic but also as a valuable resource
for the society in the ecological transition.

2. ELDERLY POPULATIONS AS A RESOURCE
IN THE ECOLOGICAL TRANSITION

When addressing the ongoing demographic shift
from the lens of the ecological transition, it is important
to engage with the recent debate concerning the issue
of population aging. The increased longevity and well-
being of many individuals over sixty have ushered in a
new perspective on aging, moving away from the dis-
engagement theory developed in the 1960s (Cumming
& Henry, 1961), which is no longer in the line with the
demographic realities of the subsequent decades, and
towards the activity theory.

While the disengagement theory assert that the
aging leads to an inevitable withdrawal from society and
social relationships, the activity theory highlights the
importance of finding alternative pursuits after exiting
the workforce. This is essential for combating loneliness
and ensuring a meaningful transition into older age,
which can lead to a fulfilling experience for older indi-
viduals and have beneficial effect on society (Memini,
2021). Various concepts such as successful aging, active
aging, productive aging, have been emerged as counter-
points to disengagement (Butler, 2009; Biillow & Séder-
quist, 2014). Specifically, active aging has been proposed
as a framework developing policies to tackle the chal-
lenges associated with demographic change. Both para-
digms, along with the World Health Organization’s spe-
cific definition of healthy aging, emphasize the necessity
of a comprehensive approach that enables older adults to
remain a valuable resource for their families, communi-
ties, and the economy (Foster & Walker, 2021).

The concepts of active aging and productive aging
are particularly significant in this context, even if these
ideas have come under considerable criticisms. According
to some authors (Dommaraju & Wong, 2021), the push to
raise the retirement age and reintegrate retirees into the
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workforce is primarily aimed at addressing issues related
to solve public welfare spending and prioritizing social
interests over those of older adults themselves. Further-
more, unpaid activities such as volunteering, caregiving,
and support for social organizations are often viewed
negatively because they do not take leisure time into
account within the framework of active aging (Biillow &
Soderquist, 2014), despite their clear benefits for physi-
cal and mental health (Ramia & Voicu, 2022). In the last
few years, the concept of active ageing has expanded to
include sports, travel and cultural events. These pursuits,
categorized under the term silver economy that is expect-
ed to exceed $ 27 trillions by 2025 (Rothschild &Co,
2023; Lucia, et al., 2022; Lucia & Epasto, in press).

In fact, many older individuals possesse substantial
financial assets and real estate wealth, which grant them
purchasing power. This together with the propensity to
decumulate and to focus on quality and longevity of
products in their purchasing in contrast to younger gen-
erations, who are often more inclined to seek affordabil-
ity in goods and services (Hervé & Mullet, 2009; Singh,
2011), can help steer companies towards a sustainable
production system (Fengler, 2021).

When analysing the interconnections between pop-
ulation aging and the ecological transition, although we
do not share all the criticism previously mentioned, they
are certainly useful in the perspective of our analysis for
understanding the new notion of the elderly population.
But we belief that the well-being of the elder adults and
society are deeply intertwined and we hold that promot-
ing active aging can serve as a valuable asset in support-
ing the ecological transition.

To attain this goal, first of all it is vital to raise pub-
lic awareness regarding the importance of active aging
by leveraging the skills that older individuals have
acquired and adapting them to new business needs
through professional training programs. Moreover tax
incentives for companies that hire older workers are
needed, as well as financial support for those starting
new ventures and promoting part-time and telecommut-
ing options. The presence of older workers in companies
can be useful for fostering investments in human capital
development and technological innovation to maintain
market competitiveness (Zeng, 2024). This is coupled
with other benefits that the elderly can bring to the eco-
logical transition. If mentoring and tutoring programs
are established, the elderly can further contribute to the
ecological transition by sharing their professional expe-
rience with younger generations (Amords et al., 2024;
Fasbender et al., 2021).

Furthermore, the elderly can significantly influence
environmental policies and investments in the ecologi-
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cal transition efforts due to their higher voter turnout
than younger age groups. They are also acutely aware of
their vulnerability to environmental disasters (Waidley
& Petrich, 2001; Albalate et al., 2023).

However, the literature on this subject presents con-
flicting viewpoints. Some scholars argue that seniors are
less likely to adopt sustainable behaviours and believe
that allocating resources to fight climate change could
lead to reductions in public spending on healthcare and
other vital services. Many elderly values immediate well-
being, potentially leading them to embrace sustainable
practices in a “selfish” manner given to their shorter life
expectancy relative to younger age generations (Albalate
et al.,, 2023). Conversely, other scholars oppose this per-
spective by applying the theory of generativity in this
context (Tonn et al.,, 2001; Milfont & Sibley, 2013; Afridi
et al., 2021; Di Fabio & Svicher, 2023). Developed by psy-
chologist Erik Erikson in the late 1950s, the concept of
generativity suggests that old age is marked by a desire
to leave a positive legacy for the benefit of future gen-
erations. When applied to environmental behaviours,
generativity emphasizes the altruistic tendencies of the
elderly, which are often also shaped by their traditional
values, namely a disdain for waste and a propensity to
save- values that can be passed down to younger genera-
tions (Frumkin et al., 2021; Wang Y. et al., 2021)

Engaging seniors’ citizens in environmental initia-
tive is vital as they can make a significant impact trough
their availability of time to spend in civic engagement
and volunteering (Chen et al, 2022). Their life experi-
ences and skills can greatly benefit environmental causes.
These often-overlooked abilities deserve more recognition
for the positive effect that involving seniors in environ-
mental organizations can have on communities (Pillemer
et al,, 2021). Seniors can engage in projects that focuses
on environmental sustainability, like monitoring urban
green spaces, participating in urban gardening and cre-
ating neighbourhood gardens. These activities not only
enable seniors to become active members in their com-
munity, but also allow them to leave a positive legacy for
future generations (Smyer & Pachana, 2019). Further-
more, seniors play a fundamental role in enhancing the
resilience of their communities, not just through volun-
teering but also by preserving historical knowledge and
traditional practices. This wealth of knowledge can be
invaluable in mitigating environmental risks, adapting
to climate change, and preparing for more increasingly
extreme events, by leveraging traditional skills to support
ecological transition actions (Pillemer et al., 2021).

Incorporating the skills and experiences of the
elderly into the initiatives for the ecological transition
not only benefit the environment but also foster the
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sense of community and intergenerational responsibility
that can strengthen social cohesion.

3. CONCLUSIONS

Population aging and increased longevity reflect
improvements in living standards, but they also sig-
nificantly impact economic and social dynamics. This
demographic shift places considerable strain on health-
care and pension systems, which are now facing greater
demand for medical care and long-term support, along
with the increasingly investment needed for sustainable
development.

Additionally, these demographic changes bring about
social issues like elderly isolation and age-based discrimi-
nation. Addressing this complex challenge requires a
comprehensive approach that meets the needs of both the
elderly and future generations. Therefore, public policies
should commit to considering aging as a resource for cre-
ating an inclusive and sustainable society.

To tackle this multifaceted issue, policymakers must
recognize aging as a resource in fostering inclusivity and
sustainability. Key areas that need focus include reform-
ing pension and healthcare system. Given the longer
life expectancy, the retirement ages could be gradu-
ally raised, allowing for flexibility where individuals can
choose to work longer in exchange for a higher pension,
or opt for early retirement with a reduced monthly pay-
ment. Moreover, policies should encourage companies
to hire or retain older workers, offer part-time positions,
and enhance pension options. This approach will help
ensure equal opportunities for the coming generations.

The healthcare system can also benefit from the
adoption of advanced technologies including as assistive
devices, smart homes, and digital health services. This
innovation can enhance the safety and the independence
of elderly individuals while simultaneously reducing the
demand for public resources. For instance, the integra-
tion of advanced technologies into the healthcare sys-
tems could complement the broader goals of sustainabil-
ity and social inclusion outlined in various programs by
the EU. In fact, although there are no initiatives in the
EU specifically targeting the interrelationship between
population aging and the ecological transition, this
issue is incorporated in various actions aimed at achiev-
ing economic, social, and environmental sustainability.
Member states can leverage the European Social Fund
and the Cohesion Fund for health and social initiatives
aimed at the elderly. Furthermore, the ambitious EU
Green Deal Plan, which aims for net-zero emissions by
2050, includes measures for economic and social inclu-

sion. The plan promotes the retraining of older workers,
and advocates for urban adaptation to meet the needs of
an aging population by improving building accessibility
and energy efficiency.

In a similar vein, the Green Paper on Ageing, has
started a constructive approach that encourages poli-
cies fostering active and healthy aging and indicate ini-
tiatives that involve the elderly in green economic activi-
ties, such as environmental volunteering or jobs in sus-
tainability-related sectors. Recognizing the significance
of population aging, the Circular Economy Action Plan
emphasizes the promotion of products and services that
are more accessible and suitable for the elder individuals
while encouraging resource efficiency.

Additional, The Smart Cities Digitalization Plan
promotes the use of digital technologies to improve
urban leaving condition, making cities more sustainable
and inclusive for residents of all ages, enhancing pub-
lic services and reduce environmental impact. Further-
more, tools that can address the challenges of an aging
population in conjunction with the ecological transition
are available in the European Structural and Invest-
ment Funds (ESIF). These funds can be used to improve
the energy efficiency of residential buildings, thereby
enhancing living conditions for the elderly.

By integrating these features found in the aforemen-
tioned plans, the EU could develop a comprehensive
approach to the issues of population aging and the eco-
logical transition. In this way, although population aging
presents unavoidable challenges, it can be viewed as an
opportunity to create a more equitable, inclusive, and
sustainable society through effective policies and inno-
vative strategies and approaches. Therefore, it can be
argued that a holistic approach to demographic changes
and ecological transition could meet the needs of older
individuals while preparing for a future where people of
all ages can thrive.
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Abstract. The paper is based on the belief that the ecological transition processes must
pay particular attention to the most vulnerable areas, especially those affected by dis-
astrous events. The case of the “Crater Area” aims to highlight how appropriate meas-
ures can regenerate a region prone to disasters. The earthquakes of 2009 and 2016 that
severely struck and damaged the regions of central Italy, has prompted the government
to regenerate the area not only restoring damaged building but also by providing tax
incentives and subsidized mortgages to attract resident, including foreigners. Since
many retirees from abroad have joined the initiative, it will be attempted, though the
use of algorithms, to outline future scenarios in order to be able to meet the need of
these new population and business for long-term economic and social development.

Keywords: Crater Area, ecological transition, repopulation, tax incentives, sustainable
development.

1. INTRODUCTION

The ecological transition is a critical process for mitigating the effects of
environmental disasters and building resilience in natural systems and com-
munities. An effective ecological transition involves restructuring economic
and social models to promote sustainable practices, which can reduce the
human impact on the environment and mitigate vulnerability to extreme
events (Scordato & Gulbrandsen, 2024).

Among the extreme events linked to human activities are earthquakes.
Although they are caused by the geological movement of tectonic plates,
their damages are amplified by human choices and practices, such as intense
urbanization, the lack or inadequate implementation of seismic building
codes, and the use of substandard materials and the indiscriminate defor-
estation. The destruction of vegetation and landscape alterations can change
geological conditions and either trigger or intensify the devastating impacts
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of seismic events on buildings, infrastructure, and, most
importantly, on human lives (Tierney, 2014).

Italy, located at the convergence point of the Afri-
can and Eurasian tectonic plates, is one of the most seis-
mically active regions in Europe (INGV, 2024) and has
historically been affected by earthquakes with signifi-
cant social and economic consequences for its popula-
tion (Barbini, 2021; Boero, 2021). In recent decades, the
country has experienced one of the most tragic events,
the earthquake of 2009 that struck L'Aquila and its sur-
rounding areas, causing widespread destruction and
the loss of over 300 lives. In 2016, another catastrophic
earthquake hit central Italy, destroying buildings, infra-
structure and claiming human lives, particularly in the
towns of Accumoli and Amatrice in the province of
Rieti, within what is now known as the “Crater Area.”

The term Crater Area, previously used to describe a
specific geological and volcanic feature of the region, is
now associated with the recent destructive earthquakes,
which drew international attention to the seismic vul-
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nerability of this area. Today, the Crater Area serves as
an example of how equitable and sustainable develop-
ment can be pursued in fragile territories through revi-
talization, repopulation, and the revival of the tradition-
al economic activities.

This article will focus on the strategies implemented
to repopulate the area, with the goal of attracting new
residents, including foreigners. The belief underlying
these actions is that only by rebuilding a cohesive com-
munity can sustainable economic recovery be ensured
in the post-earthquake territory, in accordance with the
principles of ecological transition.

The Crater Area, in its newly defined meaning,
refers to the municipalities affected by the seismic events
of 2009, with the epicentre near UAquila. Most of these
municipalities (Acciano, Barete, Capestrano, Capor-
ciano, Carapelle Calvisio, Castel di Ieri, Castelvecchio
Calvisio, Castelvecchio Subequo, Cocullo, Collarmele,
Fagnano Alto, Fossa, Gagliano Aterno, Goriano Sicoli,
Lucoli, Navelli, Ocre, Ofena, Ovindoli, Pizzoli, Pog-

N

Legenda
EZ) Comune area cratere 2009

Figure 1. The Crater Area of 2009. Source: Authors’personal elaboration.
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gio Picenze, Prata d’Ansidonia, Rocca di Cambio, Roc-
ca di Mezzo, San Demetrio né Vestini, San Pio delle
Camere, Sant’Eusanio Forconese, Santo Stefano di Ses-
sanio, Scoppito, Tione degli Abruzzi, Tornimparte, Villa
Sant’Angelo, and Villa Santa Lucia degli Abruzzi) belong
to the Province of L’Aquila, including the provincial
capital itself, shaping a territorial context endowed with
heritage and community, deeply connected to their his-
tory, culture, and traditions.

In the province of Teramo, the Crater Area includes
the municipalities of Arsita, Castelli, Montorio al Voma-
no, Pietracamela, and Tossicia. The municipalities of
Brittoli, Bussi sul Tirino, Civitella Casanova, Cugnoli,
Montebello di Bertona, Popoli, and Torre de’ Passeri,
in the province of Pescara, are also included in the area
declared affected by seismic events (INGV, 2018).

Later, with Decree No. 11 of 2022, eight more
municipalities were added to the Crater Area: Bug-
nara, Cagnano Amiterno, Capitignano, Fontecchio, and
Montereale in the province of UAquila; Colledara, Fano
Adriano, and Penna Sant’Andrea in the province of Ter-
amo (Governo Italiano, 2022).

To regenerate the territory, the Italian government
has implemented various actions. In addition to declar-
ing a state of emergency and devising plans for the
reconstruction of residential properties, public build-
ings, and damaged infrastructure, a primary goal is to
encourage repopulation in the area. Several measures
have been developed to attract people, including those
from abroad, through tax incentives and subsidized
mortgages for purchasing homes (Law 229 of December
14), particularly targeting young people who choose to
move to the earthquake-affected municipalities (Law No.
205 of December 27, 2017).

Furthermore, the 2019 Budget Law and its subse-
quent amendments introduced tax incentives for indi-
viduals with pension incomes provided by foreign coun-
tries, applying a substitute tax rate of 7% on all income
for those who transfer their residence to municipalities
within the Crater Area, similar to the tax regime in
southern Italian municipalities (Gazzetta Ufficiale, 2019).

These incentives have already yielded encourag-
ing results, implying a positive trend in the coming
years. As one can see on the Table 1, between 2019 and
2023, in regions such as Abruzzo and Marche, which
benefit from a 7% flat tax alongside Sicily and Sardinia
(Informazione Fiscale, 2023) and other incentives, there
has been an initial rise of residents from abroad. Abru-
220, in particular, has recorded a upward trend, with the
number of new residents rising from 17 in 2019 to 115 in
2023. It is worth noting that this migration flow is pre-
dominantly composed of individuals receiving pensions

Table 1- Immigrants from abroad from 2019 to 2023 in regions
benefiting from tax incentives.

Region 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Abruzzo 17 46 88 110 115
Marche n.a n.a 7 45 15

Source: Authors’ personal elaboration on ISTAT.

from foreign countries. (Epasto & Lucia, forthcoming).

This trend highlights the potential of tax incentives,
which could be expanded not only to foreign individu-
als and pensioners but also to other groups such as real
estate operators, agencies, families, and businesses inter-
ested in establishing themselves in the Crater Area.

Based on what has been discussed, it is clear that,
while there is still much to be done to achieve a com-
plete and sustainable recovery, the measures implement-
ed have already begun to contribute to the repopulation
and economic recovery in the Crater Area.

To complete the analysis of this case study, the fol-
lowing section will introduce an experimental meth-
odological framework which can be useful for forecast-
ing future scenarios and developing effective policies to
manage them.

2. ADDRESSING FUTURE SCENARIOS: A
METHODOLOGICAL PROPOSAL

To forecast future scenarios, algorithms such as
Prophet, Random Forest, and ARIMA were employed,
aiming to provide tools that can anticipate the evolving
behaviours and needs, particularly those of the elderly
population. In fact, the tax incentives designed to repop-
ulate the earthquake-affected area have attracted a sig-
nificant numbero of foreign retirees (Censis, 2021).

Using the Prophet algorithm, historical data on the
number of foreign retirees relocating to Italy was ana-
lysed to predict future migration trends. Random For-
est was applied to estimate consumption forecasts, while
ARIMA enabled projections regarding the elderly popu-
lation in various regions based on birth rates, mortality,
and migration.

The graph generated by the Prophet model highlights
a clear upward trend in the number of foreign retir-
ees choosing as a destination Abruzzo and Marche, two
region of Crater Area (Figure 2). With the right incen-
tives, such as tax benefits and the promotion of local nat-
ural and cultural resources, these retirees may contribute
to the revitalization of the municipalities within the Cra-
ter Area, thus triggering local development processes.
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Figure 2. Results of Prophet for time series forecasting.

The Random Forest model was trained on data relat-
ed to elderly consumption to evaluate spending trends
in key sectors such as healthcare and leisure. The use of
Random Forest, a machine learning algorithm, enables
precise and reliable predictions, leveraging the model’s
ability to manage large volumes of data with many vari-
ables.

In the forecast graph produced with Random Forest,
the consumption predictions, clearly indicate the invest-
ments needed to address the demand for vital services,
such as from healthcare and leisure, for the elderly pop-
ulation (Figure 3).

Finally, the use of ARIMA, combined with autore-
gression, integration, and moving average, allows for
outlining future population trends. The forecast results
show that in 2024, the number of foreigners in Abruz-
zo will be approximately 187, while in Marche it will be
around 23. For 2025; a significant increase is expected,
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Flgure 3. Random Forest for Consumption Predictions.

with 303 foreign retirees in Abruzzo and 34 in Marche.
In the following years, a continuous upward trend is
expected in both regions, aligned with the trend at
national level as illustrate in Table 2.

The results show a steady increase in foreign retirees
choosing Italy as new residence partly due to the 7% flat
tax, who might favour areas like the Crater Area, drawn
by the scenic beauty and tax incentives. Considering the
estimates outlined by the methodological framework,
the Crater Area has promising prospects for repopula-
tion. As has been stated involving the earthquake-affect-
ed area in the ecological transition, requires that regen-
eration be based on the principles of seismic event pre-
vention in the construction of homes and infrastructure,
while also respecting the morphological characteristics
of the regions.

Table 2. Forecasts of the Resident and Foreign Population in Italy (2025-2034).

Year Projected Resident Population Projected Foreign Population Total Projected Resident Population
2025 58,989,384 6,192,843 65,182,227
2026 58,988,769 6,378,628 65,367,397
2027 58,988,154 6,569,987 65,558,141
2028 58,987,540 6,766,086 65,753,626
2029 58,986,925 6,968,069 65,955,093
2030 58,986,310 7,175,112 66,161,422
2031 58,985,695 7,388,365 66,374,060
2032 58,985,080 7,607,916 66,592,996
2033 58,984,466 7,833,968 66,818,434
2034 58,983,851 8,066,627 67,050,478

Source: Authors’ personal elaboration.
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3. CONCLUSIONS

The repopulation of the Crater Area represents a
significant opportunity to promote the ecological tran-
sition, with the aim of achieving a sustainable devel-
opment model based on eco-friendly practices. In this
context, adopting organic practices and using sustain-
able building materials can play a key role, not only in
attracting new residents but also in encouraging invest-
ment in the region. For instance, eco-friendly construc-
tion can provide modern homes built with sustainabil-
ity criteria, contributing to reduced energy consumption
and minimizing environmental impact. Earthquake-
affected areas, physically devastated but still rich in
environmental resources, culture and traditions, are ide-
al settings for experimenting with development models
that integrate ecological transition and territorial regen-
eration.

Despite the progress made, many challenges remain
to ensure a full and sustainable recovery. While tax
incentives have helped attract new residents, it is essen-
tial to broaden attraction policies to engage not only
retirees but also young families and new businesses.
These groups can contribute to economic diversification
and job creation, strengthening the socio-economic sys-
tem of the area.

The repopulation of hilly and mountainous areas
must be accompanied by targeted policies to ensure
favourable living conditions in the long term. Among
these policies, improving infrastructure and public ser-
vices is crucial to make these regions attractive again for
a stable resident population. Equally crucial is enhancing
the resilience of local communities by promoting a cul-
ture focussed on seismic prevention and investment in
advanced modern technologies for building safety and
seismic monitoring.

The case study of Crater Area clearly shows the com-
plexity of the ecological transition, which must consider
a wide range of factors, highlighting the need for a holis-
tic approach that merges regeneration with prevention.
Revitalizing the economic and social context of the Cra-
ter Area requires not only the implementation of seismic
prevention principles, but also, in addition to the flat tax,
more favourable fiscal policies especially for families and
businesses.

To revitalize hilly and mountainous areas, which
were already experiencing depopulation prior to the
2016 earthquake, it is essential to adopt long-term and
structured policies aimed at ensuring favourable living
conditions for all demographic groups. This approach is
the key to developing a stable and sustainable environ-
ment where ecological transition and repopulation can

coexist and mutually enhance each other, promoting
enduring regeneration in the affected areas.
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