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Abstract:

While sustainability has become a strategic priority for many organizations, research shows that
translating ambitions into sustained organizational action remains challenging. The literature often
emphasizes the role of sustainability champions as drivers of change. Less attention has been paid,
however, to how responsibility for sustainability initiatives becomes embedded in organizational
practices and structures. This article examines the roles assumed by sustainability professionals and
explores the organizational implications of these roles for sustainability implementation. Drawing on a
qualitative study of sustainability professionals in Danish public and private organizations, the study
identifies a recurring organizing pattern in which sustainability initiatives become concentrated around
a small group of highly committed actors operating with limited formal authority and structural support.
We conceptualize this pattern as “champion-dependent logic”, referring to an organizing arrangement
in which sustainability initiatives rely on the informal authority and persistence of specific actors rather
than being embedded in formal organizational structures and distributed responsibility. The findings shift
analytical attention from the competencies of individual champions to the organizational structuring of
sustainability responsibility. They highlight the importance of institutionalizing sustainability work through
formal roles, governance structures, and collective capacity to support sustained organizational

transformation.
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Introduction

Sustainability has become a strategic priority across public and private organizations, as leaders
recognize their responsibility for contributing to a more sustainable future. Climate strategies, ESG
commitments, and formal sustainability plans signal growing dedication to sustainable transformation.
In Denmark, nearly all municipalities have adopted climate action plans, and many corporations have
formalized ambitious goals for carbon emission reductions (Dansk Erhverv, 2024). However, research
consistently documents a persistent gap between sustainability ambitions and their implementation in
organizational practice (Christiansen & Hgrlliick, 2025; Jaganjac et al., 2025; van Tulder, 2026). The
central challenge facing organizations is therefore no longer the articulation of sustainability strategies

but their translation into sustained organizational action.

Within this implementation landscape, individual sustainability champions are frequently portrayed as
essential drivers of change. Champions mobilize colleagues and translate sustainability ambitions into
operational initiatives (Andersen et al., 2024; Willert et al., 2025). Sustainability professionals often
operate without formal hierarchical authority yet assume significant responsibility for coordinating and
advancing sustainability efforts. As Cripps (2024, p. 3) notes, “sustainability practitioners must engage
the entire business, from leadership to front-line workers, across all business functions and the value
chain.” Existing literature therefore tends to portray champions as indispensable catalysts of sustainable
transformation and frequently emphasizes the competencies and skills required to perform these roles
effectively (e.g., Bianchi et al., 2022; Muff & Dyllick, 2026).

At the same time, empirical studies indicate that sustainability work is often characterized by limited
formal mandate, insufficient resources, and unclear strategic prioritization (Cripps, 2024). Research
further suggests that person-centered sustainability initiatives may create organizational vulnerability
and increase risks of overextension and burnout among the actors responsible for advancing
sustainability agendas (Kjeldgaard, 2025; Willert et al., 2025). From a learning organization perspective,
complex transformations typically require collective capacity, structural support, and shared
responsibility across organizational levels (Pain et al., 2024; Senge, 2006). If sustainability initiatives
remain heavily reliant on individual engagement, the development of such collective capacity may be

constrained.

Despite growing recognition of sustainability champions, less attention has been paid to how
responsibility for sustainability initiatives becomes organized within organizations and what structural
implications this has for long-term transformation. Rather than treating champions solely as drivers of
change, this study examines the organizational roles these actors assume and how sustainability work
becomes concentrated around a limited number of highly committed individuals. We conceptualize this

organizing pattern as champion-dependent logic, referring to a situation in which sustainability initiatives
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rely on the informal authority, commitment, and persistence of specific actors rather than being

embedded in formal organizational structures and collective responsibility.

Drawing on a qualitative study of sustainability professionals in Danish public and private organizations,

this article addresses this gap by asking:

RQ1: What roles do individual champions assume in the implementation of organizational sustainability

initiatives?

RQ2: What are the implications of these roles for organizational capacity and sustainable

transformation?

Through a qualitative thematic analysis, we observed a recurring organizing pattern in which
sustainability initiatives became concentrated around a small number of highly committed actors without
corresponding structural embedding. Based on these empirical findings, we conceptualize this pattern
as champion-dependent logic, referring to an organizing arrangement in which sustainability initiatives
become structurally reliant on the informal authority, commitment, and persistence of specific individuals
rather than embedded in formal structures, leadership prioritization, collective responsibility, and

organizational learning.

By conceptualizing this organizing pattern, the study shifts analytical attention from the individual
capabilities of sustainability champions to the organizational structuring of sustainability responsibility.
In doing so, it contributes to the sustainability implementation literature by highlighting how reliance on
individual champions shapes organizational capacity and the conditions under which sustainability

initiatives can become institutionalized and sustained over time.
Delimitations

This article draws on data from a broader qualitative research project examining how sustainability
initiatives are implemented in Danish organizations. The overall project explored sustainability work
across three analytical levels: individual, organizational, and system. The purpose was to investigate
how sustainability ambitions are translated into practice, and how responsibility is enacted across

organizational contexts.

While the broader research project examined sustainability implementation across multiple dimensions,
this article focuses specifically on how responsibility for sustainability work is organized, with particular
attention to individual roles and the distribution of responsibility. As such, the analysis does not aim to
provide a comprehensive account of all aspects of sustainability implementation identified in the broader
study. In particular, it does not examine in detail the processes of cultural transformation, but instead

points to this as a relevant avenue for future research.
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Literature Review

The Sustainability Implementation Challenge

Although sustainability has become firmly embedded in organizational strategies, its practical
implementation remains uneven. Numerous studies document a persistent gap between sustainability
ambitions and operational practice (Ahmed et al., 2021; Jaganjac et al., 2025; van Tulder, 2026). While
many private and public organizations have adopted climate strategies, ESG frameworks, and
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), translating these ambitions into coordinated organizational

action appears to lag behind.

Evidence from Denmark illustrates this implementation gap. The Danish Council on Climate Change
concluded in its 2026 status outlook report that Denmark is unlikely to meet its 2030 CO, reduction
targets, with several companies lowering climate ambitions or increasing emissions despite prior
commitments (Gelbjerg-Hansen & Jstergaard, 2026). Studies on sustainability-embedded leadership
emphasize that transformative outcomes depend on integrating sustainability into governance systems,
organizational culture, and decision-making processes rather than relying on strategic intent alone
(Akinwalere et al., 2025; Korneeva et al., 2023; Saratian et al., 2025; van Tulder, 2026). Systematic
reviews likewise show that the impact of leadership on sustainability performance is mediated by
organizational climate, knowledge systems, and internal coordination mechanisms (Gaybullaev &
Strode, 2026). Sustainability implementation therefore appears less as a question of strategy formulation

and more as a challenge of organizational alignment and collective capacity building.

At the same time, many organizations continue to focus on incremental improvements or “low-hanging
fruit” rather than engaging in the deeper transformations required for large-scale sustainability change
(Struben & Kapmeier, 2023). High-impact sustainability initiatives typically involve cross-functional
interdependencies, long time horizons, and competing strategic priorities (Szalavetz, 2018). Because
such initiatives cut across established organizational structures, sustainability professionals must
navigate across power structures with a limited mandate (Cripps, 2024). Despite such structural
challenges, much of the literature focuses on strengthening the competencies of sustainability
professionals so that they can navigate organizational silos and mobilize support (Pekaar et al., 2024).
Consequently, while research increasingly recognizes individual change agents as important drivers of
sustainability initiatives, less attention has been paid to how sustainability work is structurally organized

and how responsibility for sustainability is distributed across organizations.

From an organizational theory perspective, the distribution and institutionalization of responsibility are
critical for sustaining organizational change. Research on institutionalization suggests that new

practices become durable when they are embedded in formal structures, routines, and governance
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systems rather than relying on individual initiative (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Greenwood et al., 2008).
Similarly, institutional theory highlights how organizations may decouple strategic commitments from
everyday practice when implementation remains weakly embedded in organizational structures (Meyer
& Rowan, 1977; Bromley & Powell, 2012). In the context of sustainability initiatives, such dynamics raise
questions about how responsibility for sustainability is organized within organizations and whether

reliance on individual champions may unintentionally reproduce such decoupling.

Jaganjac et al. (2025) argue that sustainable transformation requires organizational structures that
enable decentralized decision-making and cross-functional collaboration. Yet such structural
adaptations appear limited in many organizations. Instead, sustainability initiatives often remain

dependent on a small number of committed individuals acting as champions.
Sustainability Champions and Change Agents

The concept of the “champion” originates in organizational change and innovation literature, where
champions are described as individuals who actively promote new initiatives, mobilize support, and
persist despite resistance or institutional inertia (Howell & Higgins, 1990; Schon, 1963). In this tradition,
champions are portrayed as informal leaders who compensate for weak formal mandates and help
sustain momentum in uncertain or contested change processes. Ghorbankhani et al. (2024, p. 3) define
a champion as “a leader, mentor, change-initiator, or coordinator who actively supports and promotes
the success of an initiative”. Their influence is often rooted in personal commitment, persuasive framing,
and the ability to navigate organizational politics. Research emphasis is typically on champions’
motivational drivers, influence strategies, and relational capabilities, portraying them as key enablers of
innovation and organizational adaptation. While this perspective provides important insight into how
change unfolds at the micro level, it largely treats the organizational context as a backdrop rather than

as the core analytical focus.

Within sustainability literature, individual actors have increasingly been positioned as central to
successful implementation of sustainability initiatives. As sustainability agendas have become more
complex and cross-functional, research has emphasized the importance of individuals who translate
strategic ambitions into operational practice. Daly et al. (2025), for example, distinguishes between
activists, intrapreneurs, and institutional champions, demonstrating how sustainability-oriented change
may be enacted differently depending on positional authority and engagement style. Their synthesis
highlights how sustainability initiatives often rely on individuals who can mobilize internal networks,

frame sustainability issues persuasively, and maintain momentum in the face of competing priorities.

The agency-oriented perspective has been further consolidated through systematic review work. Buhr
et al. (2023) synthesized a fragmented body of literature on individual change agents for corporate

sustainability and identified three recurring dimensions of agency: Beliefs, actions, and competencies.
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According to their review, sustainability change agents are characterized by strong sustainability-
oriented values (beliefs), proactive engagement and initiative-taking (actions), and a repertoire of
relational, strategic, and systems-oriented skills (competencies). Buhr et al. (2023) further distinguish
three analytical perspectives. The actor perspective emphasizes alignment between beliefs, actions,
and competencies. The relational perspective focuses on collaboration and coalition-building across
organizational boundaries. The embeddedness perspective situates individual agency within multi-level
transformation processes spanning individual, organizational, and systems levels. The authors conclude
by defining individual change agents as action-oriented actors who apply sustainability-oriented beliefs
and competencies to foster sustainability transformations across levels. Similarly, Hassan (2024)
developed an integrative model of the various roles assumed by innovation champions that must exist
for SD projects to succeed. The model reflects generic roles such as “overcoming challenges” and
“gaining stakeholder support” but does not mention organizational conditions or the role of management

support and organizational structures.

Schaltegger et al. (2024) developed a different framework and typology of six archetypes of corporate
change agents for sustainability. Their analysis demonstrates that sustainability transformation is not
driven by a single heroic figure but involves differentiated roles distributed across hierarchical levels and
functional domains. Some change agents operate through formal authority, others through informal
influence, technical expertise, or relational networks. The authors emphasize that organizational
positioning and role differentiation shape how sustainability initiatives unfold, thereby implicitly

acknowledging the structural embeddedness of sustainability agency within organizations.

Evidence of emotional strain and burnout among sustainability professionals further points to
organizational shortcomings. Reports indicate elevated levels of stress and moral pressure among
actors tasked with advancing sustainability goals under conditions of limited mandate and competing
expectations (Cripps, 2024). Rather than being understood solely as individual resilience challenges,
such experiences may signal organizational misalignment between ambition and structural support.
Burnout among key sustainability champions also leads to reduced impact and results and thus,

ironically, reflects non-sustainable practices.

We conclude that despite recognizing relational and embedded dimensions of agency, contemporary
research continues to foreground individual actors as the primary drivers of sustainability transformation
(Buhr et al., 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2024). The dominant analytical focus remains on how change
agents can be empowered, how their competencies can be strengthened, and how their influence can
be scaled. Comparatively less attention has been devoted to examining the organizational conditions
under which sustainability initiatives become closely associated with champions. When sustainability
efforts are strongly tied to a few dedicated individuals, questions arise concerning responsibility

distribution, institutionalization, and long-term organizational capacity (Hansen & Lundahl, 2025).
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Instead of assuming that upskilling change champions lead to lasting transformation, it becomes
analytically relevant to consider what such concentration of responsibility reveals about the organization

of sustainability work itself.
Collective Organizational Capacity Building and Structural Embedding

A strand of research on sustainable development focuses on grassroots efforts or “bottom-up”
mobilization (Fischer & Scwab, 2025; Jans, 2021; Purvis et al., 2025). Bottom-up driven change can
foster ownership and engagement, but the approach also entails clear limitations for the organization’s
overall capacity to generate momentum and achieve ambitious goals. Willert et al. (2025) note that
actors in grassroots sustainability initiatives often describe working without stable structures, with limited
resources, and frequently without coordinating leadership, which makes initiatives highly person-
dependent and therefore vulnerable. The authors conclude that even highly committed actors cannot
compensate for the absence of systemic and strategic support. This perspective complements the
literature on organizational conditions by emphasizing that sustainable development requires collective,
cross-functional, and formally supported collaboration structures rather than relying solely on individual

drive or local grassroot leaders.

Bowley et al. (2019) found that champions help drive organizational capacity building because of their
persistent commitment to a cause. However, broader organizational research emphasizes that complex
transformations require structural embedding and building collective capacity that goes beyond
grassroot movement or upskilling a few sustainability professionals (Kim & Bang, 2025). According to
Gaybullaev and Strode (2026), leadership effects on sustainability outcomes are mediated by
organizational climate, coordination systems, and internal knowledge processes, indicating that capacity
is embedded in structures rather than residing solely in individuals. Without such embedding,
sustainability initiatives risk remaining episodic rather than institutionalized. This finding is supported by
Mufanebadza and Moono (2025) who noted that “traditional training-focused approaches successfully
build individual competencies but struggle to strengthen organisational systems” (p. 1). Other
researchers emphasize entrepreneurial orientation as a necessary organizational capacity for
sustainable development (Abdulsamad et al., 2025; Koliby et al., 2024; Somwethee et al., 2023). It can
be concluded that organizational capabilities such as leadership, culture, and innovation are mutually

reinforcing and central to successful sustainable development.

Learning organization theory further underscores that sustained transformation depends on collective
sensemaking, distributed ownership, and systemic integration rather than isolated individual effort
(Senge, 2006). Sustainability challenges typically span functional silos and stakeholder groups,
requiring coordinated and shared responsibility (Pain et al., 2024). From this perspective, overreliance

on individual champions may signal lapses in structural integration and lack of collective learning.
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Organizations with constrained resources and weak coordinating mechanisms may increase the
visibility and importance of highly committed individuals, yet they also suggest that responsibility for
sustainability is not fully embedded in formal leadership structures. Although personal commitment may
initiate change processes (Kjeldgaard, 2025), sustained impact typically requires broader institutional
anchoring and networked collaboration at the management level. Literature on governance logics
likewise highlights the organizational need to balance building initiative-driven efforts with structured,

systemic learning and capacity (Brix, 2022; Dzhengiz, 2020).

Together, the literature suggests that sustainability initiatives depend on how responsibility, authority,

and resources are distributed and embedded within organizational structures.
Organizing Sustainability Initiatives

While the previous section highlighted the importance of collective capacity for sustainability
implementation, the following section examines how sustainability initiatives are structurally organized
within organizations. While sustainability champions are frequently portrayed as key drivers of change,
emerging research increasingly recognizes that individual agency alone cannot explain sustained
organizational transformation. This shift invites closer examination of how organizational sustainability

initiatives are organized within formal structures and governance systems.

Studies of sustainability leadership show that implementation depends on aligning sustainability
ambitions with decision authority and organizational coordination mechanisms. Gaybullaev and Strode
(2026), for example, show that the effects of sustainability leadership are mediated by organizational
climate, internal knowledge systems, and coordination structures. Similarly, research on sustainability-
embedded leadership emphasizes that transformative impact depends on integrating sustainability into
governance processes, routines, and decision-making systems (Akinwalere et al., 2025). Across these
contributions, sustainability outcomes appear contingent on how responsibility and authority are

distributed within organizations.

Many organizations continue to implement sustainability initiatives within traditional hierarchical
structures that provide sustainability professionals with ambiguous mandates, limited formal authority,
and constrained resources (Cripps, 2024; Rasmussen, 2021; Willert et al., 2025). In such contexts,
sustainability initiatives frequently cut across established organizational silos and decision structures,
making coordination difficult and leaving responsibility informally negotiated rather than institutionally
embedded.

Empirical research examining how organizations structure sustainability work remains relatively limited.
De Smet et al. (2021) note that few companies have organizational structures explicitly designed to treat

sustainability as a core business issue. They suggest that organizations often rely on central
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sustainability teams to coordinate activities while simultaneously distributing responsibilities across
functional units through modular arrangements. Yet detailed empirical accounts of how such

arrangements operate in practice remain scarce.

Related research emphasizes the importance of organizational design and decision-making structures.
Jaganjac et al. (2023) argue that commitments to sustainable development require flexible
organizational structures that enable decentralized decision-making and communication across
hierarchical levels. Similarly, Stanikzai and Mittal (2025) show that sustainability performance is shaped
by how decision authority is distributed across strategic, tactical, and operational levels. Their review
suggests that hybrid governance models—combining centralized strategic leadership with decentralized
operational decision-making—can enhance coordination and innovation while maintaining strategic

coherence.

Beyond traditional hierarchical organizational models, some scholars have proposed alternative
organizational designs that may support sustainability-oriented work. Concepts such as holacracy,
sociocracy, and humanocracy emphasize distributed decision authority, cross-functional collaboration,
and reduced hierarchical control (Rasmussen, 2021; Winkler & Pelzmann, 2021). Laloux’s (2014)
concept of Teal organizations similarly conceptualizes organizations as self-organizing systems guided
by principles of self-management, wholeness, and evolutionary purpose. In such models, decision
authority is distributed across the organization and organizational purpose extends beyond economic

performance toward broader societal contribution.

Despite the apparent relevance of alternative organizational models for sustainability transitions,
empirical research linking alternative governance structures to sustainability outcomes remains
nonexistent. A literature review by Gajdosik and Skorkova (2024) shows that existing studies of
holacratic organizations in Europe primarily focus on flexibility and self-management rather than on
sustainable development. Consequently, emerging organizational models suggest new possibilities for

structuring sustainability work.
Research Gap

The reviewed literature highlights the importance of both individual agency and organizational capacity.
However, less attention has been paid to how responsibility for sustainability initiatives becomes
organized in practice, and how reliance on individual champions relates to structural embedding and
collective organizational capacity. As such, there is a need to examine how sustainability initiatives are
organized within broader configurations of structure, accountability, and capacity, and how the
prominence of individual champions relates to structural embedding, governance and collective

responsibility. Addressing this gap, the present study adopts an organizational perspective on
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sustainability implementation, examining the roles individual champions assume and the implications of

these roles for organizational capacity and sustainable transformation.
Methods and Data

This article aims to provide an examination of how individual roles become central within sustainability
initiatives and what implications this holds for organizational capacity and sustainable transformation.
The research design was qualitative and exploratory, appropriate for investigating complex

organizational processes and emergent patterns in sustainability implementation in Denmark.
Sample and Data Collection

The empirical material consists of ten semi-structured interviews conducted with sustainability
professionals and key organizational actors involved in sustainability initiatives across Danish public and
private organizations. The sample size was considered appropriate for identifying recurring patterns
across organizational contexts. Study participants were recruited from the authors’ professional
networks and via recruitment posts on LinkedIn. The respondents held roles related to sustainability
management, coordination, advisory functions, or strategic responsibility. To ensure relevance to the
research questions, participants were selected based on their direct involvement in sustainability-related
initiatives within their organizations, either through formal roles or through cross-functional
responsibilities. In addition, only candidates with at least two years of full-time experience from their
current job role were included, to ensure participants had sufficient background and contextual
understanding of their organization’s sustainability practices and challenges. The sample was
intentionally designed to capture variation across organizational contexts, including both public and
private sector organizations. It reflects variation across key dimensions relevant to the research
questions, including sector, organizational size (ranging from approximately 160 to 25,000 employees),

and participants’ roles within the organization (operational, advisory, and strategic).

As shown in Table 1, respondents represent diverse organizational settings and roles, enabling the
analysis to capture how sustainability initiatives are organized under different structural and

organizational conditions.

Participant | Type of Organization Approx. Number | Job Title
Pseudonym of Employees in

Denmark
Res #1 Commune 7500 Climate coordinator
Res #2 Educational institution 2200 Project manager
Res #3 Healthcare facility 25000 Project manager
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Res #4 Private sector company | 160 Procurement manager
Res #5 Educational institution 8700 Program manager

Res #6 Commune 1500 Climate coordinator

Res #7 Commune 1500 Climate coordinator

Res #8 Regional healthcare 5000 Development consultant
Res #9 Commune 8000 Project manager

Res #10 Private sector company | 6000 Head of sustainability

Table 1: Overview of participants, including organizational type, size and job titles.

The interviews followed a protocol with ten open-ended questions that explored:

¢ Individual role perceptions, mandate and challenges
¢ Organizational approaches to sustainability implementation, including structural conditions
and resource allocation

e Collaboration across organizational levels and networks.

Interviews were conducted online by one of the researchers during the summer of 2025 and lasted
between 60 and 90 minutes. Prior to scheduling, participants received an informed consent form
outlining the purpose of the study and confidentiality measures. All interviews were audio-recorded and
automatically transcribed using MS Teams' built-in Al transcriptions utlity following informed consent.
Transcripts were subsequently downloaded to an encrypted drive, where one of the researchers
anonymized the data by replacing participant and organizational identifiers with pseudonyms. All other

spoken content was retained verbatim.
Analytical Approach

The original research project did not set out to investigate “champion dependence” as a predefined
phenomenon. Rather, the concentration of responsibility around individual actors emerged inductively
during analysis. The conceptual framing developed in this article thus represents a focused theoretical

interpretation of these empirical patterns.

The original study employed an inductive thematic analysis structured around three analytical levels:
individual, organizational, and network as described in the full research report (Hansen & Lundahl,
2025). Thematic analysis followed the six-step framework prescribed by Braun and Clarke (2012). To
enhance credibility of results, the two researchers coded transcripts separately, using semantic coding.

One of us coded manually, while the other coded with Al-assistance. The two sets of emerging themes
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were then compared manually, discussed, and consolidated into a final set of themes with joint labels
and supporting quotes from participants. To enhance the trustworthiness of the study, established criteria
for qualitative rigor (credibility, dependability, and confirmability) were applied (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Dependability was supported through the maintenance of an audit trail documenting key coding
decisions and analytical steps throughout the research process. Confirmability was strengthened
through ongoing reflexive dialogue between the researchers, allowing for critical examination of
interpretations and potential biases. Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement with the
data, iterative coding, and peer debriefing based on the thematic analysis. The complete analysis

process is shown in Figure 1.

Transscribed
interviews

a2 YA
feve <)

Al-assisted coding and Manual coding and emerging
emerging themes themes

il
g0

& [e=|fz=|z=

— — o—
Eva o — o—|log—
ﬁl o—||{o— —
Anne Final themes with supporting

quotes

Figure 1: Data analysis process.

During this consolidation process, we observed a recurring pattern, which was that sustainability
initiatives frequently became closely associated with a small number of highly committed individuals
who operate with limited formal mandate but significant informal responsibility. This pattern cut across
organizational types and was noted by all ten participants. While the broader study examined
sustainability implementation more generally, the present article concentrates on this emergent pattern

and its implications for organizational capacity and structural embedding.
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Results

In this section, a subset of the original research project results is presented in the form of seven themes

directly relevant to the two research questions addressed in this article, as shown in Table 1. Remaining

themes can be found in the original research report (Hansen & Lundahl. 2025). Themes A-D primarily

relate to RQ1 (roles of sustainability champions), while Themes E-G inform RQ2 (organizational

implications for capacity and transformation).

Theme Brief Explanation
A. Role Perception Participants described their role in sustainability initiatives in diverse
ways, often emphasizing relationship-building and change management
rather than formal authority.

B. Individual Tasks were frequently approached through dialogue, involvement
Approaches to | processes, and pragmatic problem-solving, reflecting a strong reliance
Sustainability on relational skills and informal influence.

Tasks

C. Personal Participants described their engagement in sustainability work as
Engagement as a | strongly rooted in personal motivation and commitment. Several
Driver of | portrayed their work as driven by a desire to contribute to societal
Sustainability change and to translate sustainability ambitions into practice.

D. Challenges and | Participants pointed to the emotional demands of the role, including
frustrations  with | frustration, pressure, and the sense that responsibility for progress may
sustainability work | rest on a small number of committed individuals.

E. Structural Respondents described a variety of organizational arrangements for
anchoring of | sustainability initiatives. In some organizations, sustainability roles are
sustainability work | located close to top management, while in others the work is embedded

within departments, cross-functional working groups, or project-based
structures.

F. Importance and | Respondents repeatedly emphasized the importance of leadership
lack of leadership | support for advancing sustainability initiatives. Leadership priorities,
support and | ownership, and strategic direction were described as crucial for
prioritization allocating time, resources, and authority to sustainability work. Yet,

leadership attention was sometimes limited or inconsistent.
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G. Organizational Respondents highlighted the importance of organizational capacity for
capacity for | mobilizing change and implementing sustainability initiatives. Several
change and | interviewees described how sustainability work is often driven by a small
mobilization number of committed individuals or informal networks within the

organization.

Table 2: Overview and explanation of themes.

Themes are described in detail below with quotes and paraphrased responses.
Theme A: Role Perception

Sustainability champions were described as assuming fluid and often self-defined roles that extended
beyond formal job descriptions. Respondents highlighted how their work frequently involved elements
of coordination, communication, and change facilitation. Several participants explicitly framed their role
as “change management” (Res #2; Res #10), while others emphasized the relational dimension,
describing themselves as “the one who builds bridges” (Res #1). In addition, respondents pointed to a
communicative role in shaping awareness, as one participant noted that their work involved “starting a
conversation” about sustainability as a shared organizational concern (Res #5). Together, these
accounts suggest that role perception is characterized by informality and a strong emphasis on relational

and change-oriented activities.
Theme B: Individual Approaches to Sustainability Tasks

Respondents described adopting diverse and highly individualized approaches to sustainability tasks,
often shaped by organizational context and personal working styles. Several emphasized a pragmatic
and compromise-oriented approach, adapting sustainability efforts to existing organizational realities
and engaging in dialogue with decentralized actors to identify feasible solutions. As one participant
explained, they “tried very much to be pragmatic” and “compromise-seeking” in order to reduce
resistance and enable progress (Res #5). Others highlighted more structured and facilitative
approaches, such as defining strategic direction through visioning processes and working backwards to
guide implementation. As one participant explained, they “started by defining a vision... and then worked
backwards” (Res #10). In addition, respondents emphasized the importance of relational and proactive
engagement, including identifying connections and mobilizing others through ongoing interaction (Res
#3). Together, these accounts suggest that sustainability work is carried out through adaptive, context-

sensitive, and relationally oriented practices.
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Theme C: Personal Engagement as a Driver of Sustainability Work

Respondents described strong personal engagement as a key driver of their involvement in
sustainability work. Several participants emphasized a sense of purpose and intrinsic motivation,
framing their role as more than a professional responsibility. For some, this was expressed as a moral
or professional obligation, as one respondent noted: “This is a calling... | feel an obligation to act on my
knowledge and experience and try to push the right change forward” (Res #1). Others highlighted a
desire to create tangible impact, explaining that they worked with sustainability because they “want to
make a difference” and help translate ambitions into practice (Res #6). Together, these accounts suggest

that sustainability efforts are strongly underpinned by personal commitment and intrinsic motivation.
Theme D: Challenges and Frustrations with Sustainability Work

Respondents described sustainability work as both demanding and, at times, frustrating, particularly in
relation to limited influence and the scale of organizational change required. Several participants
expressed frustration with their inability to advance sustainability initiatives as quickly or extensively as
they considered necessary, noting that it was “extremely frustrating when you cannot just push through
everything you personally believe is the right thing” (Res #6). Others highlighted the constraints of
working largely alone within complex organizations, questioning the extent to which individual efforts
could drive meaningful change: “As a single employee, can | change an entire organization? No... but
at least | can try” (Res #5). In addition, respondents emphasized the magnitude of the transformation
involved, describing sustainability as “an entirely new way of thinking” that extends beyond conventional
change processes (Res #3). Together, these accounts suggest that sustainability work is characterized

by a tension between strong personal commitment and limited structural support.
Theme E: Structural Anchoring of Sustainability Work

Respondents described significant variation in how sustainability work was structurally anchored within
their organizations, with implications for both scope and influence. Several participants emphasized that
organizational placement shaped their ability to operate strategically, noting that sustainability roles
could become marginalized when embedded in operational units: “you end up hidden... where you
cannot think in the broader perspective. And then you can never succeed with the task” (Res #2). Others
described attempts to establish more formal anchoring through governance structures, such as steering
groups involving executive management (Res #3). Despite such efforts, many respondents experienced
limited structural support, with one participant stating, “I am placed under a director but I'm all alone”
(Res #5). Taken together, these accounts suggest that sustainability initiatives are often only partially
embedded in organizational structures, resulting in uneven levels of coordination and organizational

commitment.
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Theme F: Importance and Lack of Leadership Support and Prioritization

Respondents emphasized leadership support as a critical condition for advancing sustainability
initiatives, while simultaneously highlighting its frequent absence. Several participants noted that without
clear prioritization from top management, sustainability work struggled to gain traction across the
organization, as “it becomes difficult for strategic managers to take initiative” when the agenda is not
supported at the executive level (Res #6). Conversely, when sustainability was visibly endorsed by
leadership, it was experienced as a powerful enabler, as one respondent described feeling that their
efforts carried authority because “this comes from leadership and executive management” (Res #2).
Despite this, many participants reported limited strategic direction and ownership, with some describing
the work as exhausting due to the need to continuously advocate for its relevance: “you feel like you
have to fight for everything” (Res #1). Together, these accounts suggest that sustainability initiatives are

highly dependent on leadership prioritization yet often lack consistent strategic backing.
Theme G: Organizational Capacity for Change and Mobilization

Respondents emphasized that advancing sustainability required broader organizational capacity rather
than reliance on individual actors. Several participants explicitly challenged the notion that sustainability
could be driven by a single role, arguing instead for a shift toward collective responsibility and
coordinated change efforts. As one respondent noted, “these large change projects cannot simply be
driven by a single project manager... it is much more about building capacity in the organization and
seeing it as change teams rather than individual change agents” (Res #1). Others described how
sustainability efforts were often pushed forward by engaged employees in the absence of clear
leadership, highlighting that “it is a huge challenge that no one is leading the way as we don’t build
capacity” (Res #6). This lack of structural embedding was also associated with vulnerability, as initiatives
risked remaining dependent on “enthusiasts and ambassadors” rather than translating into systemic
change (Res #9). Together, these accounts suggest that sustainability work requires collective capacity-

building to achieve long-term impact.
Discussion

The findings provide insight into both research questions by revealing a recurring pattern in which
organizational sustainability initiatives become closely associated with a small number of highly
committed individuals. Participants in our study mobilize colleagues, facilitate dialogue, and translate
strategic ambitions into operational initiatives, often without formal authority or clearly defined mandates.
At the same time, the results show considerable variation in how sustainability work is structurally
anchored, the degree of leadership support it receives, and the extent to which organizations build

collective capacity for sustainability initiatives. Together, the themes suggest that sustainability
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implementation frequently operates within what we conceptualize as champion-dependent logic, where
progress relies heavily on the persistence and relational work of individual champions rather than on
formally embedded structures and shared organizational responsibility. The following sections discuss

these findings in relation to the two research questions.

RQ 1. The Roles that Sustainability Champions Assume in Sustainability

Initiatives

The findings provide several insights into the roles individual champions assume in the implementation
of organizational sustainability initiatives. Consistent with prior research, the participants in this study
played a central role in mobilizing sustainability efforts within their organizations. However, the empirical
material also shows that these roles are enacted in ways that both confirm and extend existing literature

on sustainability champions and change agents.

First, sustainability champions in this study function primarily as relational change agents. Respondents
described their work in terms of building bridges across organizational units, facilitating dialogue, and
connecting actors who would otherwise not collaborate (Themes A and B). These observations are
consistent with classic research on innovation champions, which emphasizes persuasion, coalition-
building, and informal influence as key mechanisms through which champions advance organizational
change (Schon, 1963; Howell & Higgins, 1990). More recent studies of sustainability change agents
similarly highlight the importance of relational competencies and collaborative action in driving
sustainability initiatives (Buhr et al., 2023). The present findings reinforce this perspective by illustrating
how sustainability champions rely on facilitation, coordination, and boundary-spanning activities rather

than formal authority to move initiatives forward.

Second, the findings highlight the importance of personal commitment in driving sustainability initiatives.
Many respondents described their involvement in sustainability work as rooted in a strong sense of
purpose, responsibility, or moral commitment (Theme C). Such motivations echo research portraying
sustainability champions as actors driven by normative concerns and a desire to advance sustainability
from within organizations (Bianchi et al., 2022; Buhr et al., 2023; Daly, 2025). At the same time, the
empirical material suggests that this personal engagement often compensates for the absence of clear
mandates, dedicated resources, or strong organizational prioritization of sustainability work. In this
sense, the findings nuance existing literature by indicating that personal commitment may not only
enable sustainability initiatives but also emerge as a response to organizational contexts where

responsibility for sustainability remains only partially institutionalized.

Third, the study highlights the role of champions as translators between strategic ambitions and
operational practice. Respondents described how they translated sustainability goals into concrete

initiatives and helped colleagues connect broader sustainability agendas to everyday work (Themes A
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and B). This role resembles what Jgrgensen et al. (2016) refer to as “bridging competencies” (in Danish
“koblingskompetencer”), and what Schaltegger et al. (2024) describe as ‘“internally embedded
sustainability change agents” who connect strategic aspirations with operational implementation across
organizational levels. However, the findings also indicate that these translational activities frequently
occur in organizational contexts where sustainability work remains loosely structured and dependent on
individual initiative.

Taken together, these observations suggest that the roles assumed by sustainability champions are
closely linked to the challenges they experience. The reliance on relational work, coordination, and
informal influence (Themes A and B) appears to place significant demands on individual actors,
particularly in contexts where formal authority and organizational support are limited. This helps explain
the challenges captured in Theme D, which concerns the emotional and practical demands associated

with these roles.

Several respondents described frustration, pressure, and a sense of carrying significant responsibility
for advancing sustainability initiatives. These experiences resonate with recent studies documenting
high levels of stress and moral pressure among sustainability professionals working under conditions of
limited mandate and competing organizational priorities (Cripps, 2024). Similar observations are
reported by Kjeldgaard (2025), who highlights how sustainability-driven actors may experience
exhaustion when collective support structures are weak. Rather than reflecting individual resilience
challenges alone, such experiences may indicate broader tensions between ambitious sustainability

goals and limited organizational capacity for implementation.

Together, these findings support existing literature portraying sustainability champions as key drivers of
change (Buhr et al., 2023; Schaltegger et al., 2024), while also highlighting the organizational conditions
under which these roles are enacted. In practice, champions not only mobilize initiatives and facilitate
collaboration but also compensate for structural ambiguities and limited institutional embedding of
sustainability work. This observation raises important questions about the organizational implications of

champion-dependent logic, which are examined in the following section.

RQ 2. Implications of Champion-Dependent Logic for Organizational

Sustainability Capacity and Transformation

Bottom-Up Mobilization and Organizational Vulnerability

While the previous section examined the roles sustainability champions assume in sustainability
initiatives, the findings also raise broader questions about the organizational implications of relying on
such actors. Drawing on Themes E-G, the empirical material shows that sustainability initiatives often

rely on the persistence, coordination, and relational work of a limited set of key actors. This pattern
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reflects what we conceptualize as champion-dependent logic, where responsibility for advancing
sustainability becomes concentrated around a few highly engaged actors rather than being structurally
embedded across the organization. Such arrangements may constrain the development of the collective

capacity required for sustained transformation.

Our findings show that sustainability work in the organizations studied was largely driven through
bottom-up mobilization, where key actors assumed the roles of initiators, coordinators, and change
agents, often without formal anchoring or mandate (Fischer & Schwab, 2025; Jans, 2021; Purvis et al.,
2025). As reflected in Themes F and G, respondents described both the absence of consistent
leadership prioritization and the resulting reliance on individual initiative. Although mobilizing for change
typically presupposes leadership support (Nielsen, 2025), our findings suggest that mobilization for

sustainability often emerged sporadically through interactions among committed employees.

Several respondents described how they attempted to push the sustainability agenda toward leadership
and across organizational units, sometimes struggling to be heard. As illustrated in Theme F, this lack
of leadership prioritization limited the ability to translate initiatives into coordinated action. This supports
existing research showing that when governance structures do not actively support sustainable
development, initiatives become dependent on individual agency rather than coordinated organizational
mechanisms (Brix, 2022; Jakobsen et al., 2025; Kim & Bang, 2025). As a result, sustainability efforts
become vulnerable, as progress depends on the continued engagement of a few individuals rather than

being embedded in organizational practices.
Structural Misalignment and Weak Institutional Embedding

The findings further indicate that champion-dependent logic reflects fundamental structural challenges
related to sustainability work. As shown in Theme E, sustainability roles were embedded in different
organizational areas, often based on convenience or technical considerations rather than strategic
intent. In addition, Theme F illustrates how such roles frequently lacked clearly defined mandates and

leadership backing to coordinate initiatives across organizational units.

Hierarchical structures and functional silos are widely recognized as constraints for sustainability work,
which typically requires cross-functional coordination and stakeholder integration (Jevnaker & Olaisen,
2021). None of the participants described sustainability initiatives as leading to structural organizational
change, suggesting that organizations may remain in early stages of sustainable development (Hansen
et al., 2025; Willert et al., 2025). Instead, initiatives appeared fragmented and weakly integrated into

broader strategic priorities.

This misalignment is also reflected in the gap between sustainability ambitions and organizational
structures. Existing research emphasizes that effective implementation depends on alignment between
strategy, decision authority, and organizational design (De Smet et al., 2021; Gaybullaev & Strode, 2026;
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Jaganjac et al., 2025; Stanikzai & Mittal, 2025). When such alignment is lacking, sustainability initiatives
rely on informal coordination through individuals who assume bridging roles, as also reflected in Themes
A and B.

From an institutional perspective, these patterns suggest that sustainability initiatives remain only weakly
embedded in organizational structures. Institutional theory highlights that practices become durable
when embedded in formal roles, routines, and governance systems (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006;
Greenwood et al., 2008). When this embedding does not occur, organizational commitments may remain

loosely coupled to practice (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Bromley & Powell, 2012).
Toward Collective Capacity and Structural Embedding

Finally, the findings highlight the importance of building collective organizational capacity for sustaining
sustainability initiatives over time. As emphasized in Theme G, respondents repeatedly pointed to the
need to involve managers, employees, and cross-functional networks, indicating that meaningful
progress depends on broader organizational engagement rather than individual effort alone. This aligns
with research emphasizing that sustainability transformations require shared capabilities, learning

processes, and coordinated action across organizational levels (Pain et al., 2024; Senge, 2006).

From this perspective, the challenge is not simply to support individual champions but to translate their
initiatives into more durable organizational structures and collective forms of responsibility. Champion-
dependent logic may therefore represent an early stage in the institutionalization of sustainability within
organizations, where individual actors initiate change (Struben & Kapmeier, 2023), but where long-term

transformation depends on the development of broader organizational capacity.

In this regard, the findings also suggest that organizational culture and leadership practices may
influence the extent to which sustainability initiatives become dependent on individual champions, for
example through the degree of strategic prioritization, openness to cross-functional collaboration, and

support for distributed responsibility.

This perspective invites comparison with emerging organizational models that emphasize distributed
authority and self-management, such as Teal-inspired organizations (Laloux, 2014). From this viewpoint,
champion-dependent logic may in some contexts represent a transitional phase. However, the findings
also suggest that champion-dependent logic does not automatically lead to more distributed and
institutionalized forms of organizing. In contexts where structural embedding, leadership prioritization,
and collective capacity remain weak, reliance on individual champions may persist. This, in turn, can
limit the development of more mature organizational forms. In this sense, champion-dependent logic
may function both as a potential transitional phase and as a structural constraint, depending on the

surrounding organizational conditions. While the empirical material does not include longitudinal cases
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of such transitions, the findings and illustrative cases point to alternative ways in which sustainability

can become structurally embedded.

In contrast, illustrative cases from Denmark show how sustainability can be institutionalized from the
outset without reliance on individual champions. For example, the company Clever integrates
sustainability into its core business by providing renewable energy-based charging solutions for electric
vehicles. This approach is supported by long-term investments in both physical and digital infrastructure,
as well as by a broad network of strategic partnerships. Responsibility is thereby distributed across the

organization and its ecosystem, reducing reliance on individual actors.

Decades of research on organizational change emphasize that transformation must be prioritized and
anchored throughout the organization to succeed. The findings indicate that sustainability is perceived
not merely as a technical task but as a broader transformation of organizational practices. However,
without structural support and leadership prioritization, such transformation risks remaining dependent

on individual champions.

Through the lens of a maturity model (Figure 2), these findings suggest that many organizations remain
in early stages of sustainable transformation. The model provides a useful framework for understanding
the extent to which sustainability is integrated into core value creation processes, including strategy and
governance. The more deeply sustainability is embedded, the less dependent initiatives become on

individual actors.

5.

Purpose-driven

4.

Market
differentiation

3 . Resource

2 optimization
/ ™~ Compliance
Crisis
management

uoneigelul Jo 19Ae

Figure 2: Sustainable practices maturity model. Adapted from Hansen et al. (2025, p. 61).

Champions may serve as catalysts of change at lower levels of maturity, but systemic transformation
requires a shift toward institutionalized forms of coordination, learning, and organizational

embeddedness.
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Champion-Dependent Logic as an Organizing Pattern

The preceding analysis points to a recurring organizing pattern across the cases examined.
Sustainability initiatives were frequently structured around a small number of highly committed
individuals who assumed responsibility for initiating, coordinating, and sustaining sustainability efforts.
While such actors played an important catalytic role, their prominence also reflected organizational
contexts in which sustainability responsibilities remained only partially embedded in formal structures

and leadership priorities.

Rather than viewing sustainability champions solely as drivers of transformation, the findings thus point
to a broader organizational pattern in which sustainability initiatives become structurally reliant on
individual engagement. We conceptualize this pattern as champion-dependent logic: An organizing
arrangement in which sustainability progress depends on the persistence and relational work of
individual actors rather than on institutionalized forms of responsibility, coordination, and collective

capacity.

This conceptualization shifts analytical attention from individual capabilities to the organizational
conditions that shape sustainability implementation. From a maturity perspective, champion-dependent
logic may be understood as characteristic of earlier stages of sustainability integration, where initiatives
are driven by individual actors in the absence of fully developed organizational structures and
governance mechanisms. As sustainability becomes more deeply embedded in core processes,
decision-making structures, and value creation, reliance on individual champions is expected to

decrease.

In this sense, champion-dependent logic highlights not only how sustainability work is currently
organized, but also what may be required to move toward more structurally embedded and collectively

sustained forms of sustainability governance.
Conclusion

This section summarizes the study’s key findings and outlines its theoretical and practical implications,

as well as directions for future research.
Summary

This study examined how sustainability initiatives are implemented within organizations and what roles
individual actors assume in this process. Drawing on qualitative interviews with sustainability
professionals in Danish public and private organizations, the analysis identified recurring patterns in how

sustainability work is organized in practice.
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The findings show that sustainability initiatives are frequently concentrated around a limited number of
highly engaged individual who assume responsibility for initiating, coordinating, and sustaining efforts.
These actors mobilize colleagues, translate strategic ambitions into operational activities, and maintain
momentum across organizational boundaries, often without formal authority or clearly defined
mandates. At the same time, sustainability work is typically only loosely embedded in organizational

structures, governance systems, and leadership priorities.

To capture this organizing pattern, the study introduced the concept of champion-dependent logic,
referring to situations in which sustainability progress becomes structurally reliant on the persistence,
informal authority, and relational work of individual actors rather than on institutionalized forms of
responsibility, coordination, and collective capacity. While such actors play a critical role in enabling
sustainability initiatives, reliance on individual champions may also create organizational vulnerability

and limit the development of more durable and scalable forms of sustainability practice.

Overall, the study highlights how sustainability implementation is shaped not only by individual

engagement but by the extent to which sustainability is structurally embedded within organizations.
Practical Implications

The findings have implications for both organizational leaders and sustainability practitioners, including
those currently acting as champions within their organizations. While individual champions play a critical
role in initiating and sustaining sustainability efforts, the findings indicate that responsibility for advancing
sustainability often becomes concentrated at the individual level when organizational embedding is
weak. This indicates that sustainability work often remains vulnerable when it is not supported by formal
structures, leadership prioritization, and collective practices. In such contexts, highly committed
individuals may carry a disproportionate share of responsibility, which can both enable progress and

create fragility in the longer term.

For organizational leaders, the findings highlight the importance of aligning sustainability ambitions with
organizational structures, decision-making processes, and resource allocation. Without such alignment,
sustainability initiatives are likely to depend on informal coordination and individual effort rather than

coordinated organizational action.

For sustainability practitioners and champions, the findings point to the limits of relying solely on
individual initiative. While relational work, facilitation, and mobilization are essential, sustained progress
appears to depend on the extent to which these efforts are translated into shared practices and

organizational routines.

Overall, the findings imply that advancing sustainability requires a shift from individual-driven efforts

toward more collectively organized forms of responsibility, coordination, and capacity-building. This shift
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appears central to reducing dependence on individual actors and enabling more durable forms of

organizational transformation.
Theoretical Implications and Further Research

The study contributes to the literature on sustainability implementation and change agents in several
ways. First, it reframes sustainability champions not only as drivers of change but also as indicators of
incomplete structural embedding. Second, it introduces champion-dependent logic as a conceptual lens
for understanding how sustainability initiatives become organized around individuals in the absence of
formal governance structures. Third, it connects sustainability implementation to broader discussions of
organizational capacity by illustrating how bottom-up mobilization interacts with leadership priorities,

governance arrangements, and collective learning processes.
The findings also point to several avenues for future research:

e Longitudinal studies examining how champion-dependent initiatives evolve over time and
whether they transition into more structurally embedded forms of sustainability governance

e Comparative studies across sectors and national contexts

e Research exploring how organizational structures and leadership practices influence
reliance on individual champions

e Quantitative studies investigating the relationship between champion-dependent
arrangements, organizational capacity, and sustainability outcomes

e Research investigating how organizational culture influence reliance on individual

champions and the transition toward more structurally embedded sustainability governance.

Sustainable transformation ultimately depends not only on the dedication of individual champions but
on the capacity of organizations to embed sustainability within their structures, practices, and collective

responsibilities.
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