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 ABSTRACT 

 With  the  effects  of  global  challenges  such  as  climate  change,  resource  scarcity,  and  social 

 inequality  becoming  increasingly  visible  in  recent  years,  the  need  for  organizations  to 

 incorporate  sustainability  into  their  operations  has  become  evident.  Even  though  many 

 organizations  already  integrated  sustainability  into  their  strategies,  the  majority  of  the  necessary 

 holistic  organizational  changes  are  lacking  to  be  implemented.  The  hierarchical  middle  managers 

 have  been  found  to  play  a  key  role  in  this  implementation  stage,  as  it  is  their  task  to  translate  a 

 strategy  into  actions  for  themselves  and  their  employees.  This  study  focuses  on  the  specific 

 perspective  of  middle  managers  in  the  context  of  change  towards  sustainability,  as  it  has  only 

 been  little  considered  in  previous  literature.  Conducting  a  qualitative  cross-sectional  study 

 among  the  middle  managers  of  three  different  organizations,  influencing  factors  on  employee 

 commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability  that  have  been  identified  in  previous  studies  will 

 be  verified  from  the  perspective  of  the  middle  managers.  The  resulting  theoretical  model  of 

 middle  managers’  commitment  will  on  the  one  hand  enrich  existing  literature  and  on  the  other 

 hand  help  organizations  to  understand  their  middle  managers’  commitment  to  this  topic.  With 

 this suggested organizational changes can be put into action. 

 Keywords:  Sustainability,  implementation,  organizational  change,  middle  management, 

 commitment 
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 INTRODUCTION 

 In  recent  years,  the  need  for  organizations  to  address  sustainability  has  become  increasingly 

 evident.  With  global  challenges  such  as  climate  change,  resource  scarcity,  and  social  inequality, 

 businesses  are  aiming  to  operate  more  sustainably.  To  achieve  this,  it  needs  to  be  guaranteed  that 

 natural  resources  are  used  in  a  way  that  is  meeting  the  needs  of  the  current  generation  without 

 undermining  the  ability  of  future  generations  to  meet  their  needs  (1).  In  general,  organizations 

 need  to  transform  their  operations  in  order  to  pursue  their  profitable  business  so  that  it  is  not 

 harming  society  or  the  environment  (2).  For  this  holistic  transformation,  the  successful 

 implementation  of  corporate  policies  and  sustainability  strategies,  the  organizational  middle 

 managers  have  been  found  to  play  a  crucial  role,  as  it  is  their  task  to  convincingly  sell  a 

 suggested  change  to  their  employees  and  to  translate  a  strategy  into  actions  (3,4).  It  is  crucial  that 

 they are committed to a suggested change process in order to implement it successfully. 

 One  prime  example  that  is  very  clearly  demonstrating  the  crucial  role  of  the  middle  management, 

 is  the  failure  of  the  US-based  company  United  Financial  Services  (UFS)  (5).  In  the  early  2000s, 

 UFS  initiated  a  complex  organizational  transformation  across  all  hierarchical  levels  as  it  was 

 struggling  with  profitability  due  to  the  disclosure  of  unethical  business  practices.  The  upper 

 management  quickly  launched  the  change  initiative  without  taking  the  support  of  the  middle 

 management  into  account.  That  resulted  in  the  different  hierarchical  levels,  especially  the  upper 

 and  the  executive  level,  drifting  apart  and  losing  the  joint  objective  of  the  transformation. 

 Lacking  the  connection  via  the  middle  management  the  change  initiative  failed,  UFS  did  not 

 manage to become profitable while operating sustainably and had to be bought out. 

 It  has  been  found  that  through  their  practices  large  organizations  in  general  have  a  strong 

 influence  on  their  environment  and  society  (6).  Therefore,  they  are  a  key  lever  in  enhancing  the 
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 worldwide  level  of  sustainable  development  by  successfully  integrating  sustainable  practices  into 

 their  operations  (7).  Nevertheless,  organizations  are  mostly  not  using  their  leverage  to  the  full 

 extent  (8).  On  the  one  hand,  this  is  because  sustainability  is  considered  a  complex  and  costly 

 challenge  for  which  it  is  necessary  to  refrain  from  the  economic  paradigm  of  short-term  financial 

 performance  (9,10).  On  the  other  hand,  organizations  mostly  do  not  manage  to  implement 

 sustainability strategies into their operations and across the hierarchy (11–13). 

 One  way  to  increase  the  success  rate  of  organizational  changes  towards  sustainability  is  to  focus 

 on  the  role  of  the  organizational  middle  management.  As  the  example  of  UFS  demonstrated, 

 middle  management’s  commitment  and  action  are  crucial  for  the  successful  implementation  of  a 

 suggested  change  process.  Therefore,  this  study  will  be  focusing  specifically  on  the  middle 

 managers’  commitment  to  organizational  change  towards  sustainability,  investigating  the 

 following  research  question:  What  is  committing  an  organization’s  middle  management  to 

 change towards sustainability? 

 The  paper  is  structured  as  follows:  In  the  upcoming  chapter,  the  relevant  literature  will  be 

 presented  regarding  the  topics  of  organizational  change  towards  sustainability,  the  role  of  middle 

 managers,  and  the  relevance  of  personal  commitment.  Then,  the  study’s  methodology  will  be 

 outlined,  followed  by  a  presentation  of  the  results.  Next,  the  results  will  be  discussed  by 

 connecting  them  to  existing  literature.  The  paper  will  conclude  by  elaborating  the  study’s 

 contribution  to  theory  and  practice  and  pointing  out  its  limitations  and  opportunities  for  future 

 research. 



 6 

 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Sustainability in organizations 

 To  increase  the  overall  level  of  sustainability  in  society  and  the  economy,  the  topic  needs  to  be 

 integrated  into  the  context  of  organizations,  as  they  have  been  found  to  have  a  strong  influence 

 on  the  economy,  their  environment  and  society  (6,7,14,15).  Organizations  build  the  foundation 

 for  today’s  human  life  and  are  a  strong  lever  in  shaping  economic  practices  and  society-wide 

 transitions  (7,15).  To  make  use  of  this  leverage  and  outreach,  current  business  as  usual  is  no 

 longer  practicable  (16,17).  Organizations  have  the  responsibility  to  take  a  systems  perspective 

 and  to  ensure  that  natural  resources  are  not  consumed  faster  than  they  can  be  recycled  or 

 regenerated  (18).  Organizations  need  to  focus  on  creating  quality  goods  and  services  that  are 

 using  as  little  natural  resources  as  possible  while  creating  a  minimum  of  waste  through  their 

 entire  lifecycle  (19).  They  need  to  operate  inclusively  and  equitably  to  create  value 

 simultaneously  for  the  economy,  society  and  the  environment  (2,20).  By  doing  so  they  have  the 

 power  to  reshape  their  surroundings,  to  ensure  a  continuously  healthy  planet  and  the  survival  of 

 the human species (7). 

 Sustainable  practices  have  become  an  increasingly  strategic  priority  for  many  organizations  in 

 the  last  few  years,  but  only  a  minority  is  operating  sustainably  already  (8,21).  Many 

 organizations  rely  on  quick-fixing  measures  and  superficial  practices  to  create  a  sustainable 

 image  while  still  being  heavily  reliant  on  natural  resources  and  focusing  on  corporate  and 

 individual  wealth  (7,8,14).  To  successfully  integrate  sustainable  practices  into  an  organization’s 

 operations,  radical  and  holistic  changes  are  needed  (14,15).  Sustainability  needs  to  become  an 

 organizational  business  case,  which  means  that  economic  success  is  created  through  activities 

 that  are  benefiting  society  and/or  the  environment  (6,7,14,15).  But,  according  to  Doppelt  (22), 
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 pursuing  this  change  is  extremely  difficult  because  organizations  need  to  spend  resources  to 

 complete  multifaceted  transitions  that  often  pay  off  in  the  long  term.  Therefore,  most 

 organizations  focus  on  the  quick-fixing  practices,  even  though  climate  change  is  progressing 

 faster and with wider consequences than previously expected (8). 

 Failure of organizational change and the role of the middle management 

 Generally,  organizational  change  can  be  defined  as  the  transformation  of  an  organization  from 

 the  existing  to  a  future  state  while  pursuing  a  certain  strategic  goal  (23).  It  is  about  recognizing  a 

 problem,  generating  ideas  on  how  to  solve  it,  and  applying  the  new  knowledge  to  successfully 

 solve  the  problem  (24,25).  In  the  current  fast-paced  economic  environment,  continuous  change  is 

 inevitable  for  organizations  to  remain  operational  (26).  To  stay  competitive,  they  constantly  need 

 to  react  and  adapt  to  new  requirements  resulting  from  for  example  globalization  and  global 

 competition, technological innovations or environmental conditions (4,27). 

 Despite  the  necessity  for  change  being  recognized  as  important,  the  success  rate  among 

 organizational  change  processes  implemented  is  low.  On  average  only  25%  to  50%  of  planned 

 changes  are  successfully  put  into  practice  (11–13).  This  results  from  various  issues:  Change 

 processes  are  initiated  top-down  and  not  well  communicated  in  the  organizational  hierarchy  (12), 

 or  guidelines  and  recommendations  for  managers  and  their  employees  are  often  vague  or  very 

 abstract  (11,24).  Furthermore,  researchers  and  organizations  have  a  lot  of  theoretical  and 

 conceptual  knowledge  on  organizational  change  but  they  are  lacking  the  information  and 

 practicable  frameworks  for  implementation  (6,7,25),  or  the  top  management  has  to  deal  with 

 their  employees’  resistance  to  change.  It  has  been  found  that  especially  the  commitment  of  the 

 middle  management  is  crucial  for  the  successful  implementation  of  organizational  change,  but  it 

 is mostly missing (3,4,28–33). 
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 Considered  as  a  middle  manager  is  someone  who  is  working  at  the  intermediate  level  of  an 

 organizational  hierarchy,  somewhere  between  the  operating  base  and  the  board  of  directors 

 (34,35).  Uyterhoeven  (36)  encloses  this  definition  by  stating  that  middle  managers  are  usually 

 “responsible for a particular business unit” (p. 136). 

 In  organizational  change  processes,  middle  managers  are  examined  as  change  agents,  who  take 

 initiative  and  enable  a  certain  change  to  happen  (3,31).  They  are  the  ones  carrying  out  the 

 planned  change,  they  undertake  required  actions  for  implementation,  and  by  feeling  responsible 

 and  taking  initiative  they  drive  the  change  process  forward  (3,37–39).  Also  being  named  “change 

 intermediaries”  (31 :  p.  225),  the  middle  managers’  main  task  is  to  translate  the  planned  ideas 

 into  actions  for  themselves  and  their  employees  (4).  Furthermore,  they  need  to  act  as 

 sensemakers  to  simplify  and  explain  complex  issues  (3,11,40).  It  is  their  job  to  manage  their 

 employees’  expectations  towards  the  change  and  the  requirements  placed  on  them,  to  enable 

 successful  change  implementation  across  the  organizational  hierarchy  (4,31).  Thereby,  the 

 middle  managers  approve  the  suggested  changes  and  give  the  legitimacy  needed  for 

 organization-wide  implementation.  But,  they  are  not  always  committed  as  they,  for  example,  do 

 not  align  with  the  company’s  goals,  do  not  feel  supported  or  involved  by  the  upper  management, 

 or perceive the change as not feasible (3,4,28–33). 

 Commitment to change towards sustainability 

 The  concept  of  commitment,  especially  organizational  commitment,  has  been  receiving  great 

 attention  from  researchers  already  for  decades  (41–46).  It  has  been  identified  as  a  crucial 

 determinant  of  employee  behavior  and  their  attachment  to  an  organization,  its  mission  and  goals 

 (47,48).  Commitment  in  general  is  defined  as  the  extent  to  which  an  individual  is 

 psychologically  attached  to  following  a  certain  path,  or  its  willingness  to  do  what  it  takes  to 
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 accomplish  a  certain  goal  (43,45).  It  is  referred  to  as  “the  glue  that  provides  the  vital  bond”  (49 : 

 p.  147)  between  an  individual  and  a  goal  that,  if  missing,  can  result  in  resistance  to  the  process 

 and non-accomplishment of the goal (29). 

 Various  researchers  found  that  commitment  is  a  multidimensional  concept,  which  signals  that  it 

 is  determined  by  multiple  antecedents  (43,46,50–52).  From  the  literature  review,  Meyer  and 

 Herscovitch  (44)  developed  a  general  model  of  workplace  commitment  (Appendix  1),  following 

 the  categorization  of  commitment  by  Meyer  and  Allen  (51).  Meyer  and  Herscovitch  identified 

 individual  commitment  as  a  construction  of  three  different  components:  The  desire  (affective 

 commitment)  or  moral  obligation  (normative  commitment)  to  pursue  a  path  and  to  engage  in 

 certain  activities,  or  the  negative  financial  impact  of  not  doing  so  (continuance  commitment) 

 (44).  Each  of  these  components  that  can  result  in  commitment  at  the  organizational  workplace 

 setting  is  affected  by  various  influencing  factors.  Affective  commitment  is  mainly  built  through 

 intrinsic  motivation,  personal  involvement  or  the  feeling  of  personal  relevance,  while  normative 

 commitment  arises  through  social  norms,  moral  obligation  or  a  sense  of  duty  (44).  Continuance 

 commitment  builds  on  the  loss  of  previous  financial  investments  or  the  loss  of  financial  gain,  as 

 well as the lack of alternative ways to pursue. 

 In  the  context  of  change  towards  sustainability,  some  of  these  factors  have  been  identified  as 

 crucial  for  the  commitment  to  change.  One  factor  that  builds  the  foundation  for  sustainable 

 behavior  and  successful  organizational  change  towards  sustainability  is  the  employees’  intrinsic 

 motivation  (53).  It  also  makes  people  keep  up  with  their  behavior  in  the  long  term,  which  is 

 crucial  for  global  challenges  like  climate  change  or  inequality  (54).  Generally,  the  component  of 

 affective  commitment  has  been  found  to  be  the  most  relevant  in  the  context  of  sustainability  (55). 

 Additionally,  the  factor  of  empowerment  is  enhancing  (affective)  commitment  to  sustainability 
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 (26,55–58).  To  be  committed  to  an  organizational  change  process,  employees  need  to  be 

 involved  in  generating  ideas  on  steps  to  be  taken  and  activities  to  be  conducted  (26,55,56).  They 

 need  the  authority  to  evaluate  and  decide  which  activities  are  the  most  suitable  and  feasible  ones 

 to  be  conducted,  and  they  need  the  freedom  to  maneuver  and  plan  the  requirements  of  the  change 

 along  with  their  other  work-related  duties  and  responsibilities  (26,57,58).  Furthermore,  the 

 employees  must  have  the  feeling  of  impact  on  the  organizational  change  process  and,  through  its 

 implementation,  on  the  organization  and  eventually  beyond  (57,59).  They  need  to  be  convinced 

 that  they  can  influence  the  way  the  change  is  implemented  in  the  organization  and  by  that  have 

 an  impact  on  the  strategic  and  operational  performance.  Furthermore,  Steffen  et.  al.  (60) 

 highlighted  that  there  is  no  alternative  to  change  towards  sustainability  as  the  planetary 

 boundaries  are  already  overshot  and  the  human  species  is  already  living  beyond  its  means.  They 

 made  clear  that  there  is  no  other  way  to  keep  a  healthy  life  on  earth  than  limiting  the  negative 

 impact  and  managing  to  stay  within  a  defined  “safe  operating  space”  (60 :  p.  737).  Additionally, 

 the  factor  of  sense  of  duty  is  highly  important  in  sustainability  change,  as  one  of  the  most 

 effective  ways  to  motivate  employees  to  engage  in  sustainable  behavior  is  to  make  sustainability 

 an  “in-role  task”  rather  than  an  “extra-role  task”  (61).  Employees  are  usually  motivated  to  fulfill 

 their job and therefore sustainable behavior can be enhanced by integrating it into daily tasks. 

 In  addition  to  these  influencing  factors  that  have  also  been  identified  by  Meyer  and  Herscovitch, 

 other  authors  found  more  factors  that  they  consider  relevant  for  organizational  change  towards 

 sustainability.  Pellegrini  (62)  and  Ramus  and  Steger  (63)  identified  that  it  is  usually  not  enough 

 for  organizations  to  integrate  sustainability  into  their  mission  and  business  strategy,  but  to  also 

 act  accordingly  on  the  upper  management  level.  The  employees  need  to  recognize  the  support  for 

 the  topic  through  the  hierarchy  and  perceive  the  company’s  willingness  to  change  as  genuine. 
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 They  need  to  see  that  what  is  said  is  also  acted  out.  Furthermore,  an  important  factor  for 

 commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability  is  the  organizational  culture.  It  is  defined  as  a 

 collective  state  of  mind  that  consists  of  social  norms  and  values  and  distinguishes  one  group  of 

 people  from  another  (64).  According  to  Levin  (65)  and  Muller  (66)  organizational  culture  is  built 

 from  ethical  values  and  social  responsibility,  and  it  is  a  crucial  success  factor  for  organizational 

 sustainability, especially when it comes to putting plans into action. 

 Some  factors  that  have  been  identified  by  Meyer  and  Herscovitch  as  enhancing  commitment 

 have  been  found  to  be  counterproductive  in  the  context  of  sustainability.  Epstein  and  Buhovac 

 (15),  for  example,  argued  that  sustainability  targets  should  not  be  connected  to  financial  gains  or 

 losses  as  those  are  mostly  relevant  in  the  short  term  and  should  not  be  offset  against  long-term 

 changes.  Furthermore,  for  organizational  changes  towards  sustainability,  imposed  top-down 

 measures  are  the  most  effective  way  for  implementation  because  collaborative  methods  are 

 limited  in  breaking  established  practices  and  are  therefore  not  well  suited  to  implement  the 

 required company-wide disruptive change (67,68). 

 Based  on  the  influencing  factors  identified  by  Meyer  and  Herscovitsch  and  the  additional  factors 

 that  have  already  been  present  in  literature,  the  conceptual  model  of  commitment  to 

 organizational change towards sustainability has been developed (Figure 1). 

 Research aim and objective 

 From  this  conceptual  model,  the  study  aims  to  analyze  the  commitment  of  organizational  middle 

 managers  to  change  towards  sustainability.  Their  perspective  is  crucial  in  this  case  as  they  are 

 mainly  responsible  for  change  implementation  and  as  the  majority  of  organizational  change 

 processes  fail  in  this  step.  It  has  been  identified  as  a  gap  in  literature  that  existing  research  on 
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 commitment  to  organizational  change  towards  sustainability  is  mainly  focused  on  employee 

 commitment  in  general  (69–72).  The  study  addresses  this  gap  by  verifying  previously  identified 

 influencing  factors  of  commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability  from  the  perspective  of  the 

 organizational middle management. 
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 METHODOLOGY 

 Research design 

 To  address  this  research  gap,  a  qualitative  analysis  has  been  conducted  in  the  design  of  a 

 cross-sectional  study.  The  qualitative  type  of  research  design  has  been  identified  as  appropriate 

 because  it  is  the  most  suitable  one  to  gather  the  participants’  points  of  view,  perceptions  and 

 behavior  (73,74).  It  enables  the  researcher  to  identify  what  the  participants  consider  as  relevant, 

 in  the  context  of  this  study,  what  is  building  or  enhancing  their  commitment  to  change  towards 

 sustainability. 

 The  study  has  been  conducted  across  two  large  European  manufacturing  enterprises  in  the 

 chemical  and  electrical  engineering  sector,  that  are  starting  to  or  are  in  the  process  of 

 transforming  their  operations  to  be  more  sustainable.  They  previously  identified  their  internal 

 departments  for  sustainability  and  environmental  health  and  safety  as  strong  levers  in  this 

 process.  The  commitment  of  the  middle  managers  working  in  these  departments  is  therefore 

 crucial  for  the  success  of  the  transformation  process.  Despite  their  wish  to  operate  more 

 sustainably,  companies  are  usually  lacking  the  ability  to  formulate  SMART  sustainability  goals, 

 to  integrate  them  into  their  business  strategy,  and  to  develop  implementation  plans  (8,17,75).  It  is 

 therefore  increasingly  common  for  these  companies  to  request  the  service  of  a  consulting 

 company  to  complete  these  tasks  (76,77).  While  simultaneously  transforming  their  own 

 businesses  towards  enhanced  sustainability,  many  consultancies  took  up  advising  on  sustainable 

 business  strategies,  business  model  innovation,  or  transition  procedures,  which  makes  them  an 

 additional  key  player  in  the  economy-wide  transition  towards  sustainability  (76).  As  the 

 companies  that  are  subject  to  this  study  have  requested  such  a  consulting  company  to  support 

 their  operational  transformation  towards  sustainability,  it  is  crucial  in  this  case  to  understand  both 
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 the  internal  as  well  as  the  consultancy’s  middle  managers’  commitment  to  organizational  change 

 towards sustainability. 

 The  sample  of  participants  chosen  for  this  study  consisted  of  five  middle  managers  (Heads  of 

 Department  and  Sustainability  Managers)  of  the  two  companies  in  the  manufacturing  business 

 and  six  middle  managers  (Project  Managers)  of  the  consulting  company.  The  conducted  research 

 has  been  following  a  cross-sectional  approach,  as  data  from  multiple  cases  was  considered  and 

 collected  at  one  point  in  time  per  participant  (78,79).  Also,  the  study  mainly  focused  on  the 

 factor of commitment instead of taking the unique specifications of every company into account. 

 Data collection 

 To  get  profound  insights  into  the  participants’  points  of  view,  attitudes  and  behavior, 

 semi-structured  interviews  have  been  conducted  (74,80).  While  following  some  structure  in 

 terms  of  topics  and  main  questions  discussed  during  the  interview,  this  method  allowed 

 following  questions  to  be  tailored  to  the  interviewee.  Thereby,  certain  comparability  was  ensured 

 without diminishing the opportunity to receive detailed individual answers (78,81,82). 

 It  has  been  found  that  self-reported  data  on  environmental  attitudes  and  behavior  mostly  results 

 in  major  differences  between  the  behavior  reported  and  the  actual  activities  engaged  in  (83,84). 

 This  is  because  sustainability  and  environmental  protection  have  become  socially  desirable 

 topics  where  a  lack  of  interest  or  noncompliant  attitudes  are  not  socially  accepted  (85,86).  When 

 conducting  qualitative  semi-structured  interviews  this  increased  social  desirability  bias  can  be 

 reduced  by  asking  questions  in  a  more  indirect  and  hypothetical  manner,  as  the  participants  feel 

 less  pressured  to  give  a  socially  acceptable  answer  (86,87).  To  follow  this  approach,  the 

 interview  questions  for  this  study  have  been  designed  as  scenario  questions,  as  “stories  which 
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 present  hypothetical  situations  requiring  action  or  judgment  from  respondents”  (88 :  p.  155).  In 

 combination  with  open  questions,  these  scenarios  aimed  to  reduce  social  desirability  bias  as  well 

 as  provide  the  interview  with  increased  context,  and  reduce  the  probability  of  an  unreflective 

 answer (78,89). The detailed interview guide can be found in Appendix 2. 

 The  data  for  this  study  was  collected  via  eleven  semi-structured  interviews  with  the  previously 

 selected  middle  managers.  The  participants  from  the  consulting  company  volunteered  directly  to 

 the  researcher  while  the  five  other  participants  were  approached  through  the  consulting 

 company’s  main  contact  person.  With  this,  the  data  is  subject  to  a  selection  bias  by  these  contact 

 persons  choosing  the  interviewees,  and  to  volunteer  bias  for  the  consultancy’s  project  managers. 

 These  biases  have  been  reduced  by  leaving  the  final  decision  on  the  interview  participation  to  the 

 researcher  who  was  able  to  accept  or  decline  a  participant  after  the  completion  of  the  interview. 

 The  interviews  have  been  conducted,  audio-recorded  and  transcribed  via  Microsoft  Teams.  The 

 full transcripts of the interviews can be found in Appendix 3. 

 Integrity and ethical consideration 

 The  research  procedure  was  following  the  University  of  Groningen’s  code  of  ethics  for  research. 

 Prior  to  the  data  collection,  this  conformity  has  been  verified  by  the  Campus  Fryslân’s  ethics 

 committee  and  the  ethical  approval  has  been  granted  by  the  academic  supervisor.  Before 

 participating  in  the  study,  the  interviewees  have  been  provided  with  the  participant  information 

 sheet  (Appendix  4)  and  the  form  of  informed  consent.  The  latter  has  been  signed  and  returned  to 

 the  researcher  (Appendix  5).  According  to  the  University’s  code  of  ethics,  the  participation  in  the 

 study  was  fully  voluntary  and  the  interviewees  had  the  right  to  withdraw  their  participation  at 

 any  point  in  time  without  providing  reasons.  Furthermore,  all  data  collected  was  anonymized, 

 and the information provided is not traceable to the participants or their companies. 
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 Data analysis 

 The  collected  data  has  been  analyzed  on  the  individual  level  of  the  participating  middle 

 managers  to  determine  their  personal  commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability.  Therefore, 

 the  six  main  categories  of  influencing  factors  from  the  previously  developed  conceptual  model  of 

 commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability  (Figure  1)  have  been  defined  as  aggregate 

 dimensions  in  the  deductive  coding  process.  The  various  influencing  factors  themselves 

 functioned  as  second-order  themes.  In  the  following  step  of  the  coding  process,  the  first-order 

 codes  have  been  identified  from  the  interviews  and  assigned  to  the  second-order  themes  using  a 

 positivist  approach  of  analysis,  leaving  room  for  abductive  reasoning  and  the  identification  of 

 additional  influencing  factors  that  have  not  yet  been  present  in  literature.  A  detailed  result  of  this 

 coding  process  can  be  found  in  Appendix  6.  From  the  coding,  it  became  evident  that  the  different 

 influencing  factors  have  varying  relevance  for  the  participants’  commitment.  Therefore,  the 

 results  will  be  presented  focusing  first  on  the  universally  enhancing  factors,  followed  by  the 

 regularly,  and  the  probably  enhancing  factors  of  middle  managers’  commitment  to  change 

 towards sustainability. 
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 RESULTS 

 Universally influencing factors 

 Personal relevance and feeling of impact 

 One  influencing  factor  that  has  been  identified  as  crucial  for  their  commitment  to  change  towards 

 sustainability  by  most  of  the  interviewees  is  their  personal  relevance  and  feeling  of  impact.  It  has 

 especially  been  addressed  by  the  participants  from  the  manufacturing  industry.  One  interviewee 

 stated  that  "it  is  fascinating  to  work  for  a  global  player  who  is  able  to  find  solutions  and  to  steer 

 the  whole  industry"  (I4),  while  two  others  emphasized  that  they  consider  it  relevant  to  “change 

 [customers’]  behavior”  (I3)  by  being  able  to  “implement  the  technology  that  is  needed  in  this 

 transition”  (I9).  But,  it  was  also  stated  that  “you  have  to  be  careful  that  you  don't  lose  this 

 perspective  in  your  daily  doing”  (I10)  and  that  it  is  not  enough  to  focus  on  the  broad  impact  but 

 also  on  the  small  things  that  can  be  done  by  every  person:  “I  think  to  reach  the  goal  of 

 sustainability  you  have  to  make  sure  that  everyone  knows  about  their  personal  contribution.  [...] 

 It  is  up  to  each  individual”  (I10).  Among  the  consulting  company’s  project  managers  the  feeling 

 of  impact  was  also  considered  a  positive  influence  on  the  personal  commitment.  Here  it  was 

 more  about  supporting  their  clients  to  pursue  the  transition  towards  increased  sustainability: 

 “Where  we  have  the  biggest  leverage  is  that  we  can  say  'we  help  your  clients  to  become  more 

 sustainable'. […] That is really a nice point” (I8). 

 Intrinsic motivation 

 Personal  intrinsic  motivation  is  also  named  as  a  crucial  factor  by  the  majority  of  participants, 

 regardless  of  whether  they  are  from  the  manufacturing  business  or  the  consulting  company.  One 

 interviewee  stated:  “I  am  convinced  about  sustainability.  I  can  imagine  that  this  makes  a 

 difference”  (I4),  while  another  called  corporate  sustainability  an  “indispensable  goal”  (I10)  that 
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 needs  to  be  achieved  through  personal  conviction.  Another  confirmed  that  “sustainability  is  not 

 just  a  job  title  that  you  start  at  8  am  and  take  off  at  4  pm.  It  can  only  work  if  certain  thoughts  are 

 transferred  from  the  company  life  to  the  private  life  and  vice  versa”  (I10),  which  sums  up  that 

 sustainability  can  only  be  achieved  if  personal  beliefs  are  in  line  with  the  corporate  function. 

 What  has  especially  been  pointed  out  by  the  consultancy’s  project  managers  is  that  “motivation 

 is  intrinsically  driven  by  convenience”  (I6),  and  that  one  should  “focus  on  creating  incentives  to 

 increase  motivation”  (I8)  rather  than  imposing  restrictions.  Change  towards  sustainability 

 “should not be burdensome” (I6). 

 Lack of alternatives and planetary boundaries 

 The  factor  of  lacking  alternatives,  of  being  forced  into  change,  including  the  focus  on  limited 

 resources  available  on  the  planet,  has  been  indicated  by  most  of  the  interviewees  to  increase  their 

 commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability.  Some  interviewees  stated  that  “another  positive 

 driver  is  that  natural  raw  materials  become  more  expensive  and  just  less  available  over  time” 

 (I5),  and  “there  is  a  crisis  approaching  where  we  are  running  out  of  time”  (I7).  Other 

 interviewees  focused  on  legal  forces  for  change,  stating  that  they  have  to  ensure  that  their 

 “products  comply  with  the  regulations”  (I3)  and  that  everyone  has  “to  obey  the  law”  (I5).  They 

 pointed  out  that  “a  law  […]  is  helping  a  lot,  it  can  lead  to  massive  changes”  (I4)  because  they 

 “already  see  that  voluntariness  does  not  lead  to  a  change”  (I11).  Another  interviewee  named 

 market  competition  as  a  forcing  factor,  stating  that  “if  a  competitor  can  demonstrate  enhanced 

 sustainability,  we  do  have  a  disadvantage”  (I10).  Only  two  of  the  interviewees  did  not  see  a  lack 

 of  alternatives  as  a  motivational  factor,  as  they  pointed  out:  “I  don't  know  how  much  force  yields 

 results.  […]  you  have  to  make  sure  that  people  have  a  choice”  (I6),  and  “I  am  not  a  friend  of 
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 limitations  and  restrictions,  you  should  rather  focus  on  creating  incentives  to  increase 

 motivation” (I8). 

 Sense of duty 

 For  the  majority  of  the  interviewees,  their  sense  of  duty,  the  willingness  to  do  their  job  well  and 

 to  complete  the  assigned  tasks,  has  been  considered  an  important  factor  regarding  their 

 commitment.  Both,  the  interviewees  from  the  manufacturing  businesses  and  the  consulting 

 company  emphasized  that  usually  “everyone  is  target  driven”  (I10),  and  that  it  is  important  to 

 “be  at  the  forefront  of  sustainability,  not  just  to  save  the  world,  but  to  remain  competitive”  (I11). 

 Many  interviewees  attached  their  motivation  to  change  to  being  a  profitable  employee,  as  one 

 stated:  “Of  course,  we  need  to  go  with  the  change.  [...]  The  company  needs  to  stay  competitive  in 

 the market” (I9). 

 This  sense  of  duty  has  especially  been  identified  as  relevant  for  the  interviewees  from  the 

 consulting  company,  as  for  example  one  of  them  stated  that  by  fulfilling  the  duty  as  a  consultant, 

 “we  have  the  biggest  leverage  as  [...]  we  help  our  clients  to  become  more  sustainable”  (I8).  Two 

 other  interviewees  pointed  out  that  “we  are  consultants  and  service  providers,  we  cannot  say 

 'no'."  (I2),  and  “effort  is  not  the  criterion.  If  the  customer  wants  more,  then  of  course,  he  gets 

 more” (I7), which makes it evident that they are strongly committed to their role as consultants. 

 Tangible problems and results 

 Another  factor  that  has  been  identified  as  crucial  by  most  of  the  interviewees  is  the  one  of 

 tangible  problems  and  results.  It  refers  to  the  degree  to  which  one  is  exposed  to  a  negative 

 situation  that  could  be  improved  and  the  effects  that  can  be  noticed  after  the  completion  of  a 

 certain  activity.  Regarding  the  challenge  of  climate  change,  one  interviewee  stated  “If  you  for 

 example  live  in  the  south  of  Spain  where  it  is  40  degrees  right  now,  your  external  environment  is 
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 forcing  you  to  care  and  to  act”  (I9).  Regarding  their  work  context,  many  interviewees  pointed  out 

 that  “a  success  that  is  as  tangible  as  possible,  a  real  difference  that  has  been  made”  (I7)  is  always 

 a  strong  motivation,  and  that  “it  will  become  boring  if  you  do  something  and  don't  know  what 

 the  consequence  is”  (I1).  They  stated  that  it  is  important  to  “directly  see  what  is  happening 

 because  of  your  work”  (I3),  for  example,  “If  you  install  a  building  automation  and  at  the  end  of 

 the  project  the  building  uses  40%  less  energy,  you  have  an  immediate  exposure  to  your 

 contribution”  (I9).  What  also  becomes  clear  here  is  the  need  for  the  ability  to  measure  and 

 quantify  their  impact.  Some  interviewees  stated  that  what  they  need  is  “a  tool  at  hand  that  can 

 calculate  figures  very  quickly”  (I11),  which  “would  help  gaining  knowledge  and  acceptance” 

 (I7) for the difference that has been or will be made. 

 Support and prioritization in the company 

 Additionally,  almost  all  interviewees  stated  that  what  they  need  to  be  committed  to  this  kind  of 

 change  process  is  the  upper  management’s  prioritization  of  the  topic  and  their  support  to 

 implement  it  throughout  the  company.  One  interviewee  stated  that  “it  is  a  motivating  factor  if 

 you  see  that  there  is  awareness  in  the  company,  in  the  upper  management,  that  the  topic  is  really 

 important  to  them”  (I8),  while  another  one  indicated  that  currently  “sustainability  targets  are  not 

 strong  enough  in  the  organization”  (I10).  In  order  for  it  to  “really  become  a  habit”  (I10) 

 sustainability  needs  to  become  a  core  value,  so  “every  decision  that  is  made  should  be  considered 

 from  the  point  of  view  of  sustainability”  (I10).  Even  if  this  prioritization  is  officially  done,  it  also 

 needs  to  be  executed.  As  one  interviewee  stated:  “For  me,  it  is  essential  that  I  feel  that  the 

 company  stands  with  what  it  says  and  that  they  really  want  it.  It  needs  to  be  prioritized  on  the 

 highest level” (I1). 



 21 

 It  became  evident  that  this  factor  of  commitment  in  the  higher  management  is  mostly  missing,  as 

 some  interviewees  across  all  three  companies  stated:  “My  impact  in  the  company  is  not  big 

 enough  [...].  Higher  hierarchy  levels  need  to  push  the  change  to  make  it  a  higher  priority”  (I3), 

 “it  is  always  a  fight  with  the  upper  management”  (I5)  and  “we  [the  project  managers]  are  left 

 alone  with  this”  (I2).  Some  interviewees  explained  that  with  this  lack  of  commitment, 

 “sustainability  is  rather  considered  a  minor  annoyance”  (I1)  in  the  companies,  where  sustainable 

 actions  are  prioritized  only  if  they  “don’t  really  hurt”  (I5).  This  leads  to  the  situation  that 

 “sustainability  is  just  a  'nice  to  have'”  (I4)  within  daily  operations.  One  interviewee  stated:  “In 

 the  project,  it  [sustainability]  is  only  a  side  topic  [...].  I  have  to  somehow  do  my  project  activities 

 and  in  the  end  deliver  to  the  customer,  which  is  important  above  all.  Sustainability  runs 

 alongside” (I11). 

 Some  interviewees  stated  that  to  increase  their  commitment  to  a  change  towards  sustainability, 

 the  upper  management  needs  to  invest  additional  resources,  above  all  finances,  to  advance  the 

 topic.  In  various  interviews  it  was  stated  that  “if  you  want  something  you  also  have  to  invest” 

 (I1),  “you  need  time  and  money  and  the  company  needs  to  [...]  provide  it”,  and  “you  should 

 really  have  the  feeling  that  the  company  takes  it  seriously  and  is  also  willing  to  make 

 compromises  and  to  invest  money”  (I7).  Together  with  this  request,  some  interviewees 

 emphasized  that  “sustainability  KPIs  need  to  be  formulated  and  put  on  one  level  with  financial 

 KPIs”  (I5),  because  otherwise  “sustainability  targets  are  not  strong  enough  in  the  organization 

 [...]  and  mostly  decisions  are  made  against  sustainability  because  another  goal,  the  margin  or 

 market share, are more important for the organization” (I10). 
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 Regularly influencing factors 

 Personal involvement 

 The  factor  of  personal  involvement  in  the  development  of  the  change  process  has  been  identified 

 as  committing  by  some  of  the  interviewees,  while  others  recognized  it  as  counterproductive  for 

 their  commitment  and  the  success  of  the  change.  Again,  there  was  no  difference  between  the 

 participants  from  the  manufacturing  businesses  and  the  consulting  company.  On  the  one  hand, 

 some  interviewees  stated  that  “of  course,  it  is  more  fun  when  you  realize  that  you  are  not  only 

 executing  but  you  are  also  creatively  involved"  (I9)  in  the  process  and  that  “the  company  should 

 not  do  micro-management  but  give  targets  to  the  people”  (I1).  On  the  other  hand,  it  was  stated 

 that  "the  only  way  how  sustainability  in  the  company  can  be  implemented  is  through  top-down 

 measures.  It  does  not  work  any  other  way”  (I5)  and  that  target  setting  “needs  to  be  done  on  a 

 corporate  level”  (I7).  One  interviewee  stated  that  measures  "should  be  done  in  a  harmonized  and 

 standardized  way,  [because]  if  one  decides  to  go  right  and  the  other  decides  to  go  left,  there  is  a 

 danger  of  losing  the  connection”  (I2),  of  working  together  for  a  common  goal.  Other 

 interviewees  emphasized  that  this  process  of  target  setting  is  “an  iterative  process  where  different 

 hierarchical  levels  need  to  work  together”  (I9),  and  that  it  has  to  be  assured  that  “everyone 

 knows  about  their  personal  contribution”  (I10)  in  a  process  where  “different  levels  of  hierarchy 

 [...] engage in a discussion and come out with a possible solution” (6). 

 Authority of decision making 

 The  authority  of  decision-making  in  the  implementation  of  a  change  process  has  been  identified 

 as  important  by  some  interviewees,  while  others  stated  that  it  is  not  relevant  for  them  because  “if 

 you  want  something  to  be  done,  you  have  to  implement  it  top-down”  (I8).  The  interviewees  in 
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 favor  pointed  out  that  authority  is  crucial  for  them,  as  one  of  them  stated  that  “I  like  being  a 

 project  leader,  I  am  responsible  for  implementing  something  and  can  really  get  it  done”  (I3). 

 Interviewees  from  the  other  two  companies  pointed  out  that  authority  of  decision-making  is  a 

 factor  they  consider  crucial  but  that  is  missing  in  their  position.  One  interviewee  from  the 

 consulting  company  stated  “I  don’t  think  I  can  make  this  change  happen  [...]  as  project  manager  I 

 overall have very little influence” (I7), and one interviewee from a client company explained that 

 “If  you  want  to  implement  real  change,  you  get  slowed  down  by  the  company  [...] 

 [because]  what  is  presented  to  the  top  management  for  decision  making  has  been  washed 

 through  various  levels  of  the  hierarchy.  Nobody  tells  them  how  things  really  are  and  what 

 really needs to be done” (I5). 

 The  interviewees  favoring  this  factor  agreed  that  “there  is  no  real  ownership  for  the  topic  [...]  and 

 the  departments  only  blame  each  other”  (I10)  if  certain  goals  are  not  reached.  “It  is  important 

 that  clear  responsibilities  are  defined  and  that  with  these  responsibilities  also  comes  the 

 decision-making authority [...] otherwise it is a cat-and-mouse game" (I10). 

 Investment/financial loss 

 Regarding  the  factor  of  financial  investments  or  aspiring  financial  loss,  there  was  disagreement 

 among  the  interviewees  on  whether  this  factor  is  positively  influencing  their  commitment.  Where 

 financial  loss  can  also  be  considered  receiving  or  not  receiving  financial  incentives  for 

 sustainable  actions,  on  the  one  hand,  one  interviewee  stated  that  “humans  work  to  make  money. 

 If  there  is  no  financial  incentive  there  is  no  incentive”  (I4)  and  that  “change  towards 

 sustainability  is  costly  and  risky,  a  financial  reward  is  needed  to  take  this  risk”  (I4).  Another 

 emphasized  that  “If  they  say  'you  get  less  money  if  you  don't  reach  the  new  goal',  that  would 
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 maybe  be  an  issue  for  me”  (I1).  On  the  other  hand,  one  interviewee  stated:  “A  financial  incentive 

 would  not  be  a  motivation  for  me”  (I3),  while  another  explained  that  different  types  of  incentives 

 would  be  more  motivating  for  her:  “It  would  be  very  important  for  me  to  have  additional  budget 

 and  resources  rather  than  a  bonus  payment”  (I11).  Additionally,  some  interviewees  argued  that 

 connecting  change  towards  sustainability  to  financial  incentives  is  problematic,  because  “they 

 could  produce  greenwashing”  (I8),  and  also  because  “caring  too  much  about  financial  incentives 

 is  not  sustainable”  (I10).  Nevertheless,  one  interviewee  pointed  out  that  deciding  for  a 

 sustainable  option  should  not  force  him  to  resign  from  a  financial  benefit:  “I  should  get  this 

 benefit in any other way” (I7). 

 Organizational culture and working-together 

 What  has  been  identified  as  an  additional  influencing  factor  by  some  of  the  interviewees  is  how 

 they  are  working  together  with  others  and  how  sustainability  is  integrated  into  the  organizational 

 culture.  Two  interviewees  pointed  out  that  to  be  committed  to  certain  changes  they  need  to  be 

 informed  about  the  process.  They  stated  that  “the  change  needs  to  be  well  communicated  and 

 tangible  to  give  a  structure  and  a  vision”  (I4),  “the  management  should  talk  [...]  to  the 

 employees,  [...]  [the  change]  needs  to  be  communicated  in  a  proper  way”  (I6).  It  also  became 

 clear  that  working  together  and  finding  solutions  as  a  team  is  important  for  some  interviewees, 

 especially  the  ones  from  the  manufacturing  businesses,  and  that  this  is  not  successfully  done  in 

 every  company.  One  interviewee  stated:  “What  I  find  fascinating  [...]  is  that  within  a  company 

 you  are  working  together  with  so  many  experts  from  so  many  different  fields”  (I3),  while  another 

 emphasized  that  different  departments  “are  working  against  each  other  and  blame  each  other  for 

 what  is  not  working”  (I5).  Additionally,  it  has  been  stated  by  one  interviewee  from  the  consulting 

 company,  that  the  awareness  of  sustainability  needs  to  be  enhanced  not  only  throughout  the 



 25 

 upper  management  but  also  in  the  lower  levels  of  the  hierarchy.  She  stated  that  whenever  she 

 emphasizes  the  topic  of  sustainability,  her  colleagues  “sit  back,  bored,  and  say  ‘OK,  yes,  wake 

 me up when you have another topic again.’” (I11). 

 Probably influencing factors 

 Moral obligation 

 The  factor  of  moral  obligation  was  considered  as  committing  by  only  two  interviewees,  where 

 both  of  them  are  working  for  a  manufacturing  business.  One  considered  her  obligation  towards 

 the  company,  stating  that  “if  the  company  says  that  it  has  to  be  done,  I  will  do  it.  No  resources 

 and  efforts  are  spared”  (I4),  while  the  other  focused  on  his  obligation  towards  the  people  around 

 him.  He  stated:  ”[Sustainability]  is  a  responsibility  that  I  have  towards  my  partner,  my  children, 

 my  family,  my  friends  and  my  colleagues”  (I9)  and  “it  is  a  strong  motivation  to  work  for  this 

 company which is not only part of the problem but also part of the solution” (I9). 

 Socialization 

 The  factor  of  socialization,  of  being  part  of  and  working  as  a  group,  has  also  been  emphasized  by 

 a  few  interviewees  as  relevant  to  their  commitment.  One  of  them  stated  that  he  “would  really 

 support  these  actions  but  only  if  they  apply  for  everyone”  (I1)  in  the  company,  while  other 

 interviewees  pointed  out  that  reaching  sustainability  goals  is  not  about  individual  but  about 

 collective  action,  which  can  be  a  lot  more  effective  but  also  needs  to  be  rewarded  jointly.  They 

 stated  that  “some  colleagues  have  great  local  communities  and  together  they  can  reach 

 sustainability  goals  very  quickly”  (I9),  and  that  “it  would  be  more  motivating  and  more 

 purposeful  if  the  whole  team  gets  [a  reward]”  (I11)  rather  than  just  one  individual.  One 

 interviewee  emphasized  the  social  component  of  sustainability,  that  it  also  means  being  part  of  a 
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 group  and  interacting  with  others.  Regarding  the  example  of  commuting  by  public  transport,  he 

 stated: 

 “You're  also  engaging  more  to  be  part  of  the  public,  like  you  are  using  public  transport, 

 so  you're  just  a  person  similar  to  other  people  sitting  in  the  same  cabin.  And  if  possible, 

 have  a  coffee  or  have  a  conversation  with  another  person.  So  [...]  in  that  way  it  is 

 motivating” (I6) 



 27 

 DISCUSSION 

 Connecting  these  results  to  the  influencing  factors  of  the  previously  developed  conceptual 

 model,  this  study  is  answering  the  research  question:  What  is  committing  an  organization’s 

 middle management to change towards sustainability? 

 Generally,  the  previously  developed  conceptual  model  of  commitment  to  organizational  change 

 towards  sustainability  can  be  declared  as  valid  from  the  perspective  of  the  middle  management. 

 Nevertheless,  this  focus  made  clear  that  for  middle  managers  not  all  influencing  factors  are 

 equally  important  and  that  additional  factors  are  considered  relevant  that  have  not  been 

 previously  identified.  Therefore,  the  previous  model  has  been  adapted  to  the  following  multilevel 

 model  of  middle  managers’  commitment  to  organizational  change  towards  sustainability  (Figure 

 2). 

 Apart  from  the  argument  that  intrinsic  motivation  is  the  foundation  of  successful  change  towards 

 sustainability  (53,54),  no  specific  order  of  influencing  factors  has  been  identified  in  literature.  As 
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 the  interviews  have  shown  that  the  factors  have  a  varying  relevance  for  the  middle  managers,  the 

 resulting  model  consists  of  universally  enhancing  factors  (that  are  relevant  for  most  or  all  of  the 

 interviewees’  commitment),  regularly  enhancing  factors  (that  are  relevant  for  some  interviewees 

 but  are  considered  counterproductive  by  others),  and  probably  enhancing  factors  (that  have  only 

 been  identified  by  some  interviewees  and  were  not  reliably  determinable  as  relevant).  Within 

 these  levels,  especially  the  first  two,  there  are  influencing  factors  present  that  have  been 

 categorized  into  all  three  components  of  affective,  normative,  and  continuance  commitment.  This 

 confirms  previous  research  by  illustrating  that  commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability,  also 

 from  the  perspective  of  the  middle  managers,  is  a  multidimensional  model  stemming  from 

 various  antecedents  (43,46,50–52).  By  this,  it  is  also  disproving  the  statement  made  by  Morin 

 (55),  that  commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability  is  mostly  influenced  by  the  affective 

 component. 

 Regarding  the  first  and  most  important  level,  it  becomes  evident  that  the  allocated  factors  are  all 

 about  the  mindset  and  the  condition  of  the  different  actors  involved  in  organizational  change, 

 namely  the  middle  managers  themselves,  the  organization,  and  their  environment.  It  becomes 

 clear  that  the  middle  managers  see  themselves  as  part  of  a  greater  whole  in  this  process,  which  is 

 confirming  the  statement  made  by  Doppelt  (22),  that  change  towards  sustainability  is  a 

 collaborative  action,  where  different  components  have  to  work  together  to  reach  a  certain  goal. 

 Especially  the  allocation  of  intrinsic  motivation,  planetary  boundaries,  and  sense  of  duty 

 confirms  their  importance  that  has  already  been  identified  in  previous  literature  (22,53,54,60,61). 

 One  factor  that  was  identified  as  crucial  in  the  interviews  that  has  not  been  explicitly  found  in 

 literature  is  the  prioritization  in  the  company.  Even  though  it  has  been  found  that  the  upper 

 management  needs  to  support  lower  hierarchical  levels  with  the  implementation  of  change 
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 measures  (62,63),  the  factor  of  prioritization  is  adding  another  focus.  It  is  about  putting  financial 

 and  sustainability  KPIs  on  the  same  level,  making  operational  sustainability  more  than  an 

 optional  surplus,  and  investing  money  and  other  resources  to  fully  integrate  sustainability  and  to 

 make it more than a side topic. 

 The  second  level  of  regularly  enhancing  factors  is  less  about  the  mindset  and  condition  of  the 

 actors  involved,  but  about  the  external  influence  of  the  organizational  context.  It  becomes  clear 

 that  the  middle  managers  have  differing  perspectives  and  expectations  on  how  the  change  should 

 be  facilitated  by  the  structural  setting  and  the  working-together  in  the  organization.  Thereby,  they 

 are  confirming  the  disagreement  that  is  present  in  literature.  Especially  regarding  the  factors  of 

 involvement,  authority  of  decision-making  and  financial  incentives,  some  previous  scholars 

 argued  that  to  be  committed  to  a  certain  change  managers  need  to  be  involved  in  the 

 development  of  the  process  and  need  to  be  entitled  to  decide  on  the  feasibility  and  suitability  of 

 planned  activities  (26,55–58).  Other  scholars  argued  that  involvement  and  authority  are 

 hindering  the  implementation  of  disruptive  changes  that  are  needed  in  the  context  of 

 sustainability,  and  that  the  connection  of  these  changes  to  financial  incentives  is  rather 

 counterproductive  for  the  successful  implementation  (15,67,68).  The  results  are  also  confirming 

 the  relevance  of  organizational  culture  and  working  together  identified  in  literature  (64–66),  even 

 though  they  are  only  allocated  to  the  level  of  regularly  enhancing  factors,  relevant  for  some 

 middle managers. 

 The  third  level  of  influencing  factors  allocated  in  the  model  consists  of  moral  obligation  and 

 socialization.  The  factors  have  previously  been  identified  in  the  component  of  normative 

 commitment  by  Meyer  and  Herscovitch.  These  normative  factors  are  considered  relevant  by  only 

 a  few  interviewees,  which  could  be  due  to  the  following  two  reasons:  Firstly,  today’s  economic 
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 activity  is  mostly  focused  on  monetary  wealth  and  fact-based  performance  rather  than  social 

 factors  (8–10).  It  is  more  present  in  the  peoples’  heads  to  focus  on  their  duty,  legal  requirements, 

 or  financial  gains,  rather  than  on  their  moral  and  social  responsibilities.  Secondly,  it  became  clear 

 from  the  interviews  that  in  the  considered  companies  sustainability  is  mostly  about  the  reduction 

 of  CO²  emissions  and  energy  efficiency.  They  are  more  focused  on  the  environmental  component 

 of  sustainability  and  usually  not  covering  the  social  component  that  is  widely  respected  in 

 literature  (2,16,90,91).  Plausibly  due  to  that,  the  normative  factors  were  not  that  widely 

 addressed  in  the  interviews,  which  does  not  mean  that  they  are  not  relevant  in  the  context  of 

 middle  managers’  commitment.  Therefore,  they  have  been  added  as  probably  enhancing  factors, 

 which need to be confirmed in future research. 

 Finally,  it  can  be  concluded  that  the  model  on  the  perspective  of  middle  managers’  commitment 

 to  organizational  change  towards  sustainability  is  confirming  most  of  the  previous  literature  on 

 commitment  and  organizational  change,  especially  in  the  context  of  sustainability.  It  is  also 

 adding  a  few  factors  that  have  not  been  present  in  literature  yet  but  are  especially  relevant  from 

 the  perspective  of  the  middle  managers.  Establishing  the  three  levels  of  universally,  regularly  and 

 probably  enhancing  factors,  the  model  is  reflecting  the  crucial  relevance  of  some  influencing 

 factors  while  displaying  the  disagreement  on  others  that  became  evident  from  literature  and  the 

 interviews.  Thereby,  the  study  is  enriching  theory  with  a  detailed  model  specifically  focusing  on 

 middle  managers’  commitment  to  change  towards  sustainability.  That  could  lead  to  a  higher 

 success  rate  of  change  implementation  than  the  current  25%  to  50%  (11–13)  and  result  in 

 enhanced sustainability across the whole economy and society. 
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 CONCLUSION 

 This  study  is  enriching  existing  theory  and  praxis  by  addressing  the  research  question:  ‘  What  is 

 committing  an  organization’s  middle  management  to  change  towards  sustainability?  ’.  In  a 

 transdisciplinary  way  it  combines  existing  literature  on  organizational  change  towards 

 sustainability  and  workplace  commitment  with  the  specific  commitment  of  various  middle 

 managers  determined  through  the  data  collection  via  qualitative  interviews.  With  this  and  the 

 development  of  the  model  on  middle  managers’  commitment  to  organizational  change  towards 

 sustainability,  the  study  is  adding  this  perspective  to  existing  literature,  as  the  middle  managers 

 have been identified as key actors in the implementation of organizational change. 

 The  factors  influencing  middle  managers’  commitment  are  generally  confirming  the  factors 

 identified  in  previous  literature.  By  allocating  them  to  three  levels  of  relevance,  this  model  is 

 especially  helpful  for  organizations  that  want  to  enhance  their  middle  managers’  commitment  to 

 a  suggested  sustainable  change.  They  can  primarily  focus  on  enhancing  the  universal  factors  as 

 they  are  most  likely  influencing  the  commitment  of  the  majority  of  middle  managers.  Focusing 

 on  the  second  and  probably  the  third  level  of  factors  would  be  a  possible  following  step  that 

 needs to be determined on a more tailor-made level for each manager. 

 Nevertheless,  it  needs  to  be  acknowledged  that  the  results  of  this  study  are  subject  to  some 

 limitations,  mostly  due  to  the  nature  of  the  qualitative  study.  The  results  are  limited  by  (a)  social 

 desirability  bias  because  the  data  has  been  retrieved  via  personal  interviews,  (b)  a  lack  of 

 generalizability  because  only  eleven  interviewees  from  three  companies  were  participating,  (c) 

 volunteer  and  selection  bias  as  the  participation  was  fully  voluntary  and  the  participants  from  the 

 manufacturing  businesses  were  selected  by  the  consulting  company’s  contact  person,  and  (d) 

 hypothetical  bias  due  to  the  scenarios  presented  in  the  questions,  which  in  some  cases  limited  the 
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 originality  of  the  answers.  Even  though  these  biases  were  reduced  as  much  as  possible,  they 

 could  not  be  avoided.  Furthermore,  this  study  is  specifically  focusing  on  the  perspective  of  the 

 middle  managers.  It  already  became  clear  with  the  development  of  the  multilevel  theoretical 

 model  that  the  successful  implementation  of  organizational  change  is  not  solely  dependent  on  the 

 commitment  of  the  middle  management  but  also  on  the  organizational  setting  and  the 

 environment.  Additionally,  organizational  change  is  influenced  by  various  internal  and  external 

 factors  like  the  structure  and  size  of  the  company,  the  degree  and  selection  of  stakeholders 

 involved, or the organization’s economic performance and reputation (22,92–94). 

 Therefore,  the  following  suggestions  are  made  for  further  research:  Firstly,  the  results  of  this 

 study  should  be  verified  on  a  larger  scale  using  quantitative  methods.  Middle  managers  from 

 various  large,  small  and  mid-market  companies  should  participate  to  test  the  validity  of  the 

 developed  theoretical  model  in  the  broader  context.  Secondly,  extended  qualitative  research  is 

 needed  on  the  level  of  probably  enhancing  factors.  As  these  factors  have  only  been  addressed  by 

 a  few  participants,  future  research  should  confirm  their  influence  on  middle  managers’ 

 commitment.  Thirdly,  a  similar  study  to  this  one  should  be  conducted,  focusing  on  the 

 commitment  of  people  in  other  specific  levels  of  the  organizational  hierarchy.  Even  though  the 

 influencing  factors  for  middle  managers’  commitment  are  mostly  in  line  with  the  factors  of 

 employee  commitment  in  general,  the  specific  factors  for  other  hierarchical  levels  could  vary  and 

 need  to  be  disclosed.  In  that  way,  organizations  can  perform  the  collaborative  action  needed  to 

 integrate  sustainability  into  their  daily  operations.  They  can  make  use  of  the  strong  leverage  they 

 have in shaping the economy and society and in enhancing overall sustainable performance. 
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