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Performance measurement systems in an era of 
complexity, uncertainty and grand challenges 

Gianluca Vitale 

Abstract 

The current uncertain and emergency environment is challenging business man-
agement like never before. Companies are called to face many complex and wick-
ed problems affecting society on a global scale. Climate change, global pandemics, 
social inequalities, war conflicts, digital transformation, and energy supply short-
ages are only a few of the critical issues companies must deal with daily. Perfor-
mance measurement systems and management control practices can have a key 
role in addressing such a turbulent environment. Accordingly, the literature has re-
cently started investigating their role in supporting companies facing societal 
“Grand Challenges”. The scientific debate on this topic is intense but still in its in-
fancy leaving open wide research areas that need to be further explored and inves-
tigated. The articles included in this volume fuel the ongoing debate by analysing 
the role of performance measurement systems and management control tools in 
several contexts and under uncertain and emergency conditions. 

Keywords: Performance measurement systems; Sustainability, Digitalization, So-
cietal Grand Challenges 

1. Introduction

Over the past ten years, the world has experienced many global chal-
lenges, including climate change, global pandemics, social inequalities, war 
conflicts, shortage of energy supply, food security, hunger, and not only, 
affecting society on a large scale (e.g., Benschop, 2021; Grimes and Vogus, 
2021; Gümüsay et al., 2022; Reinecke, 2018). This emergency scenario 
(Opitz and Tellmann, 2015) has called for prompt actions and decision-
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making from businesses and organizations in the present to foster a better 
future (Beckert, 2021).  

To date, however, companies still struggle to provide a concrete contri-
bution to addressing these challenges (e.g., Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Van 
Zanten and Van Tulder, 2021). For example, in the sustainability field, 
there is still a great decoupling between companies' sustainability practices 
and the progress made in reaching sustainable development at a global level 
(Van Zanten and Van Tulder, 2021). According to the UN SDSN World 
SDG Dashboard 2024, only 16% of the SDG targets are on track to be met 
globally by 2030, with the remaining 84% showing limited progress or a 
reversal of progress. 

The variety of themes and actors that characterize the “grand challeng-
es” of the present and the near future, make the context in which companies 
operate more complex and uncertain than ever (e.g., Ferraro et al., 2015). 
This complexity is even accentuated if we consider that some of the great 
themes companies must face may conflict with each other, generating ten-
sions and paradoxes (Haffar & Searcy, 2017). 

For example, digitalization and the rise of Artificial Intelligence solu-
tions represent a great opportunity for business management. Nonetheless, 
such technological innovations require an ever-increasing electricity con-
sumption, producing significant environmental impacts (e.g., Cupertino & 
Vitale, 2024). Even being sustainable can have negative implications from 
a business perspective. Sustainability, in fact, can be costly for companies 
that, to improve their environmental and social impacts, may have to sus-
tain significant costs that can reduce short-term profitability (Cupertino et 
al., 2022). Those mentioned are just some of the possible tensions between 
the different management issues, but many others could be made. The core 
of the reasoning is that today the complexity of business management does 
not lie in the multitude of issues to be addressed but in the fact that those 
issues can conflict, generating tensions. 

This renewed complexity of the reference context and the strong uncer-
tainties that currently affect business management implies that accounting 
and performance measurement tools may not be as effective as they should 
be (e.g., Gomes et al., 2023; Micheli and Muctor, 2021; Nudurupati et al., 
2021). Therefore, under the current emergency scenario, traditional ap-
proaches to performance measurement may not be able to ensure proper 
trustworthiness (Norreklit and Cinquini, 2024). Consequently, we should 
question the role of performance measurement systems in the modern envi-
ronment and how they should be redesigned to fit the new corporate chal-
lenges better. 
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In this regard, scholars and practitioners should wonder: in the hetero-
geneity of issues to be addressed and in the extreme complexity of the sur-
rounding environment, what is the right business path to take? What should 
a company's priorities be? What performance aspects should take the lead? 
In case of conflicts between these aspects, how to manage the relative ten-
sions? Performance measurement systems can assume a new and key role 
by supporting managers in facing these issues.  

Considering all the above, the literature recently started to investigate 
the role of performance measurement systems in complex and emergency 
contexts as well as under operational uncertainties and future unknowabil-
ity (e.g., Beckert, 2021; Mitchell et al., 2021; Leoni et al., 2021; Otley, 
2012; Rikhardsson et al., 2021). In so doing, the literature evolved in many 
streams that, without claiming to be exhaustive, will be briefly reported in 
the next lines.  

A first and large body of literature focused on the grand challenges re-
lated to sustainability as the latter is widely considered one of the most ur-
gent concerns to face (e.g., Doh et al., 2019; Reinecke and Ansari, 2016). 
From this point of view, some authors have emphasized the current limits 
to sustainability measurement and reporting, pushing towards the develop-
ment of new accounting solutions useful to improve corporate impacts on 
the environment and society (e.g., Adams and Abhayawansa, 2022; 
Bebbington and Unerman, 2020; Quattrone, 2021). In the wake of this line 
of thinking and relying on corporate sustainability conflicts and paradoxes, 
other scholars underlined the need to formulate new accounting solutions 
aimed at detecting and revealing the possible tensions that arise from the 
multifaceted nature of sustainability challenges (e.g., Jørgensen et al., 
2022). This can help managers to identify the best trade-offs (Haffar and 
Searcy, 2017; Hann et al., 2010) and properly manage the tensions arising 
from the several business aspects and challenges.  

Another fervent topic currently drawing scholars’ attention regards the 
role of new digital advancements, such as Big Data and Artificial Intelli-
gence, in affecting business performance measurement systems (e.g., 
Fähndrich, 2023; Visani et al., 2024). On this topic, several scholars have 
highlighted how recent technological advances can strengthen performance 
measurement practices (e.g., Korsen and Ingvaldsen, 2022) making them 
more objective, effective and efficient (Visani et al., 2024) while minimiz-
ing information deficits (e.g., Fähndrich, 2023). In this line of research, 
however, some scholars conversely emphasize the possible negative effects 
of the progressive digitalisation of performance measurement practices. 
The more advanced the technology becomes, the more complex it is to use, 
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and this could reduce the ability and propensity to measure performance 
(Chenhall & Moers, 2015). Furthermore, the digitalization of measurement 
and control practices can lead managers never to question the data provided 
by the machine and this can undermine the maieutic function of accounting 
systems, leading managers to make wrong decisions faster (Quattrone, 
2016). Indeed, information trustworthiness, data reliability and algorithm 
processing represent some of the most important problems affecting recent 
technological innovations that need to be solved so that digitalisation can 
concretely support accounting and performance measurement systems (e.g., 
Janssen et al., 2020; Vitale, 2023). Accordingly, the challenge for future 
research is understanding how and to what extent performance measure-
ment practices can be digitalised (or delegated to Artificial Intelligence), 
minimising negative side effects and addressing the ever-increasing tech-
nology complexity. 

Moving to another stream of literature, many scholars have focused on 
how accounting and performance measurement tools can support compa-
nies in dealing with emergencies or unexpected situations (e.g., Ahrens and 
Ferry, 2021; Mitchell et al., 2021). This area of research has been particu-
larly enriched in recent years due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. In-
deed, most of the articles belonging to this research area focused on how 
measurement practices and accounting tools supported companies and gov-
ernments in facing the emergency caused by COVID-19 (e.g., Ahrens and 
Ferry, 2021; Leoni et al., 2021; Mitchell et al., 2021). In particular, during 
the pandemic period, measurement and accounting practices allowed gov-
ernments to keep a low death rate (Mithell et al., 2021) and companies to 
make exceptional decisions in the face of such an unexpected crisis (Leoni 
et al., 2021). 

Lastly, another stream of literature investigated how measurement prac-
tices can support managers in dealing with future uncertainty and unknow-
ability (Otley, 2012) by allowing them to imagine multiple future scenarios 
and shaping the present based on the most desirable imagined future (Beck-
ert, 2021; Patvardhan & Ramachandran, 2020). In this perspective, perfor-
mance measurement systems can have a key role in shaping reality and en-
suring that corporate outcomes and performance will be as close as possible 
to future projections (Beckert, 2021). 

In the same research area, other scholars focused on the inverse relation-
ship, namely how environmental uncertainty affects the design of perfor-
mance measurement systems (Rikhardsson et al., 2021). In this case, future 
uncertainty can induce companies to increase the variety of performance 
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measures to be considered even if such an increase in variety is not linked 
to management satisfaction or firm performance (Rikhardsson et al., 2021). 

On all the above topics, the scientific debate is fervent and ongoing. 
Nevertheless, despite the research efforts made so far, the debate on the 
role of performance measurement systems in this era of complexity, uncer-
tainty and grand challenges is still in its infancy. Accordingly, large re-
search areas remain still little explored and need to be further investigated. 
The present volume fuels the current scientific debate as the papers it in-
cludes addressed many of the above topics thus enriching the relevant re-
search streams. 

 
 

2. The volume’s contents 
 
The first article of this volume is by Vilma Kilpinen, Jean Claude Muti-

ganda and Matti Skoog who investigated the significance of reward sys-
tems in performance-based management control across five Finnish organi-
zations. By blending Agency Theory (which emphasizes maximizing self-
interest through financial rewards) with Self-Determination Theory (which 
stresses intrinsic motivation) the authors found that a well-designed reward 
system should combine monetary and social rewards to significantly im-
prove employee motivation and performance. Besides, reward systems 
proved to be crucial management tools, but their success relies on transpar-
ency, fairness, communication, and understanding of what motivates em-
ployees at various levels. 

The second paper, written by Edoardo Borlatto, Elisa Truant, Elisa Gia-
cosa, and Luca Maria Manzi, investigates the intersection of Environmen-
tal, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria and Performance Management 
Systems (PMS). The study aims to understand how businesses can integrate 
non-financial ESG metrics into their performance management to enhance 
sustainability and strategic outcomes. In so doing, the authors performed a 
Systematic Literature Review developing the state of the art of ESG inte-
gration within performance measurement systems. The authors conclude by 
emphasising the need to create a more standardized and universally 
acknowledged measurement framework and proposing a structured agenda 
for future research.   

The third study of this volume is by Silvia Cantele, Silvia Valcozzena, 
Bettina Campedelli, Chiara de’ Stefani, and Marco De Luca and examines 
the integration of sustainability governance and management control sys-
tems (MCS) through a detailed case study of the Italian firm “SIT”. 
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The paper underlines the key role of corporate governance bodies (i.e., 
Corporate Sustainability Director, Board of Directors and Sustainability 
Committees) in fostering corporate sustainability. In particular, a structured 
sustainability governance system with well-defined roles and responsibili-
ties ensures the effective implementation of sustainability goals. Addition-
ally, the authors highlighted that sustainability integration into management 
control systems allows companies to ensure their sustainability efforts are 
proactive, consistent, and aligned with long-term business success. 

The fourth article of this volume is that of Rosanna Spanò, Ilaria Marti-
no, Flavio Spagnuolo, and Alessandra Allini. The paper examines the chal-
lenges organizations face in aligning their commitment to Environmental, 
Social, and Governance (ESG) issues, particularly focusing on the discrep-
ancies between individual managers’ perceptions and organizational culture 
towards ESG in Italian companies. The authors highlighted the importance 
of cultural alignment for effective ESG strategies and stakeholder satisfac-
tion, while also noting the influence of individual characteristics such as 
age, job grade, and tenure on these discrepancies. The study suggests that 
addressing the above issues is crucial for enhancing ESG accountability 
and value creation and calls for further research to explore additional fac-
tors influencing perceived ESG discrepancies. 

Riccardo Giannetti, Lino Cinquini and Andrea Dello Sbarba wrote the 
fifth contribution of this volume. Their paper discusses the complexities of 
Management Accounting Change (MAC) through the lens of Kurt Lewin's 
force field theory, emphasizing the dynamic interactions between various 
forces that influence MAC within organizations. It highlights the case study 
of Società Aeroporto Toscano S.p.A (SAT) from 1994 to 2007, illustrating 
the processes of adopting and adapting management accounting practices, 
particularly in budgeting systems, driven by financial control needs. The 
research proposes an enhanced framework for understanding MAC, validat-
ing Lewin's theory, and emphasizing the importance of longitudinal studies 
to capture the evolving nature of forces influencing change. 

 The sixth study of this volume was carried out by Federico Barnabè, 
Riccardo Santoni and Manuel Mechi. Their paper explores the drivers of 
organizational resilience in times of crisis with a specific focus on the 
COVID-19 period. To pursue their research aim, the authors developed a 
single case study analysing the Italian case of FASI (Fondo Assistenza San-
itaria Integrativa), a not-for-profit organization that operates in the 
healthcare assurance sector that was strongly impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The case study's empirical results showed that the different chal-
lenges induced by the pandemics led the company to develop three differ-
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ent types of resilience: reactive behaviour – bouncing-back to the previous 
equilibrium (type 1), adaptive behaviour – bouncing-forward to a higher 
level of equilibrium (type 2), and proactive behaviour – preparing for a 
possible future shock (type 3). In this scenario, a fundamental role is played 
by three categories of drivers, namely the personal top management charac-
teristics (i.e., the human dimension), the management control systems, and 
the external support provided by stakeholders, knowledgeable experts and 
associations.  

Sonia Vitali, Michele Guidi and Marco Giuliani developed the seventh 
contribution of this volume.  

Their study aims to explore how technological, organizational, and envi-
ronmental factors influence the adoption and implementation of virtual an-
nual general meetings (AGMs) among companies, using the theoretical lens 
of the technology-organization-environment (TOE) framework. The re-
search was conducted through an inductive content analysis of AGM 
minutes from Italian companies listed on the FTSE-MIB, considering the 
years 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022. The study emphasizes a general reluc-
tance of Italian listed companies to shift to digital meetings. Indeed, alt-
hough the COVID-19 pandemic represented a compelling opportunity to 
foster corporate digitalisation, the adoption of virtual formats for annual 
shareholder meetings seems to be still limited in Italy. According to the au-
thors, technology costs and complexities, the absence of formal organisa-
tional structures, the lack of governmental support and inadequate infra-
structures represent the main factors for this reluctance. 

The eighth article of this volume is that of Assunta Di Vaio. Her study 
explores how digitalization impacts performance management systems 
(PMSs) in the shipping industry, focusing on the case study of a small 
shipping agency in Italy. The research is grounded in stakeholder theory 
and focuses on how shipping intermediaries, such as agencies, adapt to dig-
ital transformations and improve their performance management through 
advanced digital tools. The author found that digitalization had a general 
positive effect on the shipping agency’s PMSs, making them more efficient 
and better aligned with stakeholder needs. However, to fully exploit digital-
ization improvements, the agency must further develop its use of KPIs and 
invest in proper training programs.  

Fabio Nappo, Federico Schimperna and Maria Schimperna are the au-
thors of the ninth contribution of this volume. In their study, they explored 
the challenges faced by university spin-offs, particularly in the realm of 
planning and control, which are critical for their survival. The article draws 
on the concept of ambidextrous intellectual capital, which combines both 
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the exploitation of current capabilities and the exploration of new opportu-
nities. From an empirical standpoint, the authors conducted a survey of sen-
ior experts from university spin-offs to understand their awareness of man-
agement tools and to what extent they use them to balance short- and long-
term goals. The research emphasizes that although there is awareness of the 
importance of ambidextrous planning and control systems, their application 
is limited. Accordingly, the authors proposed a framework that offers a 
structured approach to address the challenges faced by university spin-offs, 
potentially reducing their high failure rates. 

The last paper of the volume is that of Nadia Ardito, Natalia Aversano, 
Diana Ferullo and Paolo Tartaglia Polcini. In their paper, the authors exam-
ined how board gender diversity influences the financial and non-financial 
performance of Italian public healthcare organizations (HCOs) during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In so doing, they used an OLS regression model to 
assess the effect of gender diversity in top governance positions (General 
Manager, CEO, and Chief Health Officer) on both financial and non-
financial performance. Data were collected from 150 Italian public HCOs, 
covering financial reports and governance structures from 2021, during the 
height of the pandemic. Lastly, the authors relied on Resource Dependence 
Theory (RDT), which posits that organizations depend on external re-
sources, and gender diversity on boards enhances access to these resources 
by fostering diverse perspectives and decision-making capabilities. The 
study shows that the presence of women in leadership positions positively 
contributes to the financial health of healthcare organizations, especially in 
times of crisis like the pandemic. However, this gender diversity does not 
impact non-financial aspects like staff development, which may require dif-
ferent strategies to address during emergencies.  
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Abstract 

This study aims to increase the understanding of how employees in different organ-
izational contexts and hierarchical levels explain and appreciate, i.e. understand, 
their organisation’s reward systems. Two different schools of thought have domi-
nated the debate of how to conceptualize the role of rewards in performance man-
agement and organisation psychology literature: agency theory and self-determina-
tion theory. This study combines these schools and take both monetary aspects into 
account in line with what is prescribed in agency theory and more non-financial as-
pects that self-determination consider. The study applies a case study approach based 
on interviews and publicly available information from five Finnish organisations. 
The organisations analysed operate in different sectors, have different organisational 
structures, and use different reward systems. From a careful investigation of the five 
different organisations, a cross-sectional picture emerges showing the role of reward 
systems in companies, and their perceived importance as management control tools. 
The findings show that reward transparency and fair communication are the most 
significant factors affecting the experience of employees towards performance-
based management control system that is used to allocate rewards. Monetary rewards 
should also be complemented and linked with social non-financial rewards to reach 
the decent management control acceptance and understanding in the organisation. 

 
Keywords: Management control, rewards, agency and self-determination 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Which tools does management use to implement a strategy that motivates 
the staff to perform better? There is an overall agreement in recent research 
that a reward based system has a potential to help management design, 
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implement and monitor performance based control indicators (Chatzoglou et 
al., 2024; Ariani, 2023; Shortland and Perkins, 2023; Patel et al., 2023). Re-
wards can be financial and non-financial. Financial based rewards are often 
regarded as the most powerful tool motivating the employee to perform bet-
ter, especially top managers (Shortland and Perkins, 2023; Dagher et al., 
2024). However, depending on contexts, non-financial rewards, such as 
recognition and job security are more relevant for low and middle level em-
ployees than monetary rewards per se (Chatzoglou et al., 2024; Larsson et 
al., 2022). Regardless of the type of the reward system in use, leadership 
style and communication play an important role in explaining to the employ-
ees why and how the reward system works, and can affect them (Meirinhos 
et al., 2023). Organisations use rewards in a variety of ways, as a manage-
ment tool to communicate the type of performance they want employees to 
strive for to support their strategy. Rewards can also be used to show appre-
ciation, motivate and encourage, engage skilled and competent staff and im-
prove the well-being at work (Malek et al., 2020). The gap in the literature is 
to understand the way employees perceptions and attitudes towards rewards 
may affect the success of a reward system that their organisations have im-
plemented (Lee, 2024). The aim of this study is to fill this gap by analysing 
how employees that work in different organizations explain and appreciate 
their organisation’s reward systems.  

Empirical data came from a case-study conducted in winter 2024 in five 
different organisations operating in Finland. The data were based on inter-
views and publicly available information online. The interviewees had dif-
ferent hierarchical levels. The organisations analysed operate in different 
sectors, have different organisational structures, and use different reward sys-
tems. From a careful investigation of the five different organisations, a cross-
sectional picture emerges showing the role of reward systems in companies, 
and their perceived importance as management control tools. 

Main findings show that reward transparency and fair communication are 
the most significant factors affecting the experience of employees towards 
performance-based management control system that is used to allocate re-
wards. Monetary rewards should be complemented with social rewards other 
than simply saying “thank you”! The next section explains the theoretical 
approach. It is followed by research method and data, findings, and discus-
sion. The paper ends with a conclusion.  
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2. Theoretical framework 
 
2.1 Reward as a performance-based management control system  

Management control literature defines the concept of reward in a similar 
way: rewards are seen as a management tool that contributes to the success 
of an organisation and encourages employees to act in line with the organi-
sation’s strategy, goals and values (Siswanto et al., 2021; Malek et al., 2020). 
Rewards are paid in addition to normal salaries and depend on individual 
employee performance. Rewards have a wide range of effects, usually aimed 
at improving staff availability, retention, performance, satisfaction and mo-
tivation, all of which contribute to organisational performance (Rixom and 
Rixom, 2023). Discussions about rewards usually focus on tangible forms of 
rewards, i.e. financial rewards such as salary, bonuses, shares, incentives and 
special rewards and benefits, which are only one aspect of rewards. They are 
complemented by intangible/non-monetary rewards, which have become in-
creasingly important in recent years. They can be divided into professional 
rewards, which include the job itself, flexible working hours, personal devel-
opment and growth opportunities, and social rewards, which include status 
symbols, feedback, representation in the work community and various forms 
of recognition (Patel et al., 2023; Shortland and Perkins, 2023). 

Reward can be defined as a two-way process between the organisation 
and its members, with benefits for both parties. Reward is also a management 
tool that communicates desired performance and supports the implementa-
tion of the organisation’s strategy and the achievement of goals (Zhang et al., 
2022). Rewards are often equated with incentives, where the person is guided 
to do something by a punishment or reward.  Incentives can lead people to 
make choices that they would not make without incentives (Siswanto et al., 
2021). 

 
2.2. Theoretical positioning   

Two different schools of thought have dominated the debate of how to 
conceptualize the role of rewards in performance management and organisa-
tion psychology literature: agency theory and self-determination theory 
(Shaw, 2024). Agency theory is recognised as one of the most dominant the-
oretical frameworks for studying reward systems. Agency theory examines 
the relationship between organisational success and rewards. It differs sig-
nificantly from many other motivational theories, particularly in its view of 
people. Agency theory assumes that individuals are opportunistic, i.e. 
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constantly seeking to maximise their self-interest, and emphasises that re-
ward policies play an important role in the success of organisations (Leroy, 
2024) 

Agency theory is seen as the standard justification for pay for perfor-
mance because it attempts to reconcile the economic interests of employees 
and employers. Agency theory assumes that the employer seeks to maximise 
effort at the lowest possible cost, while the employee seeks to maximise au-
tonomy and minimise effort at the highest possible wage. Agency theory as-
sumes that money is the only thing that motivates and sees the relationship 
between employee and employer as a contract designed to reconcile the goals 
of both parties. According to agency theory, the most important thing is to 
pay the employee for activities that lead to the employer’s goals (Shaw, 2024) 

Celik et al. (2023) argue that employee rewards have a significant impact 
on employee performance and productivity. Employees’ work values were 
negatively affected by fixed pay. According to the study, rewards have a pos-
itive impact on employee productivity, creating an opportunity for employers 
to use rewards as a motivational factor towards organisational goals. Saras-
wat (2022) found similar results, that is, an effective reward system has a 
positive impact on how employees perform. 

 In contrast to agency theory, self-determination theorists argue that peo-
ple are intrinsically and naturally motivated to perform well when their 
works are under appropriate settings. Hence, financial rewards are not the 
only factors that motivates people to work well (Leroy, 2024). Within these 
two opposite positions, scholars continue to analyse a combination of finan-
cial and non-financial factor explaining the way reward systems motivate 
employees at different organisational levels (Leroy, 2024; Shaw, 2024). Re-
ward systems are part of the organisation's business system. The effective-
ness of the system depends on how all the parts work together and how they 
fit with the organisation's strategy and other business systems. The key is that 
the processes associated with reward work well, are consistent and transpar-
ent and are consistent (Leroy, 2024).  

Effective reward practices are based on an understanding of the organisa-
tion's external environment and the purpose of the chosen reward system, 
supported by a clear structure. The structure includes processes, i.e. day-to-
day procedures for applying the scheme and consistent decisions that support 
its operation, as well as information about them. The effectiveness and im-
pact of the reward system is measured by employees in the workplace. A 
reward system is said to be effective when the organisation is satisfied with 
it and it works as intended (Agrawal, 2012).  

While the role of rewards as an effective management and motivational 
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tool is widely recognised, it should be borne in mind that reward systems do 
not always produce the desired results in organisations. The effectiveness of 
rewards is based on reward knowledge, i.e. employees’ understanding of 
what rewards are available in the organisation and how they are determined. 
Research shows that the stronger the reward culture, the more satisfied em-
ployees are with their pay, the fairer they perceive the pay system to be and 
the more likely they are to act in ways that support the success of the organ-
isation. Like organisations, reward systems need to change over time to re-
spond to changes in society (Zhang et al., 2022). Research also shows that 
the reward system should encourage actions that are in line with the organi-
sation's strategy. Performance targets that are too easy to achieve are not mo-
tivating. Similarly, a performance target that feels unattainable can under-
mine motivation. In addition, it is necessary to look not only at what a reward 
system looks like at a particular point in time, but also at how it is set up, 
how it is applied, maintained and developed (Rixom and Rixom, 2023). 

Previous studies have shown the shortcomings of agency theory in re-
ward-based performance literature. Assessing the effectiveness of agency 
theory is difficult because it identifies money as the only motivational factor 
and does not consider the psychological or social aspects of motivation. It 
also ignores the link between individual effort and reward. The link between 
performance and reward in teamwork is also difficult to identify and measure 
(Bosse and Phillips, 2016). 

In addition to traditional agency theory, models that consider agent per-
formance and motivation have been proposed to support reward systems. 
These models suggest that in addition to traditional rewards, versatile and 
flexible performance measures and so-called weak rewards, i.e. intangible 
rewards in addition to salary, are needed to increase effectiveness and moti-
vation. Stewardship theory challenges agency theory and encourages the de-
velopment of a trust-based leadership model, which is considered to be par-
ticularly effective in public organisations that are looking for new ways to 
increase the internal task and service motivation of their employees (Torfing 
and Bentzen, 2020). Stewardship theory emphasises trust, autonomy and re-
sponsibility, job satisfaction and consistency alongside traditional rewards 
(Torfing and Bentzen, 2020).  

 
 

3. Research methods and data 
 
The case study consists of six interviews conducted in five different or-

ganisations in Finland. Each organisation represents a different industry. In 
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conformity with explorative qualitative research method (Yin, 2013), the re-
search team used a semi-structured, and open-ended interview guide. We de-
sign the interview questions so that they could be used to collect similar data 
from different persons working in different organisations. Interviews took 
place via Teams software. Each interview was recorded simultaneously and 
transcribed electronically. After the interviews, the transcription was cor-
rected by listening to the interview again and the material was printed for the 
next stage of analysis. 

Data analysis started with coding data, which means structuring or clas-
sifying it. Data can be coded in a data-driven, theory-driven and theory-based 
way (Yin, 2013). In this study, a data-driven approach to content analysis 
was used, where the data is allowed to ‘speak’ as freely as possible, and the 
material is coded specifically to identify what is relevant to the research ques-
tions. Coding was followed by thematization (Yin, 2013). 

A theme is a broader issue, a frame of reference or a coherent theme found 
in the data. In this study, coding was done by reading through the transcribed 
material several times and underlining the responses that were most relevant 
to the research questions and themes. Underlining made it relatively easy to 
identify different perspectives, and colour coding was used to aid thematic 
identification. After coding, the coherent observations and interesting anom-
alies found in the material were grouped into coherent themes. Interesting 
quotations were also noted. These analysis steps also stimulated new re-
search literature and gave rise to new perspectives. Thematization was sup-
ported by previous research literature and interview questions. 

The original language of the quotations used in the results section has 
been edited to improve readability. Filler words and colloquialisms have 
been removed from the quoted material, but the content has not been 
changed. The language of the interview was Finnish, and the quotes were 
translated into English. At all stages of processing the interview material, 
care was taken to ensure that no interpretations were made and that the con-
tent remained the same.   

It can be argued that data collection based on six interviews cannot pro-
vide enough information for a comprehensive case-study. In consequence, 
the study collected and analysed context data from company information 
available online. The online information helped to get more insights into 
company’s strategies and management control settings with which the inter-
viewees operated. But it did not disclose reward compensation systems ap-
plicable in each organisation.  
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Table 1 - Data collection statistics 

 
 

4. Findings and discussion 
 

4.1 The role and importance of the reward system in the organisation  
All the data confirmed that reward systems are an important tool 

motivating and engaging employees. Each reward system guides employees 
to act in ways that support the organisation’s business. According to 
respondents, rewards are important. However, their effectiveness varies from 
company to company.  

“The perception is that it plays an important role. That is a thought and 
an assumption. But the practical experience is that in the end it has very little 
impact. We try to do good, but in the end, it does not lead to much action”. 
V2 

“I would say that they (reward systems) do not play a very big role. Maybe 
we would like them to play a bigger role, but they are not used as much as 
they could be”. V4 

“I think the importance of the reward system depends on who you ask.” 
V5 

Respondents had differing views on the extent to which reward systems 
have a tangible impact on employee performance and motivation. Some 
described them as significant incentives, while others saw them as just one 
of many motivational factors.   

The interviews material suggest that the role and importance of reward 
systems is influenced by their perceived success. At company level, there 
were differences in how well established and effective reward systems were. 

Company Interviewee Number of em-
ployees 

Business 
sector 

Industry 

F1 V1 >500 Public sec-
tor 

Education 
Utbildning 
(https://www.keuda.fi) 

F2 V3 >500 Business Building and constructions 
Byggverksamhet (https://bet-
set.fi)

F3 V2; V5 250–500 Business Sport 
(https://www.unisport.com) 

F4 V4 50–100 Business 
consulting 

IT - 
(https://www.happeo.com) 

F5 V6 <50 Business 
consulting 

Consulting / HRM 
Företagstjänster 
(https://www.nisinterim.fi/en) 
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In some companies they were part of a well-established practice, while in 
others they were described as incomplete and challenging. 

“Our company can be described as a start-up company and therefore our 
way of working, even in terms of rewards, is quite unorganised”. V3 

Companies where the reward system was considered successful and 
where there was less room for improvement considered it more important. 
Conversely, in companies where reward processes were incomplete or 
undesirable, the role of rewards was perceived as less important. This finding 
is consistent with earlier studies according to which a successful reward 
system is the one that employees perceive as important and effective (Leroy, 
2024; Shaw, 2024). Respondents gave further comments: 

“The challenge with the reward system is that there are no appropriate 
performance measures for all employees and job roles in the organisation”. 
V1 

“Since all tasks in our company are the same, it is easier to create a 
reward system that works”. V6 

“We have been building a reward system for a couple of years now, and 
it has been particularly challenging to create the right metrics and criteria 
for rewards.” V3 

In line with the above quotes, many respondents highlighted the difficulty 
of constructing a reward metric. This was seen as particularly difficult in 
situations where it is not possible to directly measure the quality of the work 
performed by employees. All respondents believed that motivating 
employees was the primary purpose of a reward system. They also 
emphasised the ability of reward systems to encourage collaboration and to 
engage employees in achieving common goals, as well as to ensure that 
rewards are linked to the success of the organisation.  

“A reward system increases productivity, quality and customer 
satisfaction”. V6 

This finding is consistent with previous studies which found that an 
effective reward system improves the achievement of the organisation’s 
business objectives and motivates employees to perform better (Meirinhos et 
al., 2023; Leroy, 2024). 

 
4.2. Investigating rewards forms  

In conformity with previous studies, reward solutions should include a 
combination of monetary and non-monetary compensation packages  
(Chatzoglou et al., 2024; Ariani, 2023; Shortland and Perkins, 2023; Patel et 
al., 2023). In this study, all respondents reported that both monetary and non-
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monetary rewards were used in the organisations they represented. While 
some organisations made more use of ‘traditional’ monetary rewards, 
respondents indicated that qualitative rewards provided a deeper insight into 
employee performance and engagement.   

“The annual bonus includes both monetary and social rewards”. V6 
“Whatever roles require a certain level of performance, then that's 

rewarded - we try to talk about total rewards.” V4 
“When it comes to non-monetary rewards, we should have more than just 

the word ‘thank you’.” V1 
As the above quote illustrates, companies use both monetary and non-

monetary forms of reward to motivate and engage employees and support 
the achievement of strategic objectives. Reward schemes varied according to 
the needs, resources and culture of the organisation and were also used to 
promote wellbeing in the workplace and strengthen the working community.  

According to respondents, reward schemes are supportive, and important 
to business operations if they are clear and motivating. Their effectiveness, 
and therefore their importance as a management tool, become reduced when 
they were unclear or unfair. There were similarities between all the reward 
schemes surveyed in terms of setting objectives and rewarding good 
performance, with a clear correlation. However, there were differences in the 
structure and complexity of the reward systems, linked to the specific needs 
and strategies of the companies.   

“Very often top management think they know what is right and good. In 
reality, they rarely do, and it would be much wiser and more engaging to 
listen to what the company’s employees think and let the HR experts suggest 
what would be a good, engaging and socially rewarding reward”. V2 

The above quote is consistent with combining some aspects of agency 
theory with self-deterministic approaches to explain why and how managers 
and employees are not motivated by the same things (Shaw 2024). The 
interviewees pointed out that creating a reward system using a top-down 
technique can be problematic because management may not be fully aware 
of the types of rewards that motivate subordinates. Some of the interviewees, 
however, insisted on difficulties to quantify social rewards: 

“The concept of social rewards is not very well known and there is room 
for improvement.” V1 

“For me as a manager, it is unclear what a social reward could actually 
be.” V2 

Rewards highlight what is important to the organisation. This study shows 
that the basis of rewards is based on traditional financial values. Social 
rewards were the most underdeveloped of all the companies and the concept 
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was little known or understood. All respondents emphasised that they were 
not fully aware of what social rewards entailed and said that further research 
and reflection was needed. Several interviewees suggested that social 
rewards were at least loosely related to employee wellbeing and could 
therefore also contribute to organisational success. Although respondents had 
little experience of social rewards, there seemed to be an interest in them. 
Many felt that good social rewards could even be a better and more cost-
effective form of reward. 

“I have noticed that young employees are not motivated by money alone, 
they value other things than what the traditional reward system offers. V5 

Hence, it can be interesting to investigate in another study the role of 
recognition as a social reward in the companies analysed or elsewhere 
(Chatzoglou et al., 2024; Larsson et al., 2022) 

 
4.3. Monitoring and communicating the reward system  

All respondents stressed the need to develop transparency and fairness in 
reward systems. The frequency and method of monitoring varied from 
company to company. Some monitored progress against objectives monthly 
and at an individual level, while others monitored less frequently and at a 
group level. Many interviewees stressed the need to involve employees more 
actively in the development of reward systems.  

“My guess is that a good system based on participation would ultimately 
cost less but generate much more”. V2 

The interviewees stressed the importance of monitoring objectives and 
the need for employees to be able to see how their performance contributes 
to the achievement of the objectives set. Here, communication is important: 

“In terms of areas for development, I would highlight communication, 
making (the reward criteria) more visible. I would almost say communication 
twice”. V4 

“The whole issue of reward is topical.” V3 
“Rewarding good performance engages and incentivises more than a 

bonus paid once a year”. V5 
However, communicating reward information at different organisational 

levels can be challenging for a senior manager: 
“I find it challenging to communicate at different levels of the 

organisation that employees can influence the work and thus the results”. V5 
“We have become so used to bonuses that they are almost perceived as a 

fixed part of salary and performance. The distributed organisational model 
also challenges the incentives”. V5 
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The interviews expressed the need for continuous improvement of reward 
systems to reflect on environmental changes: 

“You just have to accept that any reward system is never perfect. It’s 
always a bit imperfect and needs to evolve over time”. V2 

We argue, in consequence, that our interviewees confirmed the ongoing 
debate according to which a combination of agency, stewardship and self-
determination theories would managers to continuously improve their 
reward systems depending on contexts rather than relying on a static 
performance based reward system (Larsson et al., 2022; Shaw, 2024; Lee, 
2024; Torfing and Bentzen, 2020). 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
The aim of this study was the way employees’ perceptions and attitudes 

towards rewards may affect the success of a reward system that their 
organisations have implemented. More specifically, the study asked how 
employees that work in different organizations explain and appreciate their 
organisation’s reward systems. Drawing from interdisciplinary literature that 
combines agency and self-determination theories to analyse the role of 
rewards in performance management and control, we conducted a case-study 
in five different organisations operating in Finland during winter 2024. Data 
were based on interviews and company information available online. Main 
findings are that all the companies combine monetary and non-monetary 
rewards to motivate employees to perform better. Communication at 
different hierarchical levels, reward transparency, and employee 
involvement in designing and controlling rewards at different hierarchical 
levels improve the commitment of employees to believe that rewards are 
good. However, the concept of social reward such as saying, “thank you”, or 
employee recognition play a pragmatic roll. One interviewee indicated that 
more than “thank you” is necessary. This study contributes to specific 
literature discussed in the findings section and improves our understanding 
of why and how people operating in different industries and at different 
hierarchical level continue to appreciate monetary rewards in addition to 
non-financial rewards in a welfare country, like Finland. Empirical findings 
of this study are limited to the persons interviewed. Further research may 
analyse micro-organisational and psychological factors that organisations 
would use to improve reward transparency employee commitment to 
performance-based reward systems applicable in their workplaces. 
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Abstract 

In the current highly competitive environment, firms  are devoting growing levels of 
attention towards environmental, social, and governance (ESG) standards as a re-
sponse to external pressure from stakeholders. Consequently, scholars are currently 
displaying heightened interest in examining the integration of financial and non-fi-
nancial information, including ESG, within performance measurement systems 
(PMSs). Adopting broader PMSs would provide companies with a more holistic 
comprehension of their performance, consequently avoiding prioritizing solely fi-
nancial and economic indicators while neglecting sustainability and social responsi-
bility. We employed the Systematic Literature Review (SLR) protocol to carry out 
the research and conducted a comprehensive exploration of the subject under inves-
tigation. Specifically, we first constructed the research profile of the sample, offering 
an overview of the existing knowledge in the field. Subsequently, we performed a 
meticulous and qualitative examination of the prevalent emerging themes discovered 
in the sample. Finally, the review concludes by presenting a structured research 
agenda that outlines various avenues for future research. 
 
Keywords: ESG, Performance Measurement System, Performance Management 
System, Non-financial reporting, Systematic Literature Review. 
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1. Introduction 
 

In today’s hyper competitive landscape, businesses are increasingly fo-
cusing their attention on  environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 
standards (Gavrilakis&Floros, 2023), in response to external pressures from 
stakeholders. As sustainable business models are seemingly becoming the 
future for many organizations, managers and practitioners are looking for 
ways to monitor and disclose non-financial information, in addition to the 
business metrics they were already tracking and communicating to stake-
holders. In other words, non-financial performance indicators such as oper-
ational efficiency, customer satisfaction, and employee engagement have 
now gained a much more significant strategic relevance for companies 
worldwide (Mc Williams et al, 2016). Consequently, scholars are now more 
interested than ever in investigating how performance measurement systems 
(PMSs) can incorporate both financial and non-financial information (Sar-
danelli et al., 2022, Broccardo et al., 2024). Specifically, this article aims to 
contribute to this research stream by defining the state of the art in academic 
literature regarding how control systems can integrate ESG factors. The ben-
efits of broader PMSs would grant companies a more comprehensive under-
standing of their performance, without having to disregard sustainability and 
social responsibility in favor of purely financial and economic indicators.  

Having now provided a clearer understanding of how crucial it is for PMS 
to effectively incorporate ESG metrics,  our attention will be turned to the 
intersection between the two aforementioned literature streams. In doing so, 
it can be seen  how previous research has yet to comprehensively synthesize 
said intersection, even though scientific production has increased in recent 
years, partially due to the rising interest shown by managers and practition-
ers. Consequently, while several systematic literature reviews (SLRs) have 
previously synthesized the PMSs and ESG streams separately (Posyer & 
Daugaard, 2023; Savio et al., 2023; Betto et al., 2022; Vegteret al., 2021, 
Demartini & Pagliei, 2023), an attempt has yet to be made when it comes to 
the inclusion of those non-financial factors, specifically in PMSs. Thus, our 
research strives to fill  the above-mentioned gap, in a few clear ways. First, 
our SLR attempts to critically examine the current state of the art on the topic 
and, by doing so, to provide a snapshot of the current scientific production, 
in terms of key publications, geographical distribution, the most relevant 
sources and authors, along with an automated keyword analysis to analyze 
the bibliometric data found amid the sample. Additionally, our SLR strives 
to critically extract and highlight extant research gaps, thus contributing to 
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the creation of a structured research agenda that could drive future scientific 
endeavors and contribute to the development of the field.  

In light of the aforementioned considerations, our SLR endeavors to ad-
dress the following research inquiries: 
RQ1: What is the present status of scholarly output pertaining to the inter-
section of PMS and ESG criteria? 
RQ2: What potential avenues for research can be delineated from the con-
straints and voids identified within existing academic investigations? 

 
The use of SLR methodology is particularly suitable for conducting re-

search into  the relationship between PMS and ESG. It allows for a detailed 
and specific definition of the characteristics of the topic under examination 
with an in-depth reading of complete papers. Furthermore, it enables the 
identification of research gaps, from which to develop a future research 
agenda as a starting point for further investigations. The research team's ob-
jective is to address RQ1 by outlining the current research streams on ESG 
factors and PMS, including identifying influential authors, significant con-
tributions, most prolific countries, and most relevant publishing outlets. The 
goal is to conduct a comprehensive review of existing literature, which will 
provide scholars with a summary of the current literature and help identify 
gaps in the literature for future research. The review will utilize a rigorous 
and iterative process of manual content analysis to identify emerging themes 
from the sample, leading to the development of a structured research agenda, 
thus addressing RQ2. This review will make theoretical and practical contri-
butions to the existing literature by providing a structured research agenda 
for future researchers. Moreover, the present review will provide valuable 
insights and directions for future academic research, along with practical in-
sights for professionals. 
 
 
2. Literature background and design of the study 
 

Prior to delving into a detailed examination within the review, it is crucial 
to establish the conceptual framework of this study by reviewing the key 
concepts used to conduct the review. We decided to begin with a contextu-
alization of ESG factors before delving into the definition of the pillars that 
were chosen for  this paper. ESG principles encompass a range of non-finan-
cial metrics that can significantly impact a company’s performance and over-
all value, either positively or negatively (DasGupta and Roy, 2023). Inves-
tors and stakeholders evaluate a company’s sustainability and social impact 
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based on their ESG score. The significance of ESG considerations has seen 
a notable upsurge in recent years, primarily driven by escalating concerns 
regarding environmental issues and corporate social responsibility. ESG per-
formance metrics are widely adopted as evaluative tools to gauge a compa-
ny's operational efficiency across various domains, encompassing aspects 
such as energy consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, labor relations, hu-
man rights, diversity, and anti-corruption policies (Truant et al., 2024). 
Stakeholders, including investors, customers, employees, and regulatory 
bodies, are progressively emphasizing the imperative for companies to oper-
ate in a manner that exhibits responsibility from both social and environmen-
tal standpoints. The mounting apprehensions of these stakeholders have 
compelled organizations to embed ESG factors into their decision-making 
processes, thereby elevating ESG performance to a pivotal component of 
their strategic framework (Adams C.A., 2017). Within scholarly discourse, 
there has been an ongoing debate concerning the extent to which companies 
should accord priority to ESG considerations within their decision-making 
procedures. Some studies have posited a robust connection between ESG 
factors and risk management, particularly concerning financial risk (Broad-
stock et al., 2021; El Khoury et al., 2022), and have additionally suggested 
potential positive implications on financing, governance, and long-term eco-
nomic value (Albuquerque et al., 2019; Cheng et al., 2014). Nonetheless, a 
consensus on the unequivocal correlations between ESG factors and the 
aforementioned outcomes is yet to be achieved. Consequently, the discussion 
surrounding ESG remains an area of active inquiry, as scholars endeavor to 
gain a deeper understanding of its role and impact on a company's overall 
performance (Atan et al., 2018; Landi et al., 2022). Even though several def-
initions of ESG exist, we have adopted the one presented by Whitelock 
(2015), depicting ESG as follows: “a set of activities or processes associated 
with an organization's relationship with its ecological surroundings, its co-
existence and interaction with human organisms and other populations, and 
its corporate system of internal controls and procedures to direct, administer, 
and manage all the affairs of the organization, in order to serve the interests 
of stockholders and other stakeholders.” 

We will now focus on the definition of PMS. PMSs can be distilled into 
two fundamental constituents, namely, performance metrics and the requisite 
supporting infrastructure, as posited by Franco-Santos et al. (2007). While 
the significance of performance metrics is widely acknowledged, a unani-
mous consensus regarding the formulation of these metrics remains elusive 
(Di Tullio et al., 2021). Notwithstanding the persistent scholarly discourse 
and variances within the literature pertaining to this facet, we adhere to the 
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definition delineated by Moullin (2003). He characterizes PMSs as evalua-
tive instruments with the primary purpose of overseeing the efficacy of or-
ganizational management and the delivery of value to stakeholders. 
The incorporation of ESG considerations within PMS is of  paramount im-
portance, as it enables a comprehensive exploration of the intersections be-
tween strategic PMSs and the evaluation of corporate sustainability (Rajnoha 
et al., 2016). Both these systems are designed for adoption by larger enter-
prises seeking to enhance their operational performance and navigate their 
business ventures toward a sustainable, long-term trajectory. Recently, both 
paradigms have garnered substantial attention within academic discourse, 
particularly concerning the nexus between ESG and PMS, and the escalating 
significance of their integration in light of the pivotal role of non-financial 
reporting within the global economic landscape (Saini et al., 2022; Zhou et 
al., 2023). 

Nonetheless, due to the relatively nascent amalgamation of these two con-
ceptual domains, the field remains dynamic and brimming with substantial 
potential for further expansion.  
 
 
3. Research methodology 
 

To undertake this research, the authors employed a SLR protocol and con-
ducted a comprehensive examination of the subject matter in question. More 
specifically, the authors initiated the research by constructing a profile of the 
sample, aiming to present a comprehensive overview of the current state of 
knowledge pertaining to PMSs and ESG considerations. 
Subsequently, the review process encompassed a rigorous, qualitative anal-
ysis of the recurrent, emergent themes identified within the sample. The re-
view culminated in the formulation of a meticulously structured research 
agenda, which delineates several potential avenues for future research. SLRs 
are extensively utilized within the domains of business and social sciences, 
primarily due to their inherent advantages over alternative literature review 
methodologies. These advantages include the principles of replicability, 
transparency, and the reduction of human bias. 

Figure 1, displayed below, provides an overview of the procedures un-
dertaken to establish the final sample employed in this study. A detailed de-
scription of this procedure will be presented in the following paragraph. 
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Figure 1 – Research protocol 

 
 

 
 
In order to initiate the analysis the research team wrote a detailed review 

process, and an initial research stream was meticulously formulated for the 
purpose of constructing the sample. Following the delineation of research 
questions as outlined in the introduction, the research team proceeded to de-
termine the type of studies. Moreover, a comprehensive literature review was 
conducted, search words were selected and the database was chosen to carry 
out the investigation. Subsequently, the impact of articles through a biblio-
metric analysis presented in the research profile section of this article was 
measured and an analytical framework used for the content analysis was de-
fined. Validity and literature reliability were tested thanks to the collabora-
tion of some academics and practitioners specialized in the subject. The data 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Sustainable Performance 

35 

coding was then performed using the developed framework. Insights and cri-
tiques were developed through the analysis of the dataset, and, finally, future 
research paths and questions were formulated (Massaro et al., 2020). This 
process encompassed a methodical three-step procedure (Pittaway et al., 
2014). In the initial stage, a thorough investigation was carried out on Google 
Scholar to discern the prevailing search terms utilized in the prominent liter-
ature. This process was imperative to ascertain the necessity for the literature 
review, as well as to validate research gaps and identify the keywords em-
ployed in research (Kraus et al., 2020). In the second step, the authors em-
barked on a concerted effort to refine the selection of keywords by consulting 
the scientific literature on PMS and sustainability. This involved the specific 
objective of pinpointing existing literature reviews that had previously em-
ployed analogous keywords to those intended for the current study. By scru-
tinizing such reviews, the authors aspired to ensure the curation of a robust 
and pertinent set of keywords, designed to facilitate a thorough and focused 
literature search. This methodology closely adheres to the recognized best 
practices in the domain of systematic literature reviews, which underscore 
the paramount importance of deploying a rigorous and reproducible ap-
proach to ascertain the validity and dependability of research findings. The 
third and ultimate step entailed a further augmentation of the precision and 
comprehensiveness of the search strategy. This was achieved by actively 
seeking the counsel of distinguished scholars and experts well-versed in the 
domains of PMS and sustainability. These individuals were consulted based 
on their profound expertise in the subject matter. Their valuable input was 
instrumental in honing and refining the selection of keywords to ensure that 
they accurately encapsulated the breadth and depth of the pertinent literature. 
At this point, the research team decided to use the research stream composed 
of "performance management" OR "performanc* measur*" OR "perfor-
manc* assessment" OR "performanc* indicator*" OR "performanc* ap-
praisal" OR "performanc* control*" OR "performanc* complexity" OR 
"performanc* strateg*" OR "performanc* measur* system" OR "perfor-
manc* management system" OR "performanc* measur* and management*" 
OR "organisationalperformanc*" OR "organizational performanc*" (Okwir 
et al., 2018) AND "ESG*" OR “Environmental Social Governance” (Tsang 
et al., 2023). The selection of Scopus as the primary database for data col-
lection was made based on its widely recognized status as the most compre-
hensive peer-reviewed database (Norris & Oppenheim, 2007). Additionally, 
it is commonplace in the realm of systematic literature reviews for this data-
base to serve as the primary tool for sample generation (Cunill et al., 2019; 
Khatib et al., 2021). Scopus offers a crucial advantage with its downloadable 
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database, affording researchers convenient access to an extensive repository 
of bibliographic data relevant to a given research field. This repository in-
cludes vital information on journals, affiliations, citations, and references, all 
of which are integral components of a thorough and robust literature search. 
The initial research efforts resulted in the identification of 276 articles. Subse-
quently, the research team meticulously filtered out articles unrelated to the 
domains of business and management, ultimately retaining only those pub-
lished in peer-reviewed journals in the English language. As an additional cri-
terion for exclusion, the authors systematically examined the abstracts, key-
words, and introductions of each record to ascertain their alignment with the 
conceptual framework delineated in Section 2. Articles that deviated from the 
specified scope were rigorously eliminated. These exclusionary procedures 
yielded a definitive sample of 85 articles. Publication years of the selected rec-
ords were not limited to a specific time, thus allowing the authors to gain in-
sights into the temporal evolution of the topic. This encompassed tracking 
emerging themes and yearly trends in scientific output. 

After the finalization of the sample, in order to organize the findings, the 
authors of this manuscript analyzed all 85 studies to pinpoint their shared 
themes. The authors engaged in a comprehensive reading and review of each 
article in its entirety, with the aim of cultivating an in-depth understanding 
of the content of each publication. Following the procedures of manual con-
tent analysis, researchers developed codes and categories to classify the con-
tent of the documents, which were then applied to the identified articles. To 
ensure greater objectivity in the coding phase, researchers conducted the 
analysis independently. Once the application of the codes was completed, the 
results were analyzed to identify significant patterns and trends. (Costa et al. 
2018). This method may be preferred when a deeper and contextual under-
standing of the material is desired. To facilitate an in-depth analysis of the 
sample, the authors harnessed the capabilities of VOSViewer and RStudio, 
enabling the creation of visual representations illustrating the research pro-
file and the most frequently employed keywords. The automated analysis 
results yielded valuable insights into influential authors, annual scholarly 
production, significant sources, and the most prolific countries which were 
involved the most, thereby enhancing the depth of analysis and insights de-
rived from the literature review. 
 
 
4. Descriptive statistics of systematic analysis 

 
This section will present a statistical description of the selected papers 
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based on their bibliometric information. The analysis will provide data en-
compassing yearly scientific output, the countries garnering the highest num-
ber of citations, the most pertinent sources, and prevalent choices in research 
design. The initial graphical representation within this analysis is presented 
in Figure 2, which illustrates the yearly trends in scientific production. 

 
Figure 2 - Most relevant sources 

 
 

Figure 2 shows a very low production until the year 2017, followed by a 
significant increase culminating in the production of 22 items in the year 2022. 
We attribute the recent increase in production to the greater attention given to 
ESG following the COVID-19 pandemic and the introduction of new regula-
tions that use ESG criteria as a standard for measuring sustainability.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 - Yearly scientific Production 
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Figure 3 delineates the dispersion of sample articles among diverse pub-
lication venues. It is important to notice that journals in this list have many 
different main topics that underline the relevance of this topic for many dif-
ferent research areas, not only for those more related to environmental is-
sues. 

 
Figure 4 - Geographic Scope of the Sample 

 
Figure 4 offers an overview of the geographical dispersion of the sample. 

When interpreting the results, it is important to consider how the English 
filter we applied in the sample selection process might have skewed the re-
sults towards English-speaking countries. It is also worth noting how coun-
tries might have different cultural preferences in terms of publication outlets, 
as publishing in peer-reviewed journals might not be as widespread from 
country to country. With the above caveat in mind, the depth of the blue 
shading is indicative of the extent of publication output in each country, with 
deeper shades denoting elevated levels of productivity. Notably, the United 
States and Italy emerge as the two nations exhibiting the most substantial 
levels of scholarly output in this domain. It is also important to notice that 
two Asian countries are making a significant contribution in terms of the 
number of papers written on the topic of ESG and PMS. The prominent roles 
played by China and India show that measuring sustainability is gaining wide 
and international academic interest in several different economies.  
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Figure 5 - Methodology distribution of the sample 

 
 
Figure 5 provides a visual representation of the distribution of research 

methodologies utilized within the sample. It is significant to note that over 
half of the research conducted in the sample was rooted in quantitative meth-
ods, while qualitative research accounted for 15% of the articles. Moreover, 
12% of the articles adopted a conceptual approach. A more detailed explora-
tion of the methodologies employed within the sample unveils that, in the 
context of quantitative research design, regression modeling emerged as the 
most prevalent method employed. (Kotiloglu, 2023; Gavrilakis & Floros, 
2023; Koroleva et al., 2020). As for qualitative research, in-depth interviews 
and case studies were the most commonly employed techniques (Veltri et 
al., 2023; Chen et al., 2022; Matemane et al., 2022). 
 
Figure 6 Theory distribution in the sample 
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Figure 6 features the distribution of theoretical underpinning found in the 
sample. A conspicuous prevalence of the stakeholder theory was observed, 
particularly in articles focused on demonstrating the effect that performance 
measurement of ESG have on companies’ performance. Other theoretical 
frameworks include the agency theory, which is specifically linked to ESG 
disclosure, and the institutional theory (Buallay, 2022; Alawaj et al., 2022; 
Aluchna et al., 2019). We decided to include  the resource-based view in 
Figure 6 too, even though it is not unanimously considered to be a proper 
theory, to enlarge the theoretical reference lens of the sample in considera-
tion.  Some articles were not supported by any theory or some theories were 
present just in one paper, thus  we decided to include  solely the most relevant 
theories in Figure 6. 

The prominence of sustainability as a central theme within the PMS liter-
ature can be partially attributed to the increasing recognition of the signifi-
cance of ESG factors. To gain a more comprehensive understanding of the 
evolution of this literature over time, the authors harnessed the capabilities 
of VOSViewer, a specialized software tool designed for the generation and 
visualization of conceptual maps using bibliometric data. The resultant two-
dimensional maps vividly illustrate the recurring keywords encountered 
within the sample, with larger labels signifying the greater relevance of these 
keywords. Moreover, the proximity of keywords on the maps signifies their 
level of interconnectedness, as determined by the frequency of co-occur-
rences within the corpus dataset. This analytical approach was employed 
with the intent of visualizing clusters of keywords and obtaining a deeper 
comprehension of how the literature stream progresses, particularly with re-
spect to pivotal emerging themes. 

 
 

5. Findings 
 

Historically, investors have employed multiple methods and approaches 
to evaluate a company (Cubas-Diaz &MartìnezSedano, 2018), mostly taking 
into consideration economic and financial factors, such as financial risk and 
profitability. More recently, following the observation of a direct correlation 
between ESG evaluations and market value, sustainability factors have also 
begun to be considered (Buallay, 2019). The above-mentioned developments 
in company evaluation have led to the need for new measurement methods 
for the sustainability aspect (Gebhardt et al. ,2022). Bearing in mind the con-
text that has been described previously, it was deemed to be important to 
perform the following keyword analysis to assess the current state-of-the-art 
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on ESG and PMSs. Figure 7 features the results of a keyword analysis per-
formed on bibliometric information extracted from the sample. In order to 
perform the keyword analysis, we first collected data with the help of Mi-
crosoft Excel, then employed the VOSviewer software, version 1.6.16 (Van 
Eck and Waltman, 2010). The software allows to visually interpret data with 
a map based on co-occurrence, thus highlighting the connection between 
clusters of keywords.  

 
Figure 7 VOSViewer Keywords Analysis  

 
 
By observing the map provided by VOSViewer, it is possible to identify 

five distinct clusters of keywords. The red cluster appears to be the most 
central one, featuring keywords such as “Environmental”, “Sustainability”, 
and “Sustainable development”, and further corroborating the increasing lev-
els of attention companies put into sustainability as a whole. Interestingly 
enough, a second cluster refers to governance as a topic, with keywords such 
as “Corporate governance”, and “Corporate strategy”. In this part of the clus-
ter we also decided to consider words such as ownership and decision mak-
ing, due to the conceptual affinity among these themes. The clusters roughly 
point to the three distinct ESG pillars. In fact, we can also identify a third 
cluster featuring finance-related keywords, such as “Finance”, “Finance per-
formance”, “Stock market” and “Financial market”. The last cluster consist-
ing solely of the words “ESG investments” and “performance measurement” 
will not be considered in our analysis because those were the words used in 
the research stream, thus inevitably leading to their presence in a cluster. 
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5.1 The outcomes of ESG integration on performance 
 
The impact ESG has on a company’s performance differs significantly 

from one study to the other, thus implying a lack of a universal agreement 
on the effects the integration of ESG in measurement systems has. For in-
stance, Bullaya (2019) mentions how an increased level of attention towards 
ESG might lead to favorable value creation, thus having beneficial effects on 
market performance, but a simultaneously negative impact on financial 
and operational performance. On the other hand, a few studies have shown 
that proper ESG integration leads to better financial performance, with a con-
sequent increase in market value. For example, Chen et al. (2022) show a 
positive correlation between ESG scores and a lower cost of capital, thus 
potentially leading to an improved financial performance. Additionally, 
Zhou et al. (2022) examined the relationship between ESG performance, fi-
nancial performance, and market value of A-share listed companies by uti-
lizing a mediation effect model with panel data. Their findings demonstrate 
that (1) improving the ESG performance of listed companies has a positive 
effect on their operating capacity, but does not significantly impact profita-
bility or growth capacity; (2) enhancing ESG performance of listed compa-
nies contributes to increasing their market value, with operating capacity 
serving as an important mediating factor in this relationship; and (3) further 
investigation reveals a complete mediation effect for listed companies with 
non-state-funded actual controllers, while no mediation effect exists for 
those with state-funded actual controllers. A first contribution in integrating 
ESG in PMS is provided by Sardanelli et al. (2022) who proposed a meas-
urement system that is specifically designed for assessing the growth poten-
tial of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The system integrates 
financial and non-financial metrics into a comprehensive framework, The 
proposed system includes ESG measures as an integral part of a company’s 
financial and operational performance. The system is unique because it fo-
cuses not only on financial and operational metrics but also on sustainability. 
Specifically, the study has developed proxies for the three key areas of sus-
tainability – environmental, social, and governance – and has incorporated 
them into the system. The proposed system is particularly beneficial for 
SMEs, as it can help them identify areas of improvement and growth poten-
tial by measuring their financial, operational, and sustainability performance. 
By integrating ESG measures into the system, the study recognizes the im-
portance of sustainability and provides a comprehensive framework for as-
sessing and managing it. 
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5.2 Towards new Systems to measure ESG performance 
 
Authors generally agree that the newly found attention towards sustaina-

bility calls for a standardized measurement framework that could replace the 
numerous ratings currently available (Rajesh & Rajendran, 2020). Several 
benefits can be drawn from an effective monitoring system of ESG and sus-
tainability metrics, one of which is  making it easier for investors to evaluate 
a company (Ghebardt et al., 2022),. For instance, Ghebardt et al. (2022) note 
how investors and companies alike would benefit from more clarity, espe-
cially in a competitive environment as volatile as the one we are currently 
living in. Consequently, they stress the importance of integrating ESG key 
performance indicators (KPIs) in management systems, and their positive 
impact on ESG performance, including the sub-dimensions of social perfor-
mance. On a similar note, a few other studies have proposed alternative ways 
to investigate the ESG performance of companies. For instance, Cubas-Diaz 
& Martinez Sedano (2018) introduced the Relative Sustainable Performance 
Measure and the Measure of Commitment-Failure, both of which allow com-
panies to perform a more conscious decision-making process, by weighing 
in ESG-related metrics. The tools are useful for both investors and compa-
nies to assess sustainability performance and adjust their business strategies 
accordingly. They are flexible, thus they have a vast range of applicability, 
as they can account for different resources and resource combinations. Ad-
ditionally, Kocmanova & Simberova (2012) attempted to broaden the per-
spective discussed earlier, by integrating corporate governance (CG) perfor-
mance indicators, deemed crucial as they provide insights into a company's 
sustainable performance and can influence its strategic decision-making. 
Moreover, CG indicators aid in monitoring how a company performs their 
overall evaluation processes. Assuming that the use of KPIs can aid compa-
nies in prioritizing and managing their goals effectively in evaluating ESG 
performance, it is important to underline that the environmental indicators 
must meet basic requirements such as clarity, simplicity, data transparency, 
comprehensiveness, and representativeness. In other words, CG indicators 
should be tailored around ESG performance in order to be effective in that 
regard (Kocmanova et al., 2012). Additionally, Kocmanova & Simberova 
(2014) suggested a few quantifiable elements that are susceptible to classifi-
cation into three distinct domains: ecological (investments, emissions, re-
source utilization, waste), societal (community, human rights, employment 
protocols and adequate work conditions, product accountability), and corpo-
rate administration (oversight and disclosure, corporate administration effi-
cacy, corporate administration framework, conformity). Their framework is 
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intended to contribute to the ongoing efforts to measure corporate sustaina-
bility performance by providing a set of indicators that focus on the long-
term risks and opportunities associated with a company's strategies.  

We have seen how ESG performance is becoming increasingly crucial for 
companies (Di Tullio et al., 2020), to the point PMSs are expected to adjust 
their scope in order to embrace ESG specific indicators. The above is mostly 
due to external pressure from stakeholders and investors, demanding a more 
standardized look at corporate performance data so as to better understand 
how companies fare when it comes to ESG. Although ESG reporting stand-
ards have improved transparency, there is still room for improvement to for-
mulate decision-useful ESG data for future disclosures. Directories expand 
the analysis not only to the company but also to the supply chain for every 
sector. Through the supply chain, the social pillar is defined by indicators 
that measure attention towards employees, suppliers, distributors, and cus-
tomers. The governance pillar demonstrates transparency and communicates 
ESG scores via CSR reports. Companies with higher ESG scores attract sus-
tainability-attentive investors, with CSR showing a positive correlation with 
increased M&A value (Petridis et al., 2022).  

 
 

6. Future research directions 
 
While several areas for future research exist, the first step is to clearly 

define ESG and, more specifically, their scope (Rajesh, 2020). In fact, a sig-
nificant challenge for ESG research comes from the lack of a uniformed vi-
sion of what ESG is, which makes it difficult to compare studies and draw 
conclusions from such a vast range of applications. Thus, we urge future 
scholarly efforts to focus on the development of a comprehensive ESG 
framework that could extensively encapsulate its complex dynamics and 
multifaceted components. For instance, the study conducted by Rajesh 
(2020) employed the ESG ratings provided by Thomson Reuters, which dif-
fer from others, such as the Dow Jones sustainability indices. Thus, compar-
ative studies could expand upon the afore-described discrepancies, possibly 
leading to a universal set of indicators to be used by scholars and practition-
ers.  Furthermore, while Stakeholder Theory and Legitimacy Theory have 
been pivotal in understanding the integration of ESG factors into perfor-
mance measurement systems, future research should broaden its theoretical 
scope. By incorporating additional theoretical frameworks researchers can 
gain deeper insights into the complexities surrounding the construction and 
effects of these systems. This multi-theoretical approach will enhance our 
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understanding of how organizations navigate the evolving landscape of sus-
tainability and governance, ultimately contributing to the advancement of 
theory and practice in this domain (Hristov & Appolloni, 2022). 

 
6.1 ESG and companies’ financial performances 

 
A further significant direction for research is the correlation between ESG 

and financial performance. More specifically, further research could explore 
the extent to which incorporating ESG in PMS leads to enhanced financial 
performance (Wang & Sarkis, 2013). For example, Veltri et al. (2023) sug-
gest that future research should look into more comprehensive models to 
evaluate ESG and financial performance, DEA (Data Envelopment Analy-
sis) in the authors’ words. Additionally, their study poses the question of 
which ESG pillar impacts financial performance the most, whether it be the 
environmental, social or governance standards. To this day, there is no solid 
scientific evidence that could point to one direction or the other (Beelitz et 
al., 2021). 

 
6.2 Expanding ESG measurement scope 
 

Another avenue for future research would be to explore the effects that 
integrating ESG into PMS has on other facets of organizational performance, 
such as employee satisfaction, retention, and engagement (Celiker et al., 
2021). Identifying other employee outcomes would be a development worth 
investigating further, so as to explore, for instance, the effects on innovation 
and product development, among others (Alkaaran et al., 2023). Addition-
ally, further evidence is required to explore the adoption of ESG-integrated 
PMS across multiple industries, in order to highlight potential differences in 
impact arising from different contexts (Rajesh, 2020; Kaled et al., 2018). For 
example, specific industries or strategic sectors may require specific ESG 
indicators to be monitored more intensively than others, thus prompting a 
more tailored adoption of ESG metrics into their PMSs. Additionally, a fur-
ther question which remains partially unanswered is the extent to which ESG 
integration leads to unintended consequences or trade-offs for PMS adop-
tion. Exploring the above- described issue, might be of significant value for 
both scholars and practitioners, as future research could look at the barriers 
to adoption or other forms of unwanted resistance. The studies examined  
have shown a disproportionate emphasis on environmental considerations 
over social aspects in the integration of non-financial aspects into PMSs, as 
highlighted by Lisi (2018). Therefore, future research endeavors should 
delve deeper into incorporating social dimensions into PMSs by developing 
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novel methodologies to measure  their associated performances adequately. 
Moreover, the analysis conducted indicates a prevalent focus on companies 
operating within specific production contexts. Hence, it is imperative for fu-
ture research activities to adopt a broader investigative perspective aimed at 
defining and experimenting with an integrated, holistic, scalable, and adapt-
able PMS applicable to diverse managerial and production contexts. Given 
the imperative nature of integrating ESG considerations into PMSs through-
out the supply chain (Nagirikandalage et al., 2023), forthcoming research 
endeavors should strive to delineate a methodological framework for as-
sessing non-financial performance across the entirety of the supply chain. 
Currently there is a conspicuous absence of a universally acknowledged and 
comprehensive performance measurement framework in this sphere (Men-
gistu & Pannizzolo, 2024). 
 
6.3 The role of Organizational Culture 
 

The last, yet somewhat more extensive line of future research, involves 
the organizational implications of ESG-integrated PMSs. Organizational cul-
ture can play a critical role in determining the success of ESG integration 
into PMS. Thus, future research should investigate the moderating effect of 
organizational culture on the relationship between ESG and PMSs, and their 
effectiveness. Specifically, studies should examine the extent to which sup-
portive organizational cultures can enhance the positive impact of ESG on 
the overall organizational performance. For example, the study conducted by 
Velte (2016) shows how ESG performance is influenced by the gender com-
position of the board, thus shedding light on a more extensive research gap 
regarding gender diversity and governance. Drawing upon the research gaps 
identified in the present SRL, we believe that the theme of the acceptance of 
ESG criteria by corporate culture is a fundamental component to be inte-
grated into the PMS. This initial step, in fact, is characteristic of the success-
ful integration of ESG principles into corporate dynamics. 
 

 
7. Theoretical and Practical implications 
 

The present SLR features both theoretical and practical implications. 
From a theoretical perspective, a significant contribution comes with the re-
search profile itself, as it provides scholars and practitioners with a compre-
hensive snapshot of the current state of the art of the field. In the authors’ 
intentions, the work is meant to provide scholars with an updated, 
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comprehensive understanding of the field, thus aiding them in better posi-
tioning their research accordingly. Additionally, the manuscript provides a 
comprehensive, yet integrated look at the intersection between ESG and 
PMS literature, through a novel approach that has yet to be adopted. In addi-
tion, the present SLR also provides a critical overview of the existing gap 
found among the sample, thus providing scholars with a structured research 
agenda that could aid them in developing the field further by addressing said 
limitations. Several pathways for future research were identified and de-
scribed in detail, namely the need for scholars to delve deeper into the issue 
of standardizing ESG performance measurement, and the need to expand the 
scope of PMSs to incorporate the full spectrum of the supply chain.  

From a practical perspective, the review is also valuable to managers and 
practitioners, as it sheds light on the importance of ESG for sustainable de-
velopment and business success (Sancak, 2023). It provides valuable insights 
to managers and practitioners by delving deeper into the integration of ESG 
scores in PMSs, illustrating the current state of the art around the topic and, 
more importantly, by addressing their determinants and outcomes. In con-
clusion,  managers and practitioners are advised to consider the adoption of 
ESG metrics in their performance measurement processes, as they are proven 
to possess key strategic value for companies, regardless of the sector they 
belong to. Additionally, we advise companies to strive for more than mere 
compliance to ESG regulations and, instead, to make them a pivotal and in-
tegral part of their business strategy.  

 
 

8. Conclusions and Limitations 
 

In conclusion, this systematic literature review explored the relationship 
between ESG factors and performance management systems. By synthesiz-
ing and analyzing a total of 85 peer-reviewed articles, we were able to pro-
vide a comprehensive overview of the current status of research in the area. 
Regarding our first research question, we found that the relationship between 
ESG and performance management systems is complex and multifaceted. 
Our analysis revealed that ESG factors can have a significant impact on or-
ganizational performance, but this relationship is influenced by several con-
textual factors. 

Furthermore, we identified several research gaps and opportunities for 
future research that address our second research question. Specifically, we 
proposed a structured research agenda that focuses on exploring the 
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mechanisms and processes that underlie the relationship between ESG and 
performance management systems, as well as investigating the moderating 
effects of various contextual factors. While this study provides valuable in-
sights into the relationship between ESG and performance management sys-
tems, it is important to note that there are some caveats to consider. For ex-
ample, we only used the Scopus database to identify relevant articles, which 
means that  some important studies published in other databases may have 
been missed. Additionally, there is always the possibility of human error in 
the selection and analysis of studies in a SLR. Therefore, additional system-
atic literature reviews to corroborate or refute our literature analysis and jux-
tapose our conclusions with theirs are strongly encouraged. In conclusion, 
this systematic literature review contributes to the growing body of research 
on ESG and performance management systems. Our study provides a com-
prehensive overview of the current state of the art, identifies research gaps 
and opportunities, and highlights the limitations of our approach. It is hoped  
that this review will serve as a valuable resource for researchers, practition-
ers, and policymakers who are interested in this important and highly rele-
vant topic. 
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Abstract  
 
This study aims to analyze sustainability governance mechanisms and understand 
which roles and responsibilities fall under a governance system, as well as the pro-
cesses of integrating sustainability into management control systems. Qualitative re-
search focused on the case study analysis of SIT. Interviews were conducted with 
key figures within the firm regarding roles and responsibilities in sustainability is-
sues to address the peculiarities related to sustainability governance design and im-
plementation and to delve into the role of sustainability management control sys-
tems. Several documents were also analyzed: sustainability reports, sustainability 
plans, corporate monographs, and questionnaires related to participation in sustain-
ability ratings and awards.  
Based on a review of the literature on corporate governance and the integration of 
corporate sustainability into it, including the analysis of previous studies on sustain-
ability management control systems, this study found that good sustainability gov-
ernance and a coherent sustainability management control system play a key role. 
They provide support in decision-making, enable the implementation of strategic 
objectives consistent with sustainability targets, identify actions and best practices 
for effective improvement in sustainability performance, and enable the firm to pur-
sue sustainable success. From a practical point of view, this case study represents a 
good example of how sustainability can permeate all business processes, thus 
providing opportunities for growth and continuous improvement. 
 
Keywords: sustainability governance, sustainability management control, sustaina-
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1. Introduction  
 

Corporate sustainability (CS) has a long and varied history as a central 
concept in both academia and the corporate world (Bansal and Song, 2017; 
Landrum, 2018). CS includes addressing the many challenges of sustainable 
development based on a holistic and systemic perspective, fostering the in-
tegration of the three dimensions of sustainability by incorporating them into 
the management of the firm (Lankoski, 2016; Landrum, 2018). More specif-
ically, the path to sustainability is embodied in a firm’s commitment and 
ability to transition from a traditional business model to a sustainable busi-
ness model (Van Marrewijk, 2003).  

The literature shows that firms incorporate sustainability into their busi-
ness models in different ways (Bocken et al., 2013), developing short- and 
medium- to long-term initiatives and measuring performance and the 
achievement of their goals using different techniques (Taticchi et al., 2013).  

 Corporate sustainability is considered a very broad and multicriteria con-
cept through which a firm implements a framework of rules, relationships, 
systems, and processes, particularly regarding the integration of social and 
environmental aspects into the usual business activities of a purely economic 
nature (Schaltegger and Burritt, 2005; Schrobback and Meath, 2020).  

Research in the areas of CS and corporate governance is often treated 
separately, with less attention paid to the interaction between the two areas 
(Lu, 2021). However, the governance mechanisms are the basis of sustaina-
bility implementation. The motivation for a firm to engage in sustainability 
governance is linked to the achievement of specific business aims (Schrob-
back and Meath, 2020). Therefore, besides sustainability governance, firms 
should set corporate business aims to decide on a sustainability strategy. In 
the literature, a CS strategy has been defined as a firm’s definition of its me-
dium- and long-term aims in relation to balancing the economic, social, and 
environmental impacts necessary to achieve those aims (Baumgartner and 
Ebner, 2010). 

A CS strategy requires a significant extension of the logic of profit as the 
sole objective because it is required to define and control social and environ-
mental goals as well (Olivotto, 2022). This draws attention to the role played 
by management control systems in making these objectives increasingly in-
tegrated and complementary (D’Onza, 2022; Della Porta et al., 2023). The 
coexistence of sustainability governance and sustainability strategy and the 
incorporation of sustainability objectives into the management control sys-
tems are necessary to improve integrated business performance in all three 
dimensions of sustainability (Fiorentino et al., 2016; Della Porta et al., 2023). 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



The Interaction of Sustainability Governance Structure 

55 

Starting from a literature review on these issues that is still fragmented 
(Lu, 2021), the main objective of this study is to analyze the governance 
mechanisms of sustainability and to understand what roles and responsibili-
ties fall under a sustainability governance system, as well as the corporate 
processes that promote the integration of sustainability into traditional man-
agement control systems. 

In particular, the following two research questions are addressed: 
 RQ1: What roles and responsibilities fall under a sustainability govern-

ance system?  
 RQ2: How is sustainability integrated into firm management control sys-

tems?  
Using corporate case study analysis, this research contributes to mapping 

the sustainability governance system by showing the organization of corpo-
rate roles in charge of sustainability issues at the top level and its relationship 
with management control systems. The case is presented to exemplify how 
the integration of sustainability into firms' governance and management con-
trol systems can permeate all business processes, thus providing opportuni-
ties for effective sustainability implementation, firm growth and continuous 
improvement.  
 
 
2. Literature Review  

 
2.1 A Governance Perspective on Corporate Sustainability  

Over the years CS has been increasingly recognized as an essential com-
ponent of any organization’s business strategies (Ashrafi et al., 2019). In fact, 
CS refers to how social, environmental, and economic issues should be man-
aged both internally and externally (Windsor, 2006).  

Addressing sustainability challenges requires appropriate governance ap-
proaches so that companies include sustainability in their decision-making 
and strategic choices (Newig et al., 2007; Voß and Bornemann, 2011). Alt-
hough it has been shown that governance structures and systems can influ-
ence sustainability (Hillman et al., 2001; De Graaf and Stoelhorst, 2013), 
governance has not yet been given a central place in CS analysis (Formentini 
and Taticchi, 2016).  

A corporate governance perspective on CS can help focus research on the 
ways the role of firms in society takes shape (Zaman et al., 2020). Corporate 
governance is very important for the long-term prosperity of any firm (Aras 
and Crowther, 2008). Similarly, sustainability is also critical to the continued 
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operation of any firm and maintaining a competitive position in the market-
place (Zaman et al., 2020). 

Based on Williamson’s (2010) definition of governance, sustainability 
governance aims to implement governance tools within a regulatory environ-
ment to enable different groups of actors to act proactively in response to 
sustainability challenges (Heidingsfelder, 2019). 

The sustainability governance structure implies an integrated approach in 
which all stakeholders interact with each other, promoting CS (Rehman 
Khan et al., 2022).  

Indeed, previous studies have shown that sustainability governance ena-
bles better stakeholder management, develops capabilities for maximizing 
business value, reduces resource waste, and improves productivity monitor-
ing by increasing overall performance (Michelon and Parbonetti, 2012; 
Rehman Khan et al., 2022).  

The inclusion of social and environmental issues within corporate gov-
ernance mechanisms offers the opportunity to better integrate strategic deci-
sions and implement CS in a top-down decision-making process (Enciso‐
Alfaro et al., 2023; Zaman et al., 2020). 

 
2.2 Characteristics of Corporate Figures Responsible for Sustainability 

Governance 
 

In response to sustainability macro-trends, firms interested in guiding di-
rectors’ decisions on sustainable development are developing sustainability 
strategies (López-Arceiz et al., 2022). A sustainability strategy presupposes 
the integration of new corporate figures into the governance model, capable 
of achieving the environmental, social, and economic goals that the company 
has formulated (Lee, 2011). Corporate figures with responsibilities on sus-
tainability issues typically include the following: the board of directors, the 
environmental and/or sustainability managers (or managers with similar 
tasks), and the sustainability committees. 

The board of directors (BoD) has two main functions. The first is to mon-
itor managers to balance their interests with those of the shareholders (Go-
dos-Díez et al., 2018; Uyar et al., 2020), ensuring compliance with social and 
environmental responsibilities and active participation in CS initiatives 
(Pucheta-Martínez and Gallego-Álvarez, 2019). The second concerns the 
provision and valorization of resources to help the firm effectively address 
CS issues and better carry out sustainability activities that optimize resource 
use (Godos-Díez et al., 2018). 
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As a high-level, decision-making body, the BoD determines the com-
pany’s overall strategy and defines the lines of the sustainability strategy 
(Schrobback and Meath, 2020). Previous studies have indicated that the 
board decision-making process strongly reflects the board members’ experi-
ence, skills, and values, so their different characteristics can influence the 
company’s strategic decisions related to both financial and nonfinancial is-
sues (Shahab et al., 2018; Uyar et al., 2020). 

A sustainability manager is a figure who typically acts as a link between 
the board of directors and the CS strategy (Schaltegger et al., 2012). The 
main task of a sustainability manager is to implement the CS strategy, peri-
odically reporting to the board of directors on the progress achieved (Schrob-
back and Meath, 2020). 

Given the vast responsibilities of the BoD in different strategic aspects, 
in addition to a sustainability manager, many firms also appoint an internal 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) or CS committee (Danvila del Valle et 
al., 2019). Sustainability committees are subcommittees of the board created 
ad hoc to define and manage the firm’s internal sustainability strategy (Eber-
hardt-Toth, 2017). The presence of sustainability committees plays a central 
role in formulating CS strategies and monitoring and reviewing sustainabil-
ity performance (Mackenzie, 2007). 

These committees, therefore, have a dual role. First, they are specifically 
responsible for guiding sustainability policies, and proposing initiatives and 
projects that improve the social, environmental, and economic aspects of the 
firm. Second, they provide support to the board of directors in fulfilling its 
responsibility toward the shareholders regarding the practices related to 
achieving the firm’s sustainable success (López-Arceiz et al., 2022). 

Earlier studies have quite often analyzed the relationship between the 
presence of a sustainability committee and the levels of CS performance 
(Orazalin and Mahmood, 2021; Uyar et al., 2021), usually confirming a pos-
itive impact of the committee (Liu and Zhang, 2017). Indeed, the creation of 
a sustainability committee shows the top management’s commitment to tack-
ling social, environmental, economic, and stakeholder issues (Velte, 2016) 
and allocating human resources specifically for improvements in the firm’s 
sustainability performance (Elmaghrabi, 2021).  

The sustainability committee is required to periodically submit strategies 
and related CS implementation methods to board members (Ricart et al., 
2005), while both implementation responsibility and CS monitoring and re-
porting functions are delegated to a sustainability management team (Elma-
ghrabi, 2021). Therefore, good communication and a coordination plan 
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among the different people dealing with sustainability issues at all levels of 
the firm are required for it to achieve sustainable success. 
 
2.3 The Sustainability Management Control Systems  

 
CS is a complex phenomenon that comprises a wide variety of elements 

relevant to achieving success in business (Lankoski, 2016). To better recog-
nize and successfully manage these elements, it is essential to develop a 
broad understanding of management control, which includes a broad and 
well-structured concept of sustainability management control (Della Porta et 
al., 2023). 

Changes in the global scenario in which firms usually operate require 
management to review the strategies, organizational models, and technical 
accounting tools periodically and systematically in use to adapt the business 
successfully and quickly to new socio-environmental requirements (Mer-
chant and Riccaboni, 2001). Traditionally, in the literature, management con-
trol systems have been seen as elements of a broader set of tools for strategi-
cally improving both financial and non-financial performance outcomes 
(Marchi, 2020).  

Corporate management control systems are pivotal in incorporating the 
sustainability values that the firm stands for (Hosoda, 2018) and in incentiv-
izing employees and all stakeholders to behave accordingly (Hristov et al., 
2022). If they are absent or incomplete, it will be quite difficult to make pro-
gress in that direction (Della Porta et al., 2023). The adoption of sustainabil-
ity management control systems indicates a proactive approach to incorpo-
rating sustainability within strategies based on values and aspirations rather 
than conforming to external pressures (Della Porta et al., 2023). In this sense, 
some studies have shown that the proactive adoption of such systems is 
closely related to values, owner education, and awareness of the importance 
of sustainability (Spence, 2016; Schaefer et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, previous studies on management control have often inves-
tigated the relationship between sustainability and control systems (Ditillo 
and Lisi, 2016; Maas et al., 2016), highlighting that new sustainability-ori-
ented management control mechanisms promote the integration and effective 
implementation of sustainability into the firm’s strategy (Molinari et al., 
2021). 

Thus, control systems have the task of supporting the firm in the achieve-
ment of the planned goals and strategy and are a key tool in the strategic 
development process aimed at integrating environmental, social, and eco-
nomic sustainability into the business (De Villiers et al., 2016). 
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Consequently, individual elements of the control system must be monitored 
and reviewed periodically for the continuous improvement of business re-
sults (Maraghini, 2018). 

For the management control of sustainability within the business pro-
cesses, firms are required to communicate not only their financial but also 
their nonfinancial results through specific documents for reporting and dis-
closing nonfinancial information, as required by the 2014/95/EU directive 
(Molinari et al., 2021). Many firms through their sustainability reports and 
nonfinancial statements (NFS), report on their achievements and disseminate 
data and analysis carried out in compliance with the required criteria of trans-
parency and veracity (Molinari et al., 2021). These considerations can be ex-
tended to the more recent Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive 
(CSRD), the EU 2022/2464 directive, which will introduce a more wide-
spread obligation to report. 
 
 
3. Methodology 
 

The purpose of this paper is, first, to describe in-depth a sustainability 
governance mechanism, analyzing in detail the structure of the governance 
body and the main corporate roles along with their tasks and responsibilities. 
Secondly, this paper aims to explore in depth the integration of sustainability 
into management control systems, also making use of the consultation of 
supporting documentation provided by the firm. The use of qualitative meth-
odologies based proved suitable to better describe such a journey. 

Case study analysis (Yin, 2003; 2018) allows one to get in touch with the 
real mechanisms and procedures adopted by the firm and the motivations of 
the actors and to go beyond the official content found in publicly dissemi-
nated documents and reports (Adams and Larrinaga-Gonzalez, 2007; Owen, 
2008; Fiorentino et al., 2016).  

A case study is a qualitative methodology in which data are collected with 
a high degree of detail relating to a single phenomenon or event with the aim 
of learning more about a situation that has not yet been studied in depth 
(Gomm et al., 2000; Njie and Asimiran, 2014). This method (Siggelkow, 
2007)  allows to achieve the research objectives of the present study because 
by getting in touch with corporate figures in charge of sustainability issues, 
one will fully understand the roles and functions of governance as well as 
how the integration of sustainability into corporate control and management 
mechanisms takes place, as well as the communication and diffusion 
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mechanisms of the culture of sustainability (Della Porta et al., 2023; Ritchie 
et al., 2013). 

From an operational point of view, the empirical analysis was concreted 
on the analysis of the single case "SIT," framed as a best practice because it 
presents a unique governance and management structure in which different 
roles at different decision levels have been appointed, and its process of sus-
tainability planning has been designed to catch emerging sustainability issues 
from the bottom (operations), but at the same time, it is tightly linked with 
existing “top-down” business planning.  The firm operates in an industry that 
is experiencing the transition towards green energy, and this obliged the firm 
to radically rethink its business model. SIT has made sustainability its core 
business, including it within its corporate mission and vision so that good 
social and environmental practices enter fully into all corporate functions. It 
also has a very solid and well-known organizational structure both nationally 
and internationally, so it can also be a good example to follow for many other 
sustainability-conscious companies that want to make a quantum leap within 
their organisational structures.  

In fact, SIT, during 2022, despite the difficult economic and geopolitical 
situation, continued to invest significant economic resources in R&D and 
Sustainability, confirming itself as a key technology partner in the evolution 
of the supply chain toward hydrogen-ready products. 

To support the case study analysis, three interviews were conducted with 
the Corporate Sustainability Director, the Governance, Risk and Sustainabil-
ity Officer, and a Sustainability Specialist, totaling 4 hours. 

All relevant corporate and sustainability documents were analyzed, in-
cluding a business monograph describing the evolution of SIT, sustainability 
reports, sustainability plans, and materials and questionnaires related to par-
ticipation in sustainability ratings and prizes (e.g., integrated governance in-
dex) (https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/materiali-a-supporto/). 

The interviews were transcribed and translated into English, while sec-
ondary data were read, and information of interest was translated into Eng-
lish and placed alongside the interview content to provide a broader and more 
detailed view of the case study. 
The use of interviews with the help of secondary data achieves the objective 
of the article as the business documents help to frame the company in every 
part, grasping the business dynamics that the company wants to communi-
cate to the outside world, while the interviews allow to go deeper and inside 
the organizations and internal planning mechanisms as the dialogue with spe-
cific figures on sustainability issues provides a more effective key to 
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understanding the implementation of sustainability governance and the inte-
gration of it into the company's management control systems. 
 
 
4. Case Study: SIT   

SIT has been operating in the energy transition for years, with the aim of 
providing the sector with solutions and technologies capable of supporting 
the progressive decarbonization of heating in line with the provisions of the 
REpowerEU legislation. First with biomethane, then with a mix of gas and 
hydrogen, and finally with 100% hydrogen, SIT has developed safety con-
trols for both boilers and residential and commercial meters running on 100% 
hydrogen, acting as a sustainable partner of companies and institutions for 
the creation of solutions for energy efficiency and the protection of natural 
resources. Through the Heating & Ventilation, Smart Gas Metering, and Wa-
ter Metering Business Units, SIT creates intelligent solutions for controlling 
environmental conditions and measuring consumption for a more sustainable 
world. SIT is headquartered in Padua, Italy, but the company is a multina-
tional leader in the reference markets and listed in the Euronext Milan seg-
ment, presenting itself as the main sustainable partner of solutions for energy 
and climate control at the service of client companies, paying great attention 
to the experimentation and the use of alternative gases with low environmen-
tal impact. It has a turnover of about 300 million euros, employs more than 
2000. The group has production sites in Italy, Mexico, Holland, Romania, 
China, Tunisia, and Portugal, as well as a commercial structure that covers 
all the reference world markets. SIT adheres to the United Nations Global 
Compact and the related principles that promote a responsible way of doing 
business. SIT is also a member of the European Heating Industry and the 
European Clean Hydrogen Alliance, as well as the Valore Acqua for Italy 
Community (www.sitcorporate.it). SIT was born as a family business, and 
70 years later, although a stock market listing, it remains a firm with a dis-
tinct family imprint. Over the years, the firm has carried out major initiatives 
and projects on sustainability and environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) issues (https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/introduzione/).  

In 2018, it published its first sustainability report in compliance with the 
2014/95/EU directive. In 2019, it defined its new mission and vision, empha-
sizing how sustainability has become a core value to be promoted and dis-
seminated inside and outside the group. This commitment of SIT to realize 
its ESG goals and strategy led to the definition of the “Green Paper” in 2020, 
which is the perfect summary of SIT’s ESG commitment.  
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Additionally, starting in 2021, as a demonstration of its proactive attitude 
in the pursuit of sustainable success, and in response to the demands of the 
firm and its key stakeholders for accurate and systematic management of 
ESG issues, SIT created a sustainability governance structure (Fig.1) 
(https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/governance-e-compliance/).  

The first task assigned to the newly formed sustainability governance 
team was to draft a sustainability plan, called “Made to Matter” 
(https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/made-to-matter). 
 
Fig.1 - Structure of SIT sustainability governance 

 
 
Characteristics of Corporate Figures, Communication Flows, and Decision-
Making Mechanisms within SIT Sustainability Governance 

 
Figure 1 illustrates the corporate figures and the decision-making and 

strategic flows of how SIT’s Sustainability Governance is structured. 
The evolution of the governance structure in SIT is a real journey to un-

derstand the contribution that governing bodies can make to internal and ex-
ternal decision-making processes (Gubitta and Campagnolo, 2021).  

The motivations behind the desire to establish sustainability governance 
matured when the company started to think about the sustainability plan and 
when top management interfaced with the heads of the various departments, 
asking themselves how they could concretely do sustainability. Trying to an-
swer this question, the company realized that creating an ad hoc structure 
with a group of people very committed with corporate sentiment would help 
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internalize sustainability within all work mechanisms, making it a true cor-
porate value to be pursued to ensure the company’s prosperity over time. 
The process starts with the BoD, which has the function of pursuing sustain-
able success, as stated in the corporate governance code and applied to all 
listed firms (Per la Corporate Governance, p. 8). The BoD oversees the final 
decisions regarding firm strategy, both from business and sustainability 
points of view. It is composed of seven members, two of whom are executive 
directors, one is a non-executive director, and four are independent directors. 
SIT’s Board of Directors pursues sustainable success by structuring itself in-
ternally and influencing the activities of the company’s management team. 
Thus, the board of directors has delegated some advisory competences to the 
internal Risk Control & Sustainability Committee. The Risk Control & Sus-
tainability Committee is a direct expression of the board of directors, having 
specific responsibilities.  

It is composed of three non-executive directors with full independence of 
judgment and a keen awareness of ESG issues, who can guide ESG strategies 
and put their expertise at the firm’s service. 

It is constituted to support the BoD’ evaluations and decisions related to 
(i) the internal control and risk management system, (ii) the approval of pe-
riodic financial reports, and (iii) sustainability, to be understood as the com-
pany’s set of processes, initiatives and activities concerning the environmen-
tal, social and other aspects of its business and its dynamics of interaction 
with stakeholders.  

GRSO itself in this regard said that: 
“Following the decisions made in 2019, in 2021, since we did not con-

sider the Risk Control and Sustainability Committee to be fully involved in 
the management logic and sustainability activities of the company, it was 
decided to create a dedicated sustainability governance, which was then de-
liberated and approved in board of directors meeting” (GRSO, Interview B). 

Establishing a sustainability governance, reporting to the Corporate Sus-
tainability Director (CSD), a managing director with specific ESG expertise, 
is certainly one of the key steps in this path taken by the firm.  

In this case, the CSD emphasized that: 
“I’m a member of the board of directors but I’m not within the risk and 

sustainability committee, and this has made one created precisely an ad hoc 
structure and figure with specific powers” (CSD, Interview A). 

The Corporate Sustainability Director, therefore, was given specific prox-
ies and powers, ranging from managing the budget to interacting with stake-
holders and coordinating all bodies related to Sustainability Governance. 
This ad hoc instituted figure was the actual interface between the board of 
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directors and the corporate management. However, this entire flow remained 
under the supervision of the Risk Control & Sustainability Committee, which 
intervened periodically for issues mainly related to the budget and the sus-
tainability plan. Up to this point, the first stream of Sustainability Govern-
ance was structured: the Board of Directors dictated the guidelines and made 
the main decisions regarding sustainability, validating the relevant strategic 
choices of the firm because they were directly synergistic with the business 
ones. The Corporate Sustainability Director periodically reported to the Risk 
Control & Sustainability Committee on the progress of the sustainability in-
itiatives and any critical issues if they arose and monitored the progress of 
the sustainability plan. Then the committee reported all the received infor-
mation to the Board of Directors, who ultimately decided whether or not to 
promote the proposed initiatives and communicated the decisions made to 
the entire organization.  

The CSD represents a key linking figure within the flow of information 
on sustainability because it relates to the firm's most operational figures by 
taking in ideas, critical issues and new proposals and then also reports and 
dialogues with top management by evaluating and promoting in agreement 
with the BoD the initiatives deemed most suitable. Regarding the relation-
ship with the more operational corporate figures, the second flow that was 
established in Sustainability Governance concerned the connections between 
the Corporate Sustainability  Director and the company management. In fact, 
to support the Corporate Sustainability  Director, two different teams were 
created: the first was the Sustainability Steering Committee.  

The Sustainability Specialist (SS) who took part in the interview as well 
as one of the members of the Sustainability Steering Committee stated that: 

“Sustainability Steering Committee is a multi-divisional management 
committee headed by the Corporate Sustainability Director and responsible 
for defining and implementing the sustainability plan and achieving its goals, 
including the non-financial statement (NFS)” (SS, Interview C). 

The Sustainability Steering Committee is an expression of top line man-
agement in the most important business areas. It is composed of the business 
unit directors, and the chief executive officer. This Sustainability steering 
committee is a body that regulates and supports the activities of the CSD and 
also holds decision-making functions: it oversees the activities of the various 
sub-organizations of corporate governance, suggests changes or insights, and 
finally validates them. 

The second team that was set up within the governance structure and be-
low the Sustainability Steering Committee was the Sustainability Corporate 
team, a working group composed of many corporate figures pertaining to all 
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the various departments and who had in their activities several points of con-
tact with sustainability activities (these figures were, for example, the Health, 
Safety and Environment Manager, the sales managers, the head of strategic 
marketing, quality, etc.). The team would carry out the operational actions 
defined in the “Made to Matter” sustainability plan and report the results, 
including those to be included in the NFS, thus contributing to promoting a 
“culture of sustainability.” In 2022, the firm realized that this sustainability 
corporate team was too large and difficult to manage and create a smaller 
team called the mission leaders team consisting of seven people serving as 
project representatives. Each was assigned specific responsibilities, such as 
setting policies and aims, executing projects, and reporting sustainability-
related results. 

Regarding the group of mission leaders, GRSO states that: 
“These people were chosen for their sensitivity to specific sustainability 

issues because not everyone has the same interest and focus on these issues”. 
(GRSO, Interview B). 

CSD in this regard, added that: 
“It was decided to create key roles certainly because we needed real peo-

ple who could act consciously to implement good sustainability initiatives. 
Therefore, people were chosen who had heart and sensitivity to these issues. 
They were chosen not so much on the basis of their position or degree of 
seniority, but for their skills and values manifested in their usual activities” 
(CSD, Interview A). 

Each of the seven mission leaders played a key role in developing mate-
rial topics related to sustainability initiatives undertaken by the company, 
specifically in the areas related to “Made to Matter.” The team had a flat 
hierarchy and adopted a multidisciplinary approach, thus providing a con-
crete example of a circular and innovative management model.  

Finally, the sustainability governance of the group was also represented 
by specialized units, the so-called sustainability local units, which were set 
up across the organization at an international level and represented a point of 
reference for ESG topics and the promotion of ESG culture. They also pro-
vided the necessary data for sustainability report drafting. 

The evolutionary process undergone by SIT's governance structure was 
fostered and desired because of the change in the company's mission and 
vision, which placed sustainability at the centre of its aims. The figures de-
scribed above (so-called mission leaders) were established to enable clear 
communication at the operational and management levels of the sustainabil-
ity initiatives to be implemented in the company. 
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The establishment of the CSD to head sustainability governance has so-
lidified the importance of having a top figure who also sits on the board of 
directors and has a clear vision of both strictly financial needs and sustaina-
bility issues at the operational level. The complete structure of sustainability 
governance, therefore, mainly involves two decision-making and communi-
cation flows. The Corporate Sustainability Director leads the team of mission 
leaders; this team acts on projects and initiatives, proposes them, and period-
ically submits them to the Sustainability Steering Committee. After valida-
tion by the Sustainability Steering Committee, the initiatives are brought to 
the attention of the Risk Control & Sustainability Committee, which, to-
gether with the Corporate Sustainability Director, also reported to the Board 
of Directors. The Board of Directors approves, promotes, and defines more 
general guidelines and carries forward the entire internal organization by 
connecting sustainability issues with strictly business ones. 
 
SIT Sustainability Management Control Systems and the Supporting Docu-
mentation 

As of today, the planning process for business and strategic activities is 
integrated with sustainability activities. SIT aims to have total synergy be-
tween the two dimensions of finance and ESG. The firm starts by defining a 
budget, and when this is evaluated, instances related to sustainability projects 
and aims are also taken into consideration, thus integrating them into the 
forecast of expenses and investments. At the time of budgeting, the contact 
persons for each project, under the supervision of the mission leaders since 
they represent one of the managerial lines having greater weight within the 
individual budget items, verify what resources they need and then present 
the investments they deem appropriate to the Board of Directors for ap-
proval. 

Considering this, the firm has moved from adopting an initial approach 
of looking at the business development plan that highlighted those things 
most pertinent to sustainability to a later approach that is now more bottom-
up, in the sense that it starts with sustainability elements for defining business 
projects and strategies. As a result, the decision timelines between these two 
dimensions are also in full synergy. 

Sustainability Governance, with its key business stakeholders, plays an 
important role in budget setting, contributing to the definition of the budget 
to be allocated to both sustainability and business initiatives. An equally im-
portant figure is the Risk Control & Sustainability Committee, which is en-
trusted with the task of periodically (on a six-monthly basis) overseeing the 
progress and accounting of sustainability projects: whenever the firm finds 
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itself analyzing the performance of its business in terms of economic perfor-
mance, it, in fact, also includes an analysis of sustainability performance. In 
addition, SIT, as a listed company, also reports its financial data to the market 
on a quarterly basis. 

Controlling and monitoring the progress of sustainability projects is an 
important action within the firm. Some of these projects also have significant 
financial implications in terms of investments and costs. These are not initi-
atives that travel on top of other investments of the firm but are developed in 
full synergy with the rest of the initiatives, and this is also reflected in the 
preparation of the “Made to Matter” sustainability plan. The first sustaina-
bility plan was unveiled in 2022, a three-year plan in which the company is 
committed to driving change toward a more sustainable and ethical world. 
More than 50 initiatives and projects defined based on the materiality matrix 
were presented; it included 11 SDGs and resource investments worth more 
than €8M.  

The sustainability plan is structured in three areas: Made by Us, Made for 
Future, and Made with Care, which can be traced back to the three ESG pil-
lars. Specifically, the “Made by Us” area focuses on sustainable economic 
growth and governance and deals with development and new frontiers of 
business. It represents the conditions required for a firm to develop, grow, 
and contribute to the proliferation of sustainability. 

“Made for Future” is the most relevant area SIT has invested in as it en-
compasses both business strategy, especially product development strategy 
and R&D plans, and everything related to environmental management and 
impact. For these reasons, most resources are concentrated on projects rele-
gated to this area.  

Finally, the “Made with Care” area is also very relevant in the plan as the 
firm pays attention to not only the people who work internally and who are 
considered crucial but also to external stakeholders to extend the commit-
ment to sustainability outside the firm’s boundaries.  

In addition to the sustainability plan until 2025, the company has also 
drafted the sustainability report. In 2018, the company, as listed, started draft-
ing the sustainability report to comply with the new European directive. It 
performed a materiality analysis, first internally and then externally, to un-
derstand the relevance of sustainability issues to its stakeholders. In the light 
of this process, SIT then prioritized its stakeholders to be able to adequately 
meet all requests in due time, also based on the needs of its sector. This pri-
oritization resulted in a relevance matrix consisting of two dimensions: rele-
vance to SIT and stakeholders. By cross-referencing these two dimensions, 
the company arrived at defining the sustainability material issues to disclose.  
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The approach of preparing the materiality matrix was maintained from 
2018 until 2022. In 2022, however, the GRI principles guiding the prepara-
tion of sustainability reports changed in terms of materiality analysis and a 
materiality matrix was no longer required to be created, but simply a list of 
the most relevant issues sorted by priority was to be prepared. As a result of 
these changes, a very thorough analysis was conducted to capture all the ma-
jor themes, which were assessed through a dedicated risk opportunity assess-
ment process because they are considered material if they represent both 
risks and opportunities that are important to the company. This assessment 
was defined from the standpoint of so-called double materiality.  

After the assessment, the impact was scored consistently with the Enter-
prise Risk Management Model, applying SIT’s Risk Scoring Scale ranging 
from 1 (unlikely) to 4 (highly likely). Each impact was given a score that, 
added to that obtained from the context analysis, determined an overall score. 
The analysis of double materiality thus prepared was first presented to the 
Risk Control & Sustainability Committee and then finally approved by SIT’s 
Board of Directors. Subsequently, to further confirm the soundness of the 
analysis performed, the company conducted an online survey by submitting 
it to internal (employees) and external stakeholders (customers, suppliers, 
shareholders, investors, and lenders). The results of the survey were analyzed 
by SIT’s Sustainability department and presented and discussed at the Risk 
Control & Sustainability Committee meeting. The survey confirmed the re-
sults of the materiality analysis conducted internally, so it was not necessary 
to propose updates in this regard to the Board of Directors. 
 
 
5. Conclusions 

 
Through the case study analysis of SIT, an Italian manufacturing group 

with subsidiaries around the world, this paper has contributed significantly 
to the literature on sustainability governance (Zaman et al., 2020), as the case 
study has described in depth the process of appointment of new figures 
within governance and management team that are in charge of sustainability 
decisions and implementation. Furthermore, the study contributes to the lit-
erature on CS and sustainability management control processes (Gond et al., 
2012) by highlighting how the presence of formalized procedures allows the 
company to have its own sustainability objectives clear and to integrate them 
in business planning processes. The analysis has shown that a strong and 
well-structured sustainability governance, through the collaboration of 
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various figures - each with its own well-defined role and responsibilities - 
enables the pursuit of sustainable success.  

The case highlights the importance of the Corporate Sustainability Direc-
tor as a real interface between the higher executive body (BoD) and the man-
agement of the various business units. The CSD acts as a filter in the two-
way flow of communication: bottom up because he/she receives new sus-
tainability initiatives proposed by the mission leaders and evaluates the pro-
gress of their existing practices, and top down because he/she intermediates 
the approval, by the BoD, of the initiatives proposed by the mission leaders 
to be functional to the pursuit of sustainable success. This part of the analysis 
responds to the first research question (RQ1). 

This study shows how the identification of specific figures vested with 
decision-making and executive powers on sustainability issues and who can 
constitute a clear and balanced sustainability governance structure generates 
a common value and motivational system within all the company's units, 
making the very concept of sustainability evolve from a work burden in ad-
dition to the usual tasks to a real element to guarantee the survival and evo-
lution of the company. 

The integration of sustainability with traditional business issues at all lev-
els of the firm cannot be effective and lasting if there is not a solid and de-
lineated structure made up of people with specific roles and responsibilities 
who, moved by common values and ideals, accompany the firm every day 
towards the pursuit of this intent. 

It also shows how a business strategy can be integrated and managed on 
par with a sustainability strategy. In fact, a well-delineated sustainability 
management mechanisms can integrate all dimensions of sustainability 
within the management and control processes, allowing a concrete response 
to the second research question defined in this study.  

In managerial terms, the analysis of sustainability governance figures and 
the mechanisms for integrating sustainability issues into control and man-
agement processes can suggest new roles and procedures to be included in 
other companies equally attentive to sustainability but which have not yet 
organized their sustainability decision-making process. This case study can 
help many other managers rethink their company in better organizational and 
procedural terms, exploiting sustainability to their advantage. 

The limitations of this study are related to the kind of analysis which can 
limit the generalization of the results. The choice of a single case study al-
lows for in-depth analysis but at the same time does not allow for immediate 
comparison with other realities (Gaya and Smith, 2016). 
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Therefore, future studies could explore the role of sustainability govern-
ance and sustainability management and control systems in other organiza-
tional and territorial contexts for a comparative approach. Future develop-
ments of this research could concern the identification of further  governance 
management and control mechanisms and tools to support the inclusion of 
sustainability issues in business strategies and within sustainability report-
ing. Another interesting future research development could concern the iden-
tification of critical aspects within the mechanisms of integrating sustaina-
bility into traditional corporate control and management procedures. 
 
 
References 
 
Adams C. A., Larrinaga-Gonzalez C. (2007), Engaging with organizations in pursuit of im-

proved sustainability accounting and performance, Accounting, Auditing & Accountabil-
ity Journal, 20(3), pp. 333-55. Doi: 10.1108/09513570710748535. 

Aras G., Crowther D. (2008), Governance and sustainability: An investigation into the rela-
tionship between corporate governance and corporate sustainability, Management Deci-
sion, 46(3), pp. 433-448. Doi:10.1108/00251740810863870. 

Ashrafi M., Acciaro M., Walker T. R., Magnan G. M., Adams M. (2019), Corporate sustain-
ability in Canadian and US maritime ports, Journal of Cleaner Production, 220, pp. 386-
397. Doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.02.098. 

Bansal P., Song H. C. (2017), Similar but not the same: Differentiating corporate sustainabil-
ity from corporate responsibility, Academy of Management Annals, 11(1), pp. 105-149. 
Doi:10.5465/annals.2015.0095. 

Baumgartner R. J., Ebner D. (2010), Corporate sustainability strategies: sustainability profiles 
and maturity levels, Sustainable Development, 18(2), pp. 76-89. Doi: 10.1002/sd.447. 

Bocken N., Short S., Rana P., Evans S. (2013), A value mapping tool for sustainable business 
modelling, Corporate Governance, 13(5), pp. 482-497. Doi: 0.1108/CG-06-2013-0078. 

Comitato Corporate Governance (2020), Codice di corporate governance, Testo disponibile 
al sito: https://www.borsaitaliana.it/comitato-corporate-governance/codice/2020.pdf 
(consultato il 31.07. 2023). 

Danvila del Valle I., Esteban J. M. D., Pérez Ó. L. D. F. (2019), Corporate social responsibility 
and sustainability committee inside the board, European Journal of International Man-
agement, 13(2), pp. 159-176. Doi: 10.1504/EJIM.2019.098145. 

De Graaf F. J., Stoelhorst J. W. (2013), The role of governance in corporate social responsi-
bility: Lessons from Dutch finance, Business & Society, 52(2), pp. 282-317. Doi: 
10.1177/0007650309336451. 

Della Porta A., De Luca F., Aufiero C. (2023), “Radicare” la sostenibilità nella strategia at-
traverso i sistemi di management control: un caso di studio relativo ad una Pmi, Manage-
ment Control, 2, pp. 43-68. Doi: 10.3280/MACO2023-002003. 

De Villiers C., Rouse P., Kerr J. (2016), A new conceptual model of influences driving sus-
tainability based on case evidence of the integration of corporate sustainability manage-
ment control and reporting, Management Accounting, Control, and Reporting, 136, pp. 
78-85. Doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.01.107. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



The Interaction of Sustainability Governance Structure 

71 

Ditillo A., Lisi I. E. (2016), Exploring sustainability control systems’ integration: The rele-
vance of sustainability orientation, Journal of Management Accounting Research, 28(2), 
pp. 125-148. Doi:10.2308/jmar-51469. 

D’Onza G. (2022), L’orientamento delle aziende ad uno sviluppo sostenibile: quale contributo 
da parte dei sistemi di management e controllo? Management Control, 1, pp. 5-15. Doi: 
10.3280/MACO2022-001001.  

Dul, J., Hak, T. (2007), Case study methodology in business research. Routledge, pp. 1-295. 
Eberhardt-Toth E. (2017), Who should be on a board corporate social responsibility commit-

tee?, Journal of Cleaner Production, 140, pp. 1926-1935. Doi: 10.1016/j.jcle-
pro.2016.08.127.  

Elmaghrabi M.E. (2021), CSR committee attributes and CSR performance: UK evidence, 
Corporate Governance: The International Journal of Business in Society, 21(5), pp. 892-
919. Doi:10.1108/CG-01-2020-0036. 

Enciso‐Alfaro S.Y., García‐Sánchez I. M. (2023), Corporate governance and environmental 
sustainability: Addressing the dual theme from a bibliometric approach, Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Environmental Management, 30(3), pp. 1025-1041. Doi: 
10.1002/csr.2403. 

Fiorentino R., Garzella S., Lamboglia R., Mancini D. (2016), Strategie di sostenibilità: dalle 
motivazioni ai sistemi di misurazione della performance, Management Control, 2, pp. 
115-142. Doi: 10.3280/MACO2016-002006. 

Formentini M., Taticchi P. (2016), Corporate sustainability approaches and governance mech-
anisms in sustainable supply chain management, Journal of Cleaner Production, 112, pp. 
1920-1933. Doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2014.12.072. 

Gaya, H. J., & Smith, E. E. (2016), Developing a qualitative single case study in the strategic 
management realm: An appropriate research design, International Journal of Business 
Management and Economic Research, 7(2), pp. 529-538. 

Godos-Díez J. L., Cabeza-García L., Alonso-Martínez D., Fernández-Gago R. (2018), Factors 
influencing board of directors’ decision-making process as determinants of CSR engage-
ment, Review of Managerial Science, pp. 12(1), pp. 229-253. Doi: 10.1007/s11846-016-
0220-1. 

Gomm R., Foster P., Hammersley M. (2000), Case study method: Key issues, key texts, Case 
study method, pp. 98-115. 

Gond J.P., Grubnic S., Herzig C., Moon J. (2012), Configuring management control systems: 
Theorizing the integration of strategy and sustainability, Management Accounting Re-
search, 23, pp. 205-223. Doi: 10.1016/j.mar.2012.06.003. 

Gubitta P., Campagnolo D. (2021), A tutta SIT. Il percorso di sviluppo di un’impresa fami-
liare: Sostenibile, innovativa, tecnologica, pp. 1-151, Italy, McGraw-Hill Education 
(Italy) S.r.l. 

Heidingsfelder J. (2019), Private sustainability governance in the making – A case study anal-
ysis of the fragmentation of sustainability governance for the gold sector, Resources Pol-
icy, 63, pp. 1-17. Doi: 10.1016/j.resourpol.2019.101462. 

Hillman A.J., Keim G.D., Luce R.A. (2001), Board composition and stakeholder perfor-
mance: Do stakeholder directors make a difference?, Business & Society, 40(3), pp. 295-
315. Doi: 10.1177/000765030104000304. 

Hosoda M. (2018), Management control systems and corporate social responsibility: perspec-
tives from a Japanese small company, Corporate Governance: The International Journal 
of Business in Society, 18(1), pp. 68-80. Doi: 10.1108/CG-05-2017-0105. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Silvia Cantele, Silvia Valcozzena, Bettina Campedelli, Chiara de’ Stefani, Marco De Luca 

72 

Hristov I., Chirico A., Ranalli F., Camilli R. (2022), La pianificazione della sostenibilità nelle 
aziende familiari: il ruolo dei key value drivers, Management Control, 3, pp. 109-134. 
Doi: 10.3280/MACO2022-003006. 

https://www.sitcorporate.it/. 
https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/governance-e-compliance/. 
https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/introduzione/. 
https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/made-to-matter/. 
https://www.sitcorporate.it/sostenibilita/materiali-a-supporto/. 
Landrum N. E. (2018), Stages of corporate sustainability: Integrating the strong sustainability 

worldview, Organization & Environment, 31(4), pp. 287-313. Doi: 
10.1177/1086026617717456. 

Lankoski L. (2016), Alternative conceptions of sustainability in a business context, Journal 
of Cleaner Production, 139, pp. 847-857. Doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.08.087. 

Lee M.D. (2011), Configuration of external influences: The combined effects of institutions 
and stakeholders on corporate social responsibility strategies, Journal of Business Ethics, 
102(2), pp. 281-298. Doi: 10.1007/s10551-011-0814-0. 

Liu X., Zhang C. (2017), Corporate governance, social responsibility information disclosure, 
and enterprise value in China, Journal of Cleaner Production, 142(2), pp. 1075-1084. 
Doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.09.102. 

López-Arceiz F. J., del Río C., Bellostas A. (2022), The mediating effect of sustainability 
strategy between sustainability committees and business performance: Can persistent as-
sessment condition this effect?, Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy Jour-
nal, 13(3), pp. 708-739. Doi: 10.1108/SAMPJ-06-2021-0193. 

Lu L. W. (2021), The moderating effect of corporate governance on the relationship between 
corporate sustainability performance and corporate financial performance, International 
Journal of Disclosure and Governance, 18(3), pp. 193-206. Doi: 10.1057/s41310-020-
00099-6. 

Maas K., Schaltegger S., Crutzen N. (2016), Integrating corporate sustainability assessment, 
management accounting, control, and reporting, Journal of Cleaner Production, 136, pp. 
237-248. Doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.05.008. 

Mackenzie C. (2007), Boards, incentives and corporate social responsibility: The case for a 
change of emphasis, Corporate Governance: An International Review, 15(5), pp. 935-
943. Doi: 10.1111/j.1467‐8683.2007.00623.x. 

Maraghini M. P. (2018), Management Control: il “gattopardo” per il governo aziendale, Ma-
nagement Control, 3, pp. 5-11. Doi: 10.3280/MACO2018-003001. 

Marchi L. (2020), Dalla crisi allo sviluppo sostenibile. Il ruolo dei sistemi di misurazione e 
controllo, Management Control, 3, pp. 5-16. Doi: 10.3280/MACO2020-003001. 

Merchant K., Riccaboni A. (2001), Il controllo di gestione, McGraw-Hill Companies. 
Michelon G., Parbonetti A. (2012), The effect of corporate governance on sustainability dis-

closure, Journal of Management & Governance, 16(3), pp. 477-509. Doi: 
10.1007/s10997-010-9160-3. 

Molinari M., Maraghini M. P., Riccaboni A. (2021), Reporting di Sostenibilità e Controllo 
Manageriale: L’esperienza di Edison SpA, Management Control, 2, pp. 61-86. Doi: 
10.3280/MACO2021-002004. 

Newig J., Voss J. P., Monstadt J. (2007), Governance for sustainable development in the face 
of ambivalence, uncertainty and distributed power: An introduction, Journal of Environ-
mental Policy & Planning, 9(3-4), pp. 185-19. Doi: 10.1080/15239080701622832. 

Njie, B., & Asimiran, S. (2014). Case study as a choice in qualitative methodology. Journal 
of research & method in Education, 4(3), 35-40. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



The Interaction of Sustainability Governance Structure 

73 

Olivotto L. (2022), Verso la trasformazione sostenibile dell’azienda, Management Control, 1, 
pp. 17-30. Doi: 10.3280/MACO2022-001002. 

Orazalin N., Mahmood M. (2021), Toward sustainable development: board characteristics, 
country governance quality, and environmental performance, Business Strategy and the 
Environment, 30(8), pp. 3569-3588. Doi: 10.1002/bse.2820. 

Owen D. (2008), Chronicles of wasted time? A personal reflection on the current state of, and 
future prospects for, social and environmental accounting research, Accounting, Auditing 
& Accountability Journal, 21(2), pp. 240-67. Doi: 10.1108/09513570810854428. 

Pucheta-Martínez M. C., Gallego-Álvarez I. (2019), An international approach of the rela-
tionship between board attributes and the disclosure of corporate social responsibility is-
sues, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 26(3), pp. 612-
627. Doi: org/10.1002/csr.1707. 

Rehman Khan M., Rehman Khan H. U., Ghouri A. M. (2022), Corporate social responsibility, 
sustainability governance and sustainable performance: A preliminary insight, Asian 
Academy of Management Journal, 27(1), pp. 1-28. 

Ricart J.E., Rodrìgues M.A., Sanchez P. (2005), Sustainability in the board room: an empirical 
examination of Dow Jones sustainability world index leaders, Corporate Governance: 
The International Journal of Business in Society, 5(3), pp. 24-41. Doi: 
10.1108/14720700510604670. 

Ritchie J., Lewis J., Nicholls C. M., Ormston R. (Eds.) (2013), Qualitative research practice: 
A guide for social science students and researchers, Sage Publication Ltd, London. 

Schaefer A., Williams S., Blundel R. (2018), Individual values and SME environmental en-
gagement, Business and Society, 59(4), pp. 642-675. Doi: 10.1177/000765031775013. 

Schaltegger S., Burritt R. (2005), Corporate sustainability, In Folmer, H., Tietenberg, T. 
(eds.), International Yearbook of Environmental and Resource Economics 2005/06: A 
Survey of Current Issues, Cheltenham, UK, Edward Elgar Publishing.  

Schaltegger S., Lüdeke-Freund F., Hansen E. G. (2012), Business cases for sustainability: The 
role of business model innovation for corporate sustainability, International Journal of 
Innovation and Sustainable Development, 6(2), pp. 95-119. Doi: 
10.1504/IJISD.2012.046944. 

Schrobback P., Meath C. (2020), Corporate sustainability governance: Insight from the Aus-
tralian and New Zealand port industry, Journal of Cleaner Production, 255, pp. 1-12. Doi: 
10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.120280. 

Shahab Y., Ntim C.G., Chengang Y., Ullah F., Fosu S. (2018), Environmental policy, envi-
ronmental performance, and financial distress in China: Do top management team char-
acteristics matter?, Business Strategy and the Environment, 27(8), pp. 1635-1652. Doi: 
10.1002/bse.2229. 

Siggelkow N. (2007), Persuasion with case studies, Academy of Management Journal, 50(1), 
pp. 20-24. Doi: 10.5465/amj.2007.24160882. 

Spence L. J. (2016), Small business social responsibility: Expanding core CSR theory, Busi-
ness and Society, 55(1), pp. 23-55. Doi: 10.1177/0007650314523256. 

Taticchi P., Tonelli F., Pasqualino R. (2013), Performance measurement of sustainable supply 
chains: A literature review and a research agenda, International Journal of Productivity 
and Performance Management, 62(8), pp. 782-804. Doi: 10.1108/IJPPM-03-2013-0037. 

Uyar A., Karaman A.S., Kilic M. (2020), Is corporate social responsibility reporting a tool of 
signaling or greenwashing? Evidence from the worldwide logistics sector, Journal of 
Cleaner Production, 253, pp. 1-13. Doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.119997. 

Uyar A., Kuzey C., Kilic M., Karaman A.S. (2021), Board structure, financial performance, 
corporate social responsibility performance, CSR committee, and CEO duality: 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Silvia Cantele, Silvia Valcozzena, Bettina Campedelli, Chiara de’ Stefani, Marco De Luca 

74 

Disentangling the connection in healthcare, CSR and Environmental Management, 28(6), 
pp. 1730-1748. DOI: 10.1002/csr.2141. 

Van Marrewijk M. (2003), Concepts and definitions of CSR and corporate sustainability: Be-
tween agency and communion, Journal of Business Ethics, 44(2), pp. 95-105. Doi: 
10.1023/A:1023331212247. 

Velte P. (2016), Women on management board and ESG performance, Journal of Global 
Responsibility, 7(1), pp. 98-109. Doi: 10.1108/JGR-01-2016-0001. 

Voß J. P., Bornemann B. (2011), The politics of reflexive governance: Challenges for design-
ing adaptive management and transition management, Ecology and Society, 16(2), pp.1-
24.  

Williamson O.E. (2010), Transaction cost economics: The natural progression, American 
Economic Review, 100(3), pp. 673-690. Doi: 10.1257/aer.100.3.673. 

Windsor D. (2006), Corporate social responsibility: Three key approaches, Journal of Man-
agement Studies, 43(1), pp. 93-114. Doi: 10.1111/j.1467-6486.2006.00584.x 

Yin R.K. (2003), Designing case studies, Qualitative Research Methods, 5(14), pp. 359-386. 
Yin R.K. (2018), Case study research design and methods (6th Ed.), Thousand Oaks, CA, 

Sage Publishing.  
Zaman R., Jain T., Samara G., Jamali D. (2020), Corporate governance meets corporate social 

responsibility: Mapping the interface, Business & Society, 61(3), pp. 690-752. Doi: 
10.1177/0007650320973415. 

 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Management Control (ISSN 2239-0391, ISSNe 2239-4397), 2024, 2 – Special issue 
Doi: 10.3280/MACO2024-002-S1005 

Bitter Sweet Symphony? Insights into 
the discrepancy between managers and 

organizations towards ESG 
 

Rosanna Spanò*, Ilaria Martino*, Flavio Spagnuolo*,  
Alessandra Allini* 

 
 

Received: 28 November 2023 
Accepted: 20 March 2024 

 
Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to explore whether any discrepancy between individuals’ 
cultural understanding and perceptions concerning ESG and the organizational cul-
tural posture towards ESG is likely to arise, and what individual’s characteristics 
may influence it. The study relies on Habermas’ theory of Communicative Action, 
mobilizing the conceptualizations of anomie, to analyze data gathered through a 
survey answered by 136 Italian managers acting in highly ESG-exposed industries. 
Our results give evidence of the existence of ESG orientation discrepancy and sug-
gest that certain individuals’ characteristics such as age, job grade, and tenure influ-
ence its magnitude. The study contributes to ESG literature offering empirical 
ground for crucial yet overlooked issues relating to the role of individuals in ESG 
organizational processes change. Also, it has relevant implications for both compa-
nies and policymakers, pushing reflections on the need to avoid discrepancies to-
ward more effective ESG practices.  
 
Keywords:  ESG, discrepancy, managers, individuals, organizations, perception. 

 
 

1. Introduction  
 

This study acknowledges that accounting literature has addressed mostly 
ESG performance and disclosure issues, while limitedly dealing with ESG 
and ESG accountability as an organizational process. Also, accounting liter-
ature has overlooked the focus on individuals’ awareness and perceptions on 
ESG and the importance of cultural alignment on these themes inside organ-
izations, even though these are a potentially relevant lever to making ESG 
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actions substantive and effective. Indeed, as organizations increasingly recog-
nize the imperative of aligning their strategies with sustainable and ethical 
principles (Bebbington & Larrinaga, 2014), the role of their ESG orientation 
has gained prominence. However, an intriguing dimension within this para-
digm is the potential discrepancy that may exist between ESG orientation of 
managers and the organizations they work in. The relevance of such concern 
arises as organizations’ actions are explicated via managers and employees, 
and any such misalignment may pose challenges to achieving organizations’ 
ethical goals (Schaltegger et al., 2015). Moreover, it is worth noting that man-
agers’ practices and behaviors also impact stakeholder perceptions, investor 
relations, and the overall corporate reputation (Pham & Kim, 2019). Never-
theless, while numerous studies have explored the broader landscape of ESG 
integration in general and its impact on corporate performance (Mulki et al., 
2008; Agostini et al., 2022; Arvidsson and Dumay, 2022; Demartini and Pa-
gliei, 2023), the examination of how managerial perspectives may diverge 
from organizational ESG priorities remains an unresolved issue.    

We aim to fill this gap in the literature examining whether 1) any dis-
crepancy between individuals’ cultural understanding and perceptions con-
cerning ESG and the organizational cultural posture towards ESG are likely 
to arise, and 2) what individual’s characteristics may influence it. In partic-
ular, to address our aim, the paper relies upon a theoretical framework of 
Middle Range Theory (MRT) developed by Broadbent and Laughlin (2013) 
and derived from Habermas’ theory of communicative action (1984), espe-
cially leveraging the concept of anomie (i.e., misalignments between social 
norms and behaviors). This framework is employed to interpret data col-
lected employing a Likert-scale questionnaire spread across 136 Italian man-
agers dealing with ESG-related tasks in the period January-June 2023. Spe-
cifically, our analyses rely on t-test and ANOVA test to find out statistical 
significance 1) in the existence of ESG orientations’ discrepancy between 
managers and organizations and 2) in variation of such ESG discrepancy 
according to managers’ characteristics. 

Unfolding the above-cited anomie, the findings reveal that ESG orien-
tations discrepancy exists, and it can vary based on managers’ age, job grade, 
and tenure, decreasing with higher job grade and tenure but increasing for 
younger managers. Thus, these results suggest that the anomie affect the 
ESG domain, possibly compromising substantive change while favoring 
more absorptive postures towards formal compliance for external legitima-
tion. Indeed, such inferences allow us to address ESG issues highlighting 
their key role and suggesting that greater attention should be devoted to their 
empowerment and cultural engagement by firms. On this ground, the paper 
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warns companies to strategically deal with any discrepancies to achieve ef-
fective ESG accountability for value creation purposes. 

The remainder of this paper is as follows. Section 2 reviews and problem-
atizes extant literature. Section 3 presents the theoretical framework. Section 
4 describes the research design. Section 5 summarizes the findings. Section 6 
provides a discussion of the findings leveraging the theoretical framework, 
while section 7 advances some concluding remarks and implications. 

 
 

2. Assessment of prior studies 
 

To date, even though authors acknowledge the importance of internal pro-
cesses for effective ESG strategies, literature seems quite scant on the key role 
played by individuals to enable an effective “ESG transition”. Considering ex-
tant evidence in prior studies, most papers focused on the firms’ ESG perfor-
mance (Garcia et al., 2017; Giese et al., 2019; Kao, 2023; Cupertino and Vi-
tale, 2024; Galeotti et al., 2024), analyzing some drivers (Crace and Gehman, 
2023; La Torre et al., 2021) and consequences on the financial performance 
(Velte, 2017; Zhou et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2023; Kalia and Aggarwal, 2023).  

Conversely, very little has been said about the role of individuals’ ESG 
orientation in such constantly-changing regulatory landscape, and its match-
ing with the sustainability orientation of the organizations in which they are 
involved. This is, instead, a pivotal aspect to take into account (Wang et al., 
2016; Rodell and Lynch, 2016) on the grounds that possible discrepancy be-
tween organizations’ and individuals’ postures threatens the substantive for-
mation of a unitary business culture, threatening strategic change (VanSandt 
and Neck, 2003). Literature highlights that such discrepancy decreases the 
individuals’ commitment to organizational change (Mason and Mudrack, 
1997) while alignment between companies’ and managers’ values increases 
firm performance and company profitability in the long term (Mulki et al., 
2008). Moreover, Demirtas (2015) suggests that cultural alignment within 
firms is crucial to better balance economic responsibilities with moral re-
sponsibilities and consequently the interests of a wide range of stakeholders. 
Likewise, acknowledging individuals’ role in pursuing broad accountability 
duties within firms, other papers have recognized the relevance of assuring 
internal coherence and cultural alignment by paying attention to managers’ 
personal profiles (Osagie et al., 2016; Parboteeah et al., 2010; Shin, 2012; 
Wernicke et al., 2022). Recent studies, for instance, highlighted that a vast 
variety of personal characteristics such as age (Ortiz-de-Mandojana et al., 
2019), job grade (Sult et al., 2023), tenure (Garcia-Blandon et al., 2019), 
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environmental awareness (Zhang et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2023) and proso-
cial tendency (Hernandez, 2012), influence managers’ cultural posture to-
wards ESG issues. Nevertheless, and despite the primary importance of in-
dividuals as agents of change, current research still overlooks the understand-
ing of ESG change dynamics by compelling the crucial aspects relating to 
individuals’ awareness, perceptions, and cultural integration. Thus, in the 
current paper we investigate whether any discrepancy between individuals’ 
cultural understanding and perceptions concerning ESG and the organiza-
tional cultural posture towards ESG are likely to arise, and what individual’s 
characteristics may influence it. 

 
 

3. Theoretical framework 
 

The current paper draws from the concrete application to accounting 
practice of Habermas theory of Communicative action (1984), elaborated by 
Broadbent and Laughlin (2009, 2013) with their Middle Range Theory 
(MRT). The authors build on Habermas’ concept of steering and propose that 
the combination of the three elements of the lifeworld (i.e. a symbolic nor-
mative context within which culture, tradition, and identity can be repro-
duced), systems (i.e. a functionally definable arrangement of operations, 
such as organizations, which represent the tangible expressions of the life-
world), and steering media using mechanisms such as power, money, and 
law that steer the interaction between lifeworld and systems to ensuring that 
the latter reflect the former, can be observed not only at societal but also at 
the organizational level. Figure I provides a conceptual scheme for our the-
oretical framework. 

A common feature of Habermas (1984) and Broadbent and Laughlin 
(2013) model is that they all recognize that there are circumstances in which 
the complexity of the systems may lead to decoupling between them and the 
lifeworld. Broadbent and Laughlin (2013) argue that internal colonization 
arises not only at the societal but also at the organizational level and theorize 
how accounting changes (namely design archetypes) are able to steer and 
make coherent (or not) the organizational lifeworld (that they label interpre-
tive schemes) and organizational subsystems. Broadbent and Laughlin 
(2013) summarize the possible types of change that can be empirically rec-
ognized by applying their theorization to empirical situations. 
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Figure I - The MRT framework  

 
Source: authors’ own adaptation from Broadbent and Laughlin (2013) 

 
Morphostasis (first-order change) occurs when societal steering demands 

are not in line with the organizational interpretive schemes. It can arise as a 
rebuttal or a reorientation. In the case of rebuttal, the design archetype soon 
tends to come back to the original state, even if an external element of disturb-
ance initially forced a change. reorientation, instead, is a kind of change in 
which there is no chance for rebuttal, thus there is greater internalization, but 
in any case, no impact on the interpretive schemes. Empirical findings show 
different dynamics of reorientation. Reorientation through absorption implies 
that any change that is not welcomed – as it is perceived as a threat to the 
ethos, values, and activities of the organization – is internalized in a way that 
does not affect the ‘real work’ of the organization and its interpretive scheme 
but is just played in parallel with the day-to-day activities. Reorientation 
through boundary management arises when accounting changes forced by 
non-rebuttable regulatory attempts are more embedded in the organizational 
design and the day-to-day activities even if they do not undermine the organ-
ization’s interpretive scheme. It is based on cautious acceptance of the disturb-
ance, and strongly relies upon the specific skills of the specialist working 
group called to operationalize the change that may or may not want to use 
accounting controls as a colonizing lever, or to foster a kind of evolutionary 
process of change played at the periphery of the interpretive schemes.  

Morphogenesis (second-order change) is a change that influences the in-
terpretative scheme because it profoundly permeates the essence of the or-
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ganization. These may alternatively occur as colonization or evolution. Col-
onization is a change internalized by some significant stakeholders usually 
seen as a failure from the perspective of the organization as a whole and as a 
great success by colonizers (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2013). The new inter-
pretive schemes are the values and ethos of an authoritative minority who ap-
ply positional power and subtle tactics. Evolution involves a deliberate choice 
by all stakeholders in a free and open discursive exchange until a grounded 
consensus (Laughlin, 1987) with accounting seen as a helpful intervention.  

The above-summarized framework ascribes crucial importance to the in-
dividuals within firms as actors who can effectively (or not) act towards or 
against any change, following the archetypes described. Indeed, this theory 
has been largely used to investigate how accounting as a social activity, has 
the potential to affect the behavior of individuals in organizations, affecting 
micro-practices. Fiondella et al. (2016) and Spanò et al. (2017), for instance, 
show how accounting changes can be enabled through individuals’ engage-
ment and how, in turn, individuals’ behaviors are shaped by accounting 
change. Therefore, this theory has some potential to shed light on the ac-
counting and accountability revolution following the ESG-increasing organ-
izational focus. This theoretical focus is appropriate in answering our re-
search questions on 1) whether any discrepancy between individuals’ cul-
tural understanding and perceptions concerning ESG and the organizational 
cultural posture towards ESG are likely to arise, and 2) what individual’s 
characteristics may influence it. 

Operationally, by referring to the conception of the so-called anomie, pa-
thologies affecting change described by Habermas (1987), it is possible to 
understand if any discrepancy possibly arising has the potential to influence 
future organizational changing pathways. Habermas (1987, p. 183) describes 
the anomie as a growing sense of meaninglessness, a decrease in the life-
world resources of shared meanings, and mutual understanding (Thomassen, 
2010). According to Habermas (1987), the anomie emerge due to an over-
dependence of employees and citizens on the economic and political systems 
and their respective steering media (Bohman, 1999). The ‘dependency of 
actors on subsystems in exchanges between system and lifeworld’ leads to a 
loss of meaning in these interactions at the level of the person. The mean-
ingful interaction and mutual understanding that could support the achieve-
ment of consensus are lost. Individuals come to question the legitimacy of 
the economic and political systems. Decision-makers seek to restore this le-
gitimacy via steering media, however, leading to further loss of meaning and 
increased anomie at both societal and individual levels due to the instrumen-
tal reasoning that pervades interactions between social actors. 
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Although this conceptualization is particularly effective in understanding 
and explaining accounting change, extant studies have not yet mobilized it. 
Instead, we apply the concept of anomie to understand issues of discrepancy 
as for ESG understanding within firms, to grasp what kind of changing path-
way is detectable in the Italian context under scrutiny.  

More specifically, drawing from the anomie conceptual foundations and 
starting from the conjecture provided by VanSandt and Neck (2003) about the 
gaps between organizational and individual ethical standards, we try to find out 
whether managers are likely to perceive some discrepancy between their own 
ESG orientation and the ESG posture of their organizations. This is relevant for 
us as, following Habermas’ reasoning, anomie, renewable in conceptual dis-
crepancy around ESG orientation, may well lead to two different pathways. Spe-
cifically, if a significant amount of anomie arises from confronting people’s cul-
tural orientation within firms, this signals discrepancies that are likely to lead to 
what in MRT terms is understood as colonization. In this case, only an authori-
tative minority embraces and fosters ESG change, while the rest of the organi-
zation ideologically lags behind, with unforeseen and unpredictable effects on 
the ESG change effectiveness for a longer period. On the other hand, if anomie, 
which indicate cultural discrepancies, are not so pervasive, this indicates that the 
organization is more compact in the changes undertaken, which leads to more 
substantive acceptance and durable cultural shifts, that under the MRT is a phe-
nomenon known as evolution. Moreover, going beyond the limitations of the 
extant debate, to better tap into the possible effects of anomie in the ESG do-
main, drawing from the research indicating individuals’ characteristics as pos-
sible factors impinging ESG orientation (Hernandez, 2012; Zhang et al., 2015; 
Li et al., 2018; Ortiz-de-Mandojana et al., 2019; Garcia-Blandon et al., 2019; 
Sult et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2023; Huang et al., 2023; Wan et al., 2023), we 
investigate whether discrepancy may vary according to personal characteristics 
of individuals, such as age, job grade, tenure. 
 
 
4. Research design 
 

The section at hand presents the research design of the study. We rely on 
a Likert-based survey as our primary data collection method, which allows 
us to gauge managers’ ESG perceptions. Then, our focus shifts towards t-
test and ANOVA test, which are widely used in social and accounting sci-
ences (Abu-Bader, 2021). For the purpose of our study, these statistical tech-
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niques are both employed to reveal the significant existence of ESG discrep-
ancy between managers and organizations and any variation of ESG discrep-
ancy in accordance with managers’ characteristics. 

For clarity purposes, we explain below the survey structure, the sample 
composition and data collection process, the construction of our derived 
measures of ESG discrepancy and, lastly, our statistical modeling.  

 
4.1 Questionnaire 

 
We rely upon a Likert-based questionnaire (Likert, 1932), to gather data on 

managers’ characteristics and managers’ perceived ESG orientations. The ques-
tionnaire is composed of 41 questions separated into two different sections.  

The first section contains questions on managers’ characteristics such as 
age, gender, job grade, and tenure, indicated in literature as somewhat influ-
encing factors for managers’ sustainability orientation (Garcia-Blandon et 
al., 2019; Ortiz-de-Mandojana, et al., 2019; Sult et al., 2023), managers’ 
knowledge in ESG matters (ESGK) to ensure our respondents are truly in-
volved in the topic, and a final question to assess the presence of a Head of 
ESG in respondents’ organizations (HESG).  

The second section contains questions about managers’ perceived ESG 
orientation on the basis of constructs built from extant literature and adapted 
to our research context and objectives. Specifically, we rely on a set of four 
items to build our construct for the manager’s own ESG orientation 
(MESGO) and manager’s own E, S and G orientation (i.e., MEO, MSO, 
MGO). Similarly, we rely on four items to build our measure for the percep-
tion of the organization’s ESG orientation (POESGO) and the perception of 
the organization’s E, S and G orientations (i.e., POEO, POSO, POGO).  

Lastly, we also include further single-item questions about the perceived 
sharing of ESG strategy across the entity (PESGSH), the perceived efficiency 
in ESG resources allocation within the organization (PESGIR), and the per-
ceived alignment between managers and organization ESG orientation 
(PESGAL). Overall, each of the above items has responses ranging from 1 
(minimum) to 7 (maximum). Before starting the dissemination phase, we per-
formed an early pilot study submitting it to thirty Ph.D. students and research-
ers in Accounting and Management studies, as volunteer respondents. We wel-
comed their minor suggestions about the formal structure of certain items. 

 
4.2 Sample and data collection  

We disseminated our questionnaire among managers employed in Italian 
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companies that operate in the Energy (i.e., Oil and gas extraction, Electric 
utilities), Chemicals (i.e., Chemicals and Allied products), and Mining (i.e., 
Metal mining, Minerals) industries. First, we analyzed these sectors as it can 
be assumed that cultural and educational treats are sufficiently homogenous 
among respondents, alleviating concerns about the chance that our analysis 
might be led by such other characteristics. In addition, companies operating 
in such sectors are highly exposed to ESG issues (Garcia et al., 2017) and 
such circumstance enhances the relevance of our inferences.  

Second, we focused on a single State to remove cross-country cultural 
variability that may warp our findings. Specifically, we selected Italy as the 
empirical setting of reference due to the increasing attention to ESG changes 
paid by Italian companies that – as Cucari et al. (2018) highlight – makes 
Italy a relevant setting to explore cultural issues surrounding these changes.  

We selected via LinkedIn all managers working in such companies with 
a job title or function specialization in at least one among the following areas: 
risk management, financial accounting, and sustainability area. The choice 
of targeting such managers stems from the recognition that these operative 
areas are crucial for shaping business strategic actions and cultural orienta-
tion (Bhattacharya et al., 2019). At inception, this process provided us with 
873 managers potentially eligible for the survey. 

The questionnaire was disseminated from January to June 2023, either via 
personal emails or social media channels (e.g., LinkedIn, Instagram, Face-
book). Overall, we collected 157 responses (response rate of 17.98%). How-
ever, we withdrew 21 responses from our initial sample related to managers 
which indicate a relatively low knowledge about ESG issues (i.e., respond-
ents showing ESGK lower than 5) to avoid those biased answers might affect 
our analysis.  

Table I shows our sample composition by managers’ characteristics. Our 
sample shows a little variation for gender, whereas it is composed of 36% 
(64%) of females (males). Relative to the age of managers, the mainstream 
is aged between 25 and 35 years old. Lastly, we obtained a regular distribu-
tion by managers’ job grade [1], despite the majority of them is employed as 
analyst / consultant (39.71%), while 63 (13) respondents fill their role for 1-
2 (10 or more) years.  
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Table I - Sample composition 
Item Groups n. Percentage (%) 

Age 

20-25 19 13.97% 
25-35 78 57.35% 
35-40 14 10.29% 
>40 25 18.38% 

    

Gender 
Male 87 63.97% 

Female 49 36.03% 
Other 0 0.00% 

    

Job Grade 
Executive 31 22.79% 

Senior director 51 37.50% 
Analyst / Consultant 54 39.71% 

    

Tenure 

1-2 63 46.32% 
3-5 36 26.47% 
6-10 24 17.65% 
>10 13 9.56% 

    

Specialization 
area 

Financial accounting 61 44.85% 
Risk management  35 25.74% 

Sustainability  28 20.59% 
    
     136 respondents 
Notes: Table I shows sample composition derived by 136 respondents.  

 
4.3 ESG discrepancy measures and statistical modeling  

To test the existence of ESG discrepancy, we use an approach similar to 
Cardillo & Harasheh (2023). The authors measure the ESG discrepancy as 
the difference in ESG scores between acquirers and sellers involved in M&A 
operations, to flush out the potential difference in their respective ESG ori-
entations. Since in our study, we treat managers and organizations as two 
distinct entities, we adapted this logic to the purposes of our study.  

Therefore, we employ a paired t-test analysis to directly compare the 
mean of our constructs related to managers’ ESG orientations with the mean 
of matched-pair constructs related to perceived organization’s ESG orienta-
tions. For instance, we match in the t-test analysis the mean on MESGO with 
the mean on POESGO to track the potential discrepancy on the overall ESG 
orientations. Similarly, we test whether there is a specific ESG dimension 
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that particularly drives such discrepancy between managers and organiza-
tions by running a paired t-test analysis to match the mean of MEO, MSO 
and MGO, with the mean of POEO, POSO and POGO, respectively.  

Moreover, we perform a further analysis employing the one-way 
ANOVA test to establish whether managers’ perception of ESG discrepancy 
may vary according to certain managers’ characteristics (i.e., age, job grade 
and tenure) that extant studies revealed to be pivotal in ESG orientation of 
both managers and organization (Garcia-Blandon et al., 2019; Ortiz-de-Man-
dojana et al., 2019; Sult et al., 2023). In our ANOVA analysis, we directly 
refer to ESG discrepancy (E, S and G discrepancy) as the absolute values of 
the main difference between managers’ and organizations’ ESG orientations 
(E, S and G orientations). Lastly, we repeat a paired t-test analysis to further 
understand how varies the potential discrepancy across the abovementioned 
characteristics’ groups. 
 

 
5. Findings 
 
5.1 Descriptive statistics  

Table II shows the descriptive statistics [2] for our study. The average 
managers’ ESG orientation is 5.96 (variance = 1.33), while their environ-
mental and social engagement is significantly higher (MEO’s mean of 6.14 
and MSO’s mean of 6.01, respectively) than the attention paid to governance 
arrangements (MGO’s mean of 5.65, variance = 1.42).  

Also, on average managers feel a lower ESG commitment from the com-
panies they work for (POESGO’s mean of 5.41, variance = 2.44) and such 
statistics keep also looking at perceived obligation in detangled E, S and G’s 
firms’ orientation.  

Concerning the rest of the items, we find that in 26% of the cases, organ-
izations have a head of ESG [3], while a relatively high value on ESGK 
(mean of 6.32) indicates that respondents in our sample are very confident 
with ESG matters. PESGIR (PESGSH) mean value is 4.86 (5.28), while the 
relatively low mean on PESGAL may strengthen the idea that managers per-
ceive a certain misalignment in their own versus organizations’ ethical stand-
ards.  
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5.2 Results  

 
Results from paired t-test analysis are showed in Table III and suggest 

that a perceived ESG discrepancy between managers and organizations ex-
ists by individuals’ perspective.  

Indeed, the t-test analysis reveals that the difference of 0.54 between 
MESGO and POESGO is highly significant (t-statistics = 2.81) at 1% level. 
Specifically, the perceived divergence is more strongly driven by differences 
in environmental and social engagements, rather than by difference in gov-
ernance values. Indeed, the mean difference between MEO and POEO (MSO 
and POSO) of 0.70 (0.71) is significantly more pronounced if compared to 
the difference between MGO and POGO of 0.52, which is also slightly less 
significant at 10%.  Overall, such a result corroborates the intuition provided 
by VanSandt and Neck (2003) that ethical divergencies may arise within an 
organization as perceived by the involved individuals. 

Column 2 of Table IV shows the F-values of ANOVA tests. Consistently 
with previous literature (Garcia-Blandon et al., 2019; Ortiz-de-Mandojana 
et al., 2019; Sult et al., 2023), Panel A of Table IV shows that ESG discrep-
ancy varies significantly basing on the age of the managers (p-value < 0.05). 
Considering each E, S and G value, we achieve less powerful (but still sig-
nificant) results on E and S discrepancy (p-values < 0.10), while no statisti-
cally significant results at any conventional level on G discrepancy.  

Table II - Descriptive statistics 
 Min Max Mean Var 

Manager ESG orientation (MESGO) 1 7 5.96 1.33 
Manager E orientation (MEO) 1 7 6.14 1.34 
Manager S orientation (MSO) 1 7 6.01 1.29 
Manager G orientation (MGO) 1 7 5.65 1.42 
      
Perception of Organization’s ESG orientation (POESGO) 1 7 5.41 2.44 
Perception of Organization’s E orientation (POEO) 1 7 5.44 2.38 
Perception of Organization’s S orientation (POSO) 1 7 5.29 2.27 
Perception of Organization’s G orientation (POGO) 1 7 5.32 1.92 
             
Head of ESG (HESG) 0 1 0.26 0.19 
Manager ESG knowledge (ESGK) 1 7 6.32 1.66 
Perception of ESG internal resources (PESGIR) 1 7 4.85 2.46 
Perception of ESG alignment (PESGAL) 1 7 4.01 2.30 
Perception of ESG sharing (PESGSH) 1 7 5.28 2.36 

Notes: Table II shows descriptive statistics for a sample of 136 respondents.  
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Table III - Results of t-test for existence of discrepancy in E, S and G orientations 

Item N. Mean 
(st.dev.) difference t-statistic 

Manager ESG orientation (MESGO) 136 5.96 (1.15) 
0.55*** 2.81 Perception of Organization’s ESG 

orientation (POESGO) 
136 5.41 (1.56) 

 136    

Manager E orientation (MEO) 136 6.14 (1.16) 
0.70*** 3.65 Perception of Organization’s E ori-

entation (POEO) 
136 5.44 (1.54) 

 136    

Manager S orientation (MSO) 136 6.01 (1.14) 
0.72*** 3.78 Perception of Organization’s S ori-

entation (POSO) 
136 5.29 (1.50) 

 136    

Manager G orientation (MGO) 136 5.65 (1.19) 

0.33* 1.79 Perception of Organization’s G ori-
entation (POGO) 

136 5.32 (1.38) 

Notes: Table III shows t-test results for a sample of 136 respondents. *, **, and *** denote 
significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% levels, respectively.

  
Also, Panel B, Table IV suggests that ESG discrepancy is also strongly 

linked to the hierarchical role that managers cover in the organizations (p-
value < 0.01), and coherent results hold also across the detangled E, S and 
G discrepancies, although the statistical significance is slightly lower (p-
values < 0.05).  

Complementary findings on job grade, provided by Panel C of Table IV, 
indicate that the overtime tenure of managers in their organization may af-
fect the clashes in overall ethical values (p-value < 0.05) mostly driven by 
Environmental discrepancy issues (p-value < 0.01). 

Table V gives evidence on how the variation in perceived ESG discrep-
ancy varies within each characteristics group, revealing insights into this 
topic. Specifically, Panel A of Table V highlights that the distance in ESG 
involvement between individuals and organizations is significant only start-
ing from the age of 35. The mean difference of 0.72 within the group aged 
between 35-40 is statistically significant at 5% (t-statistics = 1.99) and 
among over 40 years old managers the mean difference is even more pro-
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nounced and significant (value of 0.82, t-statistics = 2.24). For younger man-
agers, we do not find any statistical evidence about perceived ESG discrep-
ancy. 

As highlighted by Busch et al. (2016), younger generations of managers 
recognized to be more conscious about ESG are better aligned with the recent 
companies’ re-orientation toward ESG ethical values. 

 
Table IV - Results of ANOVA test for differences across managers’ characteristics 

Panel A. ESG orientation discrepancy across Age groups 
 Variance between 

groups F p-value 
ESG discrepancy 3.98 3.20** 0.04 

E discrepancy 2.62 1.99* 0.06 
S discrepancy 2.68 1.91* 0.08 
G discrepancy 1.64 1.30 0.26 
Panel B. ESG orientation discrepancy across Job Grade groups 

 Variance between 
groups F p-value 

ESG discrepancy 6.47 4.73*** 0.00 
E discrepancy 4.72 3.16** 0.04 
S discrepancy 5.14 5.41** 0.02 
G discrepancy 4.51 2.78** 0.03 
Panel C. ESG orientation discrepancy across Tenure groups 

 Variance between 
groups F p-value 

ESG discrepancy 4.70 3.15** 0.04 
E discrepancy 6.40 4.66*** 0.00 
S discrepancy 1.80 1.07 0.65 
G discrepancy 1.35 0.98 0.40 

Notes: Table IV shows ANOVA test results for a sample of 136 respondents. Groups’ classi-
fication is defined as in Table I. *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% 
levels, respectively. 
 

Panel B of Table V shows that perceived ESG discrepancy decreases 
when managers cover a higher job grade in the organization. Thus, whereas 
the difference in ethical values is significant across all the job grade catego-
ries, we find a lower mean difference among Executive managers (mean dif-
ference of 0.45, t-statistics = 1.77) if compared with ESG discrepancy as ob-
served by either analysts or consultants (mean difference of 0.62, t-statistics 
= 2.96). Coherently, Table V, Panel C, hints that the perceived distance in 
ethical values tends to disappear according to longer tenure, in particular af-
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ter the fifth year that a manager is employed in that role in the same organi-
zation. Specifically, we do not find statistical evidence of ESG discrepancy 
starting from the group of managers with tenure of at least 6 years.  
 
Table V - Results of t-test analysis for discrepancy in ESG orientations by groups 

Panel A. ESG orientation discrepancy by Age 

 20-25 25-35 35-40 >40 
 N=19 N=78 N=14 N=25 
 Mean (standard deviation) 
Manager ESG orientation 
(MESGO) 6.07(0.86) 5.85(1.25) 5.57(1.27) 6.50(0.73) 

Perception of Organization’s 
ESG orientation (POESGO) 5.76(1.36) 5.33(1.63) 4.85(1.95) 5.68(1.25) 

difference  0.31 0.52 0.72 0.82 
t-statistic 0.68 0.81 1.99** 2.84*** 
Panel B. ESG orientation discrepancy by Job Grade 
 Executive Senior director Analyst/ Con-

sultant 
 N=31 N=51 N=54 
 Mean (standard deviation)
Manager ESG orientation 
(MESGO) 6.00(1.08) 5.86(1.28) 6.12(0.95) 

Perception of Organization’s 
ESG orientation (POESGO) 5.55(1.61) 5.26(1.57) 5.50(1.46) 

difference 0.45 0.60 0.62 
t-statistic 1.77* 2.92*** 2.96*** 
Panel C. ESG orientation discrepancy by Tenure 
 1-2 3-5 6-10 >10 
 N=63 N=36 N=24 N=13 
 Mean (standard deviation) 
Manager ESG orientation 
(MESGO) 6.01(1.33) 5.93(0.90) 5.81(0.98) 5.48(1.26) 

Perception of Organization’s 
ESG orientation (POESGO) 5.31(1.55) 5.40(1.80) 5.87(1.20) 5.16(1.47) 

difference  0.70 0.53 -0.06 0.32 

t-statistic 2.64*** 2.10** -0.16 1.05 
Notes: Table IV shows results of t-test for means differences in a sample of 136 respondents. 
Description of groups is defined as in Table I. *, **, and *** denote significance at the 10%, 
5%, and 1% levels, respectively.

 
As literature reveals (e.g., Glavas, 2016), job engagement is widely linked 

to the more aligned individuals’ CSR commitment with the company in 
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which they are involved. Moreover, our results are consistent with the phe-
nomenon of “shared vision capability”, which occurs when higher engage-
ment provokes an identification between a firm’s members and the firm’s 
vision, mission, and core values. (Luo et al., 2022). 
 
 
6. Discussion 

 
The analysis unveils interesting issues that allow us to further discuss on 

the topic. In fact, the results confirmed that the discrepancy between manag-
ers and organizations concerning ESG represents a relevant aspect that 
should be taken into account by organizations (Mason and Mudrack, 1997; 
VanSandt and Neck, 2003; Molki et al., 2008; Demirtas, 2015). The lack of 
cultural agreement, which under the theory is labeled anomie, affects organ-
izations especially as per the S and the E, while is less pronounced when 
dealing with G themes. The presence of anomie as per the environmental and 
social matters is understandable because organizations have already been un-
der scrutiny in the past and already worked upon internal conceptual align-
ment surrounding governance and internal controls, while E and S dimen-
sions have started to be internalized more recently (Adegbie and Fofah, 2016; 
Nalukenge et al., 2018). However, what we highlight here is that from the 
perspective of ESG change, anomie may compromise firms’ ability to reach 
substantive expectations of accountability and value creation, as the ESG 
paradigm should be holistically relied upon, and heterogeneous level of dis-
crepancy/cultural alignment, impoverish its power. On this basis, we argue 
that anomie affects the ESG domain. Thus, even if the increasing commit-
ment towards ESG can be understood as a morphogenetic change, we are 
still far from renewing features of an evolutionary kind of change. The de-
gree of anomie affecting the context under scrutiny is more closely related to 
the circumstances known under the MRT as colonization. The cultural dis-
tance within firms is a sign of authoritative minorities that lead the change 
leaving no space for free and deliberate choice of participants, with a primary 
aim of achieving formal compliance towards external legitimation. Even 
though we admit that these circumstances are still fluid and changing, thus 
leaving some room for a slow turn into more evolutionary efforts for the 
foreseeable future, in any case, we should warn that if anomie persist or even 
increase, this could compromise an effective ESG transition, not only at the 
organizational level but also impinging the societal dimensions. Figure II 
shows how anomie affect the interrelations between design archetypes (i.e., 
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ESG accounting change), interpretive schemes and organizational subsys-
tems.  

 
Figure II - Colonization pathway of ESG change in the Energy sector 

 
Source: authors’ own adaptation from Broadbent and Laughlin (2013)

 
Nevertheless, bearing in mind that the theoretical framework reminds us 

that in any circumstance additional factors can re-shape change pathways 
over time (Laughlin, 1987; Broadbent and Laughlin, 2009, 2013; Fiondella 
et al., 2016; Spanò et al., 2017), it is important to note that these findings are, 
in any case, quite comforting. Indeed, the analysis offers some basis for un-
derstanding that several characteristics such as age, job grade, tenure, influ-
ence the level of discrepancy changing its magnitude, in line with prior stud-
ies revealing the meaningful of these factors (Zhang et al., 2015; Li et al., 
2018; Ortiz-de-Mandojana et al., 2019; Garcia-Blandon et al., 2019; Sult et 
al., 2023; Wan et al., 2023). More specifically, ESG discrepancy exists start-
ing from age 35 (and is even more pronounced after 40 years), while it is not 
significant before such age; decreases with higher job grade (for executive 
managers the perceived ESG discrepancy is lower and less significant) and 
disappears over time with longer tenure (starting from the 6th year in their job 
position). These results suggest that there are several areas where organiza-
tions should intervene with proper actions to favor greater awareness, allit-
eration, and cultural coherence, by empowering the right people and turning 
them from resistant actors into active agents of change. 
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7. Conclusions 
 

This paper moved from recognizing that in spite of the increasing contri-
butions by academics to the debate surrounding ESG in organizations, a still 
overlooked area of investigation refers to the need to foster cultural align-
ment in organizations to making ESG and ESG-related organizational pro-
cesses change substantive and effective. Hence, acknowledging the im-
portance of individuals as change agents, the paper aimed at understanding 
if any discrepancy between individuals’ cultural understanding and percep-
tions concerning ESG and the organizational cultural posture towards ESG 
are likely to arise, and what individual’s characteristics may influence it. 

To explore these issues, the research relied upon a theoretical framework 
developed by Broadbent and Laughlin (2013) and derived from Habermas’ 
theory of communicative action (1984), especially leveraging the concept of 
anomie, to interpret data collected using a survey spread across 136 Italian 
managers dealing with ESG-related tasks in the period January – June 2023. 
Our main results inform that ESG orientation discrepancy between individ-
uals and business organizations is a major issue nowadays (i.e., anomie are 
a relevant phenomenon) and that the magnitude of such divergence in ethical 
standards varies significantly across single E, S, and G dimensions. Moreo-
ver, we also suggest that ESG discrepancy evolves in accordance with man-
agers’ own characteristics (e.g., age, job grade and tenure).  

From this perspective, this study offers a relevant theoretical contribution 
and important practical implications. 

First, the paper allows us to address ESG issues going beyond reporting 
and disclosure matters, highlighting individuals’ key roles and suggesting 
that greater attention should be devoted to their empowerment and cultural 
engagement by firms, as many authors claimed (VanSandt and Neck, 2003, 
Glavas, 2016; Kao, 2023 Schaltegger et al., 2015; Pham & Kim, 2019). 
Hence, while we contribute to such a stream of studies, the study hopefully 
will fuel greater research efforts into this overlooked yet important area of 
inquiry, encompassing different settings and extending to more qualitative 
methodological approaches, with interviews and case studies useful to iden-
tify and disseminate any best practices. Moreover, it further complements 
extant debate leveraging Habermas Communicative Action, as it is the first 
empirical contribution providing empirical grounds to the concept of anomie 
and its effects on corporate change (Habermas, 1984; Broadbent and Laugh-
lin, 2013).  
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Also, the paper has some practical and policy-making relevance, as it 
warns companies, in an ever-changing regulatory environment, to strategi-
cally deal with any discrepancies to achieve greater and effective ESG ac-
countability for value creation purposes. In fact, it clarifies how the unclear 
definitional, but also operational boundaries of the E, S, and G pose chal-
lenges in terms of organizational culture, effort to interpret, convey and align 
organizational levels, and means to transpose shared meanings into organic 
strategic postures. For firms now increasingly called to deal with more or 
less prescriptive themes, metrics, and disclosure requirements spread in dif-
ferent sources and pushing multiple actions this is more than threatening, as 
failing to achieve internal coherence possibly endangers firms’ reputation 
and ability to meet stakeholders’ accountability expectations and value crea-
tion objectives. Moreover, the presence of ESG perceived discrepancy im-
plies different level of commitment around ESG issues by different parts of 
organizations, leading to misalignment and conflicting priorities.  

The paper at hand highlights that the ability to secure a strong cultural 
alignment towards an evolutionary ESG change has important consequences 
as per the dialogue between the organization and its stakeholders, being in 
turn reflected in materiality-related decision-making. Thus, the lack of cul-
tural alignment in understanding and addressing ESG issues can lead to dis-
satisfaction among stakeholders, including investors, employees, and cus-
tomers. What should be noted here is the pushing need for an adequate com-
mitment to re-think and adapt performance management and control systems 
to avoid detachment and decoupling.  

In conclusion, our analysis sheds light on the long pathway that still or-
ganizations have to deal with to reach an effective ESG strategy. Neverthe-
less, a caveat is needed before concluding as this study, although putting 
forth interesting issues, is not free from limitations. Indeed, overall, we make 
the readers aware to handle with care any evidence about perceived ESG 
divergency whereas such phenomenon may vary in accordance to managers’ 
characteristics selected for the purpose of the studies. Future research could 
analyze what are other individual’ characteristics that most influence this 
phenomenon. Also, to catch manager vs. organizational ESG – and E, S, G 
– perception, this study only included a limited number of labels. Future re-
search could consider other ESG-related aspects that capture this dual per-
ception. Moreover, through the questionnaires, we limit ourselves to analyz-
ing how managers’ characteristics can lead to a perceived ESG discrepancy, 
without analyzing other contextual factors that may have an impact on it. In 
this sense, future research could broaden the view by identifying possible 
additional factors that determine this issue. In addition, this research only 
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considers managers of Italian companies. In the future, the research could 
strive to broaden the reference context to better generalize our results. 
 
Notes 
[1] We follow a hierarchical job grade classification like McNamara et al. (2017). 
[2] To confirm the validity of our constructs (i.e., MESGO, MEO, MSO, MGO, 
POESGO, POEO, POSO, POGO), we calculate the Cronbach’s alfa and the average 
variance extracted (AVE) values. All our constructs present values on Cronbach’s 
alfa (AVE) strongly higher than the recommended minimum value of 0.7 (0.5). 
[3] We repeated our study conditionally to a Head of ESG presence in the organiza-
tions, but we did not find any significant results. 
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Abstract 

This research represents a progressive evolution of the induced model for manage-
ment accounting change (MAC), originally proposed by Innes and Mitchell (1990), 
later enriched by Cobb et al. (1995) and Kasurinen (2002). To this end, using a lon-
gitudinal case study, this research employs Lewin’s (1943) force field theory to pre-
sent and interpret the dynamics of contextual factors underlying the change scenario. 
The study makes two main contributions to the literature. First, it advances 
Kasurinen’s (2002) MAC framework by adding three elements that incorporate a 
longitudinal perspective. The study acknowledges that the forces driving change dif-
fer across organizations and evolve within individual organizations over time, both 
in terms of nature and intensity. This underscores the need for a flexible MAC model 
capable of tracking these forces at any given point in time. Moreover, the findings 
indicate that MAC can generate new factors that further influence its progression, 
underscoring the importance of understanding the chain reactions triggered by 
change. This is crucial for effectively managing both driving and restraining forces 
throughout MAC’s evolution. Finally, this study enhances Kasurinen’s model by 
expanding its components. Acknowledging that human agents are the primary driv-
ers of MAC, the refined model emphasizes the roles of organizational actors in 
adopting new practices, assessing information, and determining whether to continue, 
modify, or discontinue changes. These factors are essential for illustrating the dy-
namic evolution and interactions that drive organizational development and trans-
formation. The second contribution lies in validating Kurt Lewin’s force field theory 
within the domain of MAC. Although Lewin’s framework is widely used in organi-
zational change and management studies, its application in management accounting 
has been largely overlooked. This study addresses that gap by demonstrating how 
Lewin’s framework effectively reveals how changes are initiated and managed, 
thereby extending the applicability of his approach to the new context. 
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Introduction 
 
Since Hopwood’s (1987, p. 207) call for further scholarly inquiry, man-

agement accounting change (MAC) has attracted a considerable amount of 
research interest. This extensive body of research has examined various as-
pects of MAC, including preconditions, change processes, and organiza-
tional consequences (Andon et al., 2007). Ittner and Larcker (2001) criticized 
management accounting research for leading to “an underdeveloped body of 
research that fails to build on prior studies” (p. 356). While this criticism 
holds merit in business disciplines (Hubbard & Vetter, 1996; Hubbard et al., 
1998), significant exceptions exist in research developing explanatory frame-
works enhancing the understanding of MAC (e.g., Bell et al., 2009; Green-
wood, 1996; Innes & Mitchell, 1990; Waggoner et al., 1999). A notable ex-
ample of these frameworks is the one proposed by Innes and Mitchell (1990), 
later extended by Cobb et al. (1995) and further augmented by Kasurinen 
(2002). Recent studies have applied this framework, emphasizing its useful-
ness in providing a comprehensive understanding of MAC (Bassani et al., 
2021; Munir et al., 2013; Valuckas, 2019).  

This study makes two key contributions. First, it advances Kasurinen’s 
(2002) MAC framework by incorporating three elements that reflect a longi-
tudinal perspective. Specifically, the study confirms that the forces influenc-
ing the model not only differ across organizations (Kasurinen, 2002) but also 
evolve over time within the same organization. These forces may vary in 
both nature and intensity, underscoring the need for a dynamic MAC model 
capable of tracking these forces at any given point in time. Additionally, the 
longitudinal perspective demonstrates that change can generate new factors 
that influence MAC, highlighting the importance of understanding chain re-
actions in order to effectively manage both driving and restraining forces 
during the process of change. Furthermore, this study addresses existing gaps 
by expanding the model’s components, particularly focusing on the roles of 
organizational actors, their experiences with change (e.g., exposure to new 
information), and practical evaluations of information suitability, which in-
form decisions to continue, modify, or discontinue changes. The second con-
tribution of this study is the validation of Kurt Lewin’s (1943) force field 
theory within the context of MAC. Although widely applied in studies of 
organizational change, Lewin’s framework has been largely overlooked in 
management accounting research. This study addresses that gap by demon-
strating how Lewin’s framework effectively reveals the processes through 
which changes are initiated and managed within MAC. 
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The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 reviews prior MAC research; 
Section 3 outlines methodology; Section 4 presents findings; Section 5 dis-
cusses results; the paper concludes by summarizing key insights. 

 
 

2. Prior literature1 
 
2.1 The relevance of management accounting change frameworks 

 
An extensive body of management accounting research has investigated 

multiple aspects of MAC – preconditions, change processes, and organiza-
tional consequences (Andon et al., 2007). Studies on preconditions highlight 
contextual factors enabling or constraining MAC, such as competition 
(Hoque, 2011), organizational design (Anderson, 1995; Baines & Langfield-
Smith, 2003), business strategy (Gosselin, 2011; Shields, 1995), change fa-
cilitators (Innes & Mitchell, 1990), individual traits (Anderson, 1995), tech-
nology qualities (Baines & Langfield-Smith, 2003), catalysts (Laitinen, 
2001), capacity for change (Libby & Waterhouse, 1996), top management 
support (Shields, 1995), consultant-researchers’ presence (Cooper & 
Crowther, 2008), and managers’ prior experience (Cooper & Crowther, 
2008). Moreover, institutional influences legitimize actions and define new 
practices (Abernethy & Chua, 1996; Covaleski et al., 1993), while both 
power dynamics (Amat et al., 1994) and socio-historical factors like global 
efficiency discourses may enhance MAC (Miller, 1991). 

Research on change processes mainly focuses on the politics of change, 
factors shaping trajectory, resistance, and influential agents (Andon et al., 
2007). Politics of change mainly involves power dynamics (e.g., Briers & 
Chua, 2001; Chua, 1995). Factors influencing trajectory generally include 
national culture (Chanegrih, 2008), family influence (Hiebl et al., 2013), 

 
1 To address the issue at hand, we initiated a comprehensive investigation using Scopus 

databases to identify scientific journal “articles” in “English” in the field of “Business, Man-
agement, and Accounting” published in English between 1990 and 2024. The search focused 
on the subject of “Management Accounting Change”, encompassing the title, abstract, and/or 
keywords. The initial broad search yielded 119 relevant scientific articles. Subsequently, in 
the second phase, the preliminary selection, articles not listed in the Academic Journal Guide 
(2018) by Chartered ABS were excluded. The researchers then examined the titles and ab-
stracts of the remaining articles, selecting those deemed relevant to the research questions 
(RQs). In the third and final step, known as the “final selection”, the articles from the previous 
step underwent a thorough reading by the researchers. This careful evaluation led to the iden-
tification and selection of 70 articles. 
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learning style (Giannetti et al., 2021), leadership style (Jansen, 2011), infor-
mation ambiguity (Englund et al., 2013), practice interactions (Bouten & 
Hoozée, 2013), institutional contradictions (Thrane & Balslev, 2017), and 
sustainability concerns (Arroyo, 2012). Research has also explored re-
sistance and strategies to manage it (e.g., Granlund, 2001; Broadbent & 
Laughlin, 1998; Scapens & Roberts, 1993; Kasurinen, 2002), as well as the 
role of influential agents (e.g., Bassani et al., 2021; Bell et al., 2009). 

Studies on MAC consequences examine its impact on organizational 
functioning. New accounting practices have the potential to influence per-
formance (Hoque, 2011), cultures (Dent, 1991), identity (Abrahamsson et 
al., 2011), greening (Bouten & Hoozée, 2013), subgroups’ identity (Taylor 
& Scapens, 2016), and employee satisfaction (Jansen, 2011). Accounting 
changes also drive strategic change by enabling new visions and setting ac-
countability expectations (Ogden & Anderson, 1999), promoting commer-
cially oriented accountability (Ogden, 1997), or mobilizing new practices 
(Revellino & Mouritsen, 2009).  

One of the major criticisms of management accounting research by Ittner 
and Larcker (2001), endorsed by Zimmerman (2001), is that it has resulted 
in “an underdeveloped body of research that fails to build on prior studies 
to increase our understanding of the topic” (Ittner and Larcker, 2001: 356). 
While this criticism holds considerable merit in the business disciplines 
(Hubbard, 1996; Hubbard et al., 1998), there are significant exceptions. An 
exception to this is the body of research that has contributed to the develop-
ment of explanatory frameworks (e.g., Innes and Mitchell, 1990; Greenwood 
and Hinings, 1996; Waggoner et al., 1999; Bell et al., 2009). These frame-
works collectively contribute to a more comprehensive and systematic un-
derstanding of MAC, illustrating how it functions as an integrated system 
and demonstrating that, despite criticisms, valuable and progressive research 
exists in the field. One example of these frameworks is the one proposed by 
Innes and Mitchell (1990), later extended by Cobb et al. (1995) and further 
augmented by Kasurinen (2002). Recent studies have employed the frame-
work, emphasizing its usefulness in situating their work within a more com-
prehensive and holistic understanding of MAC. For example, Munir et al. 
(2013) use Kasurinen’s framework to explain performance measurement 
system change in a bank shifting to market competition, emphasizing invest-
ing in competent leaders. Bassani et al. (2021) integrate Kasurinen’s frame-
work with leader–follower relations theory, finding leadership disputes can 
intensify during MAC. Valuckas (2019) integrates Kasurinen’s framework 
with institutional theory to investigate beyond budgeting implementation, 
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highlighting forces impacting change and individuals’ roles in overcoming 
barriers. 

This review, in its entirety, elucidates a critical point for reflection. The 
endeavor to understand change in accounting discipline has given rise to var-
ious theoretical approaches and frameworks that vary in their level of analy-
sis and angle (Modell, 2007). Some authors have focused on developing the-
ories and models limited to one or more of various facets of MAC (i.e., pre-
condition, change process and organizational consequence), while others 
have aimed to integrate all these aspects. Kasurinen’s (2002) framework falls 
into the latter category, synthesizing multiple elements of change to offer a 
broad and integrated perspective on MAC (Andon et al., 2007; Soin et al., 
2002). These holistic models serve as “foundational material” for more fo-
cused research efforts (Munir et al., 2013; Valuskas et al., 2013). Therefore, 
it is essential to develop not only narrowly focused frameworks that address 
one or more of these stages but also comprehensive models that encompass 
preconditions, processes, and consequences (Ittner and Larker, 2001). In this 
regard, Kasurinen’s framework merits further exploration due to its inte-
grated approach to understanding MAC. 

 
2.2 Advancing Kasurinen’s Framework  

Kasurinen’s (2002) model builds upon the work of Cobb et al. (1995) and 
Innes and Mitchell (1990) (see Figure 1). Innes and Mitchell (1990), through 
field studies in high-tech firms, proposed that MAC involves the interaction 
of three factors: motivators, catalysts, and facilitators. Motivators are ongo-
ing positive influences that encourage change (e.g., market competition, 
product cost structures). Catalysts provide immediate triggers initiating 
change at a specific time (e.g., performance decline, loss of market share). 
Facilitators are enabling conditions that make change possible and practical 
(e.g., resource availability, staff autonomy). MAC occurs when all three fac-
tors operate concurrently. Cobb et al. (1995) expanded this model by adding 
three additional factors. In their study of MAC in a multinational bank, they 
observed barriers to change that could hinder or prevent progress (e.g., poor 
staff attitudes, staff turnover, shifting priorities). While motivators, catalysts, 
and facilitators created the potential for change, overcoming barriers was es-
sential to realize it. Leadership emerged as critical in breaching these barri-
ers; key individuals needed to endorse and actively implement the change. 
Without strong leadership, barriers could impede progress. Additionally, the 
bank exhibited a momentum for change embedded in its organizational cul-
ture, making barriers less likely to obstruct MAC. Kasurinen (2002) further 
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extended the model after studying balanced scorecard implementation in a 
Finnish metals group. The study introduces a tripartite classification of barriers 
to change: confusers, which create confusion and ambiguity in understanding 
the change (e.g., uncertainty about the change project’s organizational role and 
the existence of different views on the change); frustrators, which hinder pro-
gress by reinforcing resistance to change (e.g., existing organizational culture); 
and delayers, which slow down the change process (e.g., lack of clear-cut strat-
egy and the inadequacy of existing information systems). 

As indicated by the author, the revised MAC model provides a potential 
way to analyze the change context at the early stages of a project (Kasurinen, 
2002). However, the model in the present form focuses on individual and 
discrete changes, which limits its ability to capture the continuous nature of 
MAC as it unfolds. To overcome this limitation, it is crucial to adopt a lon-
gitudinal approach that comprehensively tracks the evolution of MAC. This 
methodological shift would offer several opportunities for further, closely 
interconnected improvements to the existing model. Firstly, investigating 
shifts in influencing factors and understanding how they facilitate or hinder 
progress would deepen our comprehension of how the forces driving MAC 
change over time – a gap not yet explored (Kasurinen, 2002) – and help iden-
tify strategies to manage transitions more effectively. Secondly, recent liter-
ature emphasizes the importance of exploring how the process of change 
generates new factors that further shape and influence MAC (e.g., Giannetti 
et al., 2021; Pigatto et al., 2023; Revellino & Mouritsen, 2015). This dynamic 
introduces additional complexity beyond the initial factors, creating ripple 
effects that can accelerate or hinder change. Understanding this chain of re-
actions is crucial, as it offers deeper insights into the evolving forces and 
emerging resistance. Examining these interactions allows for more effective 
anticipation of challenges and management of MAC transformations. Fi-
nally, recent studies show that MAC mobilizes new knowledge, which in 
turn further shape and influence MAC (e.g., Giannetti et al., 2021; Pigatto et 
al., 2023; Revellino & Mouritsen, 2015). However, it remains unclear what 
new forces this mobilization generates, how they integrate with existing 
ones, and their effects. To address this, the model should be refined by intro-
ducing components that create circularity, allowing it to more accurately cap-
ture this ongoing process of change (Sulaiman & Mitchell, 2005).  

To this end, this article aims to propose an enhanced version of 
Kasurinen’s framework that incorporates these improvements, ultimately 
providing a more comprehensive and dynamic tool for analyzing and man-
aging MAC. To conceptualize and analyze MAC, this study employs Kurt 
Lewin’s (1943) force field theory. Lewin (1890-1947) was one of the most 
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influential psychologists of his generation (Burnes and Cooke, 2013), whose 
work laid the foundation for organizational change and remains central to the 
field today (e.g., Boje et al. 2011; Burnes 2004, 2007; Cooke 2007; Cum-
mings and Worley 2005; French and Bell 1990). Lewin’s field theory states 
that it is possible to understand, predict and provide the basis for changing 
the behavior of individuals and groups by constructing their “life space” (or 
situational context) comprising the (psychological) forces influencing their 
behavior at a given point in time (Lewin, 1943). Four main characteristics 
underpin Lewin’s (1942, pp. 60-64) field theory. First, it is a constructive 
approach that focuses on the direct construction of concepts, theories, or so-
lutions, rather than deriving them from pre-existing categories through ab-
straction. The constructive method integrates theory and practice, ensuring 
that concepts are immediately applicable and relevant to the specific context 
being studied. Secondly, it is a psychological approach as the identification 
of elements of an individual or group’s situational context must be based on 
their perception of reality at that moment, rather than being constructed from 
the “objective” viewpoint of an observer (Lewin, 1943a). Thirdly, the situa-
tion should be analyzed holistically, aiming to understand it by considering 
all elements together rather than isolating individual aspects. Finally, this 
approach is dynamic as people and groups are viewed as behavioral systems 
that tend to maintain a “quasi-stationary equilibrium” (Lewin, 1947a). A 
shift from one quasi-stationary equilibrium to another is triggered by a 
change in the forces (Lewin, 1943c). Closely connected to force field theory 
is its three-step model of change, used to modify individual and group be-
haviors (Burnes, 2004; Lewin, 1947a, 1947b). This process involves three 
phases: unfreezing, change, and refreezing. Unfreezing prepares individuals 
or groups for change by rearranging forces to highlight its necessity. The 
change phase introduces new behaviors, which individuals or groups then 
experiment with and integrate. Finally, refreezing solidifies these behaviors 
into regular patterns, establishing a new norm. In this context, force field 
theory aids in mapping the complexity of the situational context, showing 
forces should be altered to facilitate change (Lewin, 1942).  

Lewin’s work has garnered substantial attention from management schol-
ars, who have extensively utilized force field analysis to explore organiza-
tional change because it helps managers understand and manage the forces 
affecting change (e.g., Hughes, 2007; Gable et al., 2010; Boohene and Wil-
liams, 2012; Shrivastava et al., 2017; Swanson and Creed, 2014). In this vein, 
the theory has been applied across various organizational contexts, providing 
valuable insights into areas such as leadership dynamics (Schwering, 2003; 
Gable et al., 2010), organizational culture (Elsass and Veiga, 1994), Total 
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Quality Management (Thakkar et al., 2006), and IT implementation chal-
lenges (Bozan, 2003). However, although some researchers have touched 
upon its general relevance to management accounting domain (e.g., Ander-
son, 1995; Bruggeman & Slagmulder, 1995), its direct application remains 
neglected in the field. Therefore, the second aim of this study is to validate 
Lewin’s theoretical framework within the management accounting field, 
shedding new light on MAC and offering a more comprehensive understand-
ing of how such changes are implemented and managed in organizations.  

Kurt Lewin’s field theory, rooted in Gestalt psychology, is generally consid-
ered within the functionalist paradigm as it emphasizes individual-environment 
interactions and focuses on optimization and systemic equilibrium (Burnes & 
Cooke, 2013). However, Lewin’s field theory identifies forces by analyzing the 
social context in which individuals or groups operate, with the mapping process 
shaped by their situations and perceptions. This introduces a constructivist per-
spective, as forces are interpreted through subjective experiences. In this vein, 
many management studies utilize constructivist theories, such as institutional 
theory (e.g., Yang et al., 2021), to identify forces. In our study, which primarily 
aims to identify these forces, we adopt this constructivist perspective. 

 
Figure 1 - The current induced model of MAC by Kasurinen (2002) 

 
 
 

3. Methodology and data gathering 
 
3.1 Research method  

The research employs the longitudinal case study methodology (Otley & 
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Berry, 1994; Scapens, 1990). This strategy was chosen based on several 
compelling factors. Firstly, one of the primary objectives of this paper is to 
refine existing theories by validating the effectiveness of a particular theo-
retical framework, specifically Lewin’s (1943) force field approach (Keat-
ing, 1995). Secondly, the case study method is particularly suitable for ad-
dressing both “how” and “why” questions, which aligns with the study’s fo-
cus on comprehending the mechanisms behind MAC. Thirdly, the longitudi-
nal aspect was essential to accommodate the dynamic nature of alterations in 
management accounting. The chosen case company facilitated the required 
prolonged observation necessary for this research. Fourth, the context of the 
selected case study offered substantial opportunities to examine MAC, pri-
marily because the company was initiating the development of a new man-
agement accounting system at the beginning of the study. 

 
3.2 Situational analysis and force field analysis  

This research represents a progressive evolution of the induced MAC 
model proposed by Kasurinen (2002). Induction involves the translation of 
observed data into a model or theory. The approach adopted to achieve this 
can range from the highly structured e.g., grounded theory with its detailed 
coding analyses (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to the more subjective and inter-
pretive (Lukka & Modell, 2010). In this study the approach adopted fell be-
tween these two extremes. As said, this study employs the force field analysis 
developed by Lewin (1943) as a means of representing the situational context 
in which MAC occurs. The forces, which are the main substance of the force 
field, comprise all the factors (e.g., events, circumstances and mechanisms) 
that influenced the change being studied. The representation of these forces 
involves identifying the following elements: the name of the force that de-
scribes the event, the circumstance, and/or the mechanism; an indication of 
their direction, being either a driving or restraining force; the strength, rep-
resented by arrows of differing sizes, ranked the forces as strong, medium or 
weak in effect on MAC; and the type of force, indicating whether it is a mo-
tivator, a catalyst, a facilitator, a delayer, a frustrator, or a confuser 
(Kasurinen, 2002). An example of this representation is shown in Appendix 
– Table 1 – www.sidrea.it/induced-models-accounting. Employing the force 
field approach as a foundation for induction ensured that there were no lim-
itations on incorporating forces, which could have arisen from the prior 
adoption of a specific theoretical approach. The best application of force 
field analysis occurs when as many members of the organization as possible 
are involved in identifying the forces. 
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The research used a “temporal bracketing strategy” (Langley, 1999) to 
develop time-specific force fields based on major MAC. Drawing on 
Lewin’s concept that shifts between “quasi-stationary equilibrium” occur 
when driving forces outweigh resisting ones (Lewin, 1943c), we interpret 
change stages as unfreezing, changing, and refreezing. Constructing force 
fields over time revealed the complexity of change, with forces significantly 
shifting—some emerging, others disappearing, and some varying in strength. 

 
3.3 Data collection and analysis  

The analysis of the case spanned a period of 14 years (1994-2007). The 
study includes both participant observation (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002; 
Jorgensen, 1989) and action research (Jönsson & Lukka, 2006; Somekh, 
2006; Whitehead & McNiff, 2006), with the former necessitating the re-
searcher’s close involvement with the subject, and the latter involving an ac-
tive role in driving change. In particular, one researcher was actively engaged 
as a board member (non-executive director) within the case study organiza-
tion for a period of nine years (1996-2005), while another researcher pro-
vided advisory insights during the period, assuming a more interventionist 
function. This approach yielded significant advantages, ensuring continuous 
and unfettered access to personnel and records throughout the extensive 
timeframe. Furthermore, it facilitated the insightful observation of numerous 
meetings, enabling the understanding of the underlying rationale behind 
high-level decisions concerning management accounting practices.  

Data was primarily collected through semi-structured interviews. The re-
search team first analyzed the enterprise’s staff structures and roles, then 
conducted thematic interviews on specific issues. Diversified data sources 
complemented and cross-validated findings, minimizing common method 
biases and enhancing the case study’s validity (Yin, 2018). Details on data 
collection are provided in Appendix – Table 4 - www.sidrea.it/induced-mod-
els-accounting. Concepts were thoroughly discussed and refined during re-
search meetings, supported by corroborative data. Initial drafts by one team 
member were critiqued by all collaborators. This iterative process cross-ref-
erenced diverse data sources, often culminating in evidence triangulation to 
reinforce conclusions. 

 
3.4 Overview of the Company’s Background  

The case study examines Società Aeroporto Toscano S.p.A (SAT), which 
manages Pisa airport’s civil operations. The airport operates in essential ser-
vices (e.g., air traffic control), handling, and commercial activities, each with 
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varying regulation levels (Doganis, 1992; Graham, 2003). Incorporated in 
1978 as a joint stock company with majority ownership by the local authority, 
SAT faced poor financial performance up to 1994, recording a loss that year. 

In 1994, local authorities, regional public bodies, and private local investors 
injected substantial new capital, appointing a new Board of Directors and a 
new CEO. This marked the beginning of our case study research, which con-
cluded in 2007. Profitability was achieved after 1995, with profits beginning 
that year following the previous loss. By 1996, SAT had established partner-
ships with low-cost airlines, leading to more structured operations and contin-
ued growth. Between 1994 and 2007, passenger volumes surged by approxi-
mately 400%, while total assets, revenues, and profits grew by 430%, 300%, 
and 1,600%, respectively. This expansion was driven by creating a network of 
European connections and launching intercontinental routes by 2007. In 2007, 
SAT was listed on the Milan Stock Exchange. That year, the airport handled 
over 3.7 million passengers, making it the sixth-largest Italian regional airport.  

 
 

4. Findings 
 
The 1994/95 period marked the emergence of a new organization with 

fresh ownership and management, prioritizing financial control information. 
From 1996 to 2007, high growth and competition shifted the focus to output 
cost information. Two key MAC systems were implemented: a budgeting 
system and an output costing system. This study examines the processes of 
adopting, adapting, and discarding management accounting practices, with 
distinct forces shaping each period and system. 

 
4.1 Establishing the budgeting system.  

This paragraph describes the process of the initial adoption and subse-
quent adaptation of the budgeting system, along with the driving and re-
straining forces that influenced both (see Appendix – Table 2 – 
www.sidrea.it/induced-models-accounting).  

Budgeting system “adoption” (period 1994-1995). In 1993, the SAT air-
port faced severe financial difficulties, being on the verge of bankruptcy due 
to continuous losses over the preceding years (driving force 1, hereafter 
DF1). The significance of the airport for the local region led the local author-
ities and businesses to step in, infusing funds to rescue the airport from its 
dire state. A new Board of Directors (hereafter Board) and top management 
team (hereafter TMT) were appointed in 1994 to lead the turnaround effort 
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(DF27). Central to this change was the urgent need to enhance the airport’s 
financial performance, which was identified as an explicit priority by the new 
Board and TMT. To ensure progress and financial success, the airport’s own-
ership, through Board membership, exerted ongoing pressure on the man-
agement, demanding consistent updates on performance and recovery efforts 
(DF2, DF8, DF14). Consequently, there arose a distinct managerial require-
ment for monitoring financial information (DF3). In response, the new CEO 
initiated the hiring of financial experts to establish a robust budgeting system 
(DF4). However, due to financial constraints, the full complement of staffing 
envisioned could not be immediately realized (restraining force 6 and 7, 
hereafter RF6, RF7). New control-oriented information was considered, by 
the new management team, to be essential both to meet the requirements of 
the Board and their own managerial actions. The senior management reached 
consensus that prioritizing business control was the chief concern, and the 
means to achieve this goal was enforcing budgetary management (DF10). 
The new CEO had placed significant reliance on budgetary mechanisms that 
supported accountability-based bookkeeping in former employments. Thus, 
the implementation of a financial oversight system stemmed from the CEO’s 
familiarity with this type of information (DF9). The organization was re-
structured to clarify individual managerial responsibilities across various ar-
eas, including line operations, commercial and marketing management, ad-
ministration and financial planning, purchasing and procurement manage-
ment, human resources, security, technical operations, quality management, 
information technology, and safety. This restructuring provided the basis for 
creating cost centers for each of these new areas of management responsibil-
ity. Where appropriate, these were promptly converted into profit centers 
(DF12). Each area manager was tasked with delivering on the ambitious 
company strategy (DF10). Budget-to-actual comparisons assumed central 
importance for management decisions and Board assessments of progress, 
and by 1996, monthly reports were instituted to meet this need (DF10). 

Budgeting system “adaptation” (period 1996-2007). Although the avia-
tion market experienced rapid growth in size (DF8) and the company em-
barked on a strategic path of growth through a cost leadership approach, it 
became evident that there were significant informational limitations in the 
budgeting process (DF25). Initially, the highly competitive nature of the avi-
ation market (DF13) and substantial environmental uncertainty (DF16) cre-
ated considerable challenges for budgeting. These factors led to a loss of 
credibility in the budget targets, as they became increasingly difficult to 
achieve and less reliable for guiding strategic decisions (RF23). To address 
these challenges, management decided to make substantial modifications to 
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the budgeting process. Recognizing that the existing budgeting framework 
was insufficient for the rapidly changing market conditions, management in-
troduced twice-yearly budget revisions in 1999. This adjustment aimed to 
improve the accuracy of financial projections and ensure that the budgeting 
process remained relevant and responsive to the evolving market dynamics. 
In addition to addressing these external pressures, the buoyant market con-
ditions (DF8) and the ambitious growth targets set by the company (DF2) 
highlighted the need for effective staff incentives (DF18). The management 
team acknowledged that to fully capitalize on the market’s growth potential, 
it was crucial to align employee performance with the company’s strategic 
goals. As a result, bonuses and other financial incentives were linked to 
budgetary performance, incentivizing staff to achieve the financial targets 
and contribute to the company’s growth strategy (DF11). This alignment of 
incentives with budgetary outcomes was intended to motivate employees and 
drive better performance across the organization. Moreover, management 
recognized that traditional accounting profit-based reports had notable short-
comings. These reports often encouraged a short-term focus and overlooked 
critical performance aspects (RF24). To address these issues, the company 
decided to incorporate new key performance indicators (KPIs) into the budg-
eting process. The introduction of these KPIs aimed to provide a more com-
prehensive and balanced view of performance, going beyond simple profit 
metrics. In particular, the emphasis on efficiency improvements – a key as-
pect of the company’s strategy – led to the development of two specific KPIs 
with a cost base (DF14, DF20). These new KPIs were designed to measure 
and enhance operational efficiency, aligning with the company’s focus on 
cost management and strategic growth objectives. 

 
4.2 Establishing the output costing system  

In 1996, another significant MAC occurred, which was prolonged and 
challenging unlike the previous one. Specifically, it involved the adoption, 
abandonment and replacement of the output costing system (see Appendix - 
Table 3 - www.sidrea.it/induced-models-accounting).  

Output costing system “adoption” (period 1994-1996). In 1994, SAT 
lacked any internal knowledge or capability in output costing systems (RF5, 
RF6). Hiring personnel to address this deficiency proved to be a challenging 
task. The budgeting system was given priority, and due to limited financial 
resources, the finance department had to compete with HR, marketing, and 
technical services to secure funds for urgent hires (RF7). Nonetheless, the 
ongoing pressures on managers to achieve high performance levels amidst 
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growth conditions (DF27, DF2, DF8) and to meet ambitious strategic objec-
tives (DF11) in a competitive landscape necessitated comprehensive infor-
mation on output costs. This requirement became evident through the initia-
tives of the established Marketing Committee. Comprising the top manage-
ment team, the committee focused on achieving favorable outcomes in a rap-
idly expanding yet highly competitive market (DF13, DF15, DF16). One 
specific task assigned to this committee was to clearly define the managerial 
information needs (DF3, DF15), and they were also responsible for engaging 
external advisors (DF19). Additionally, by actively participating in pricing, 
customer negotiations, and efficiency optimization tasks, the committee 
heightened its awareness of the need for output cost information (DF8, DF11, 
DF13, DF14). In this vein, they established an official request for this data, 
outlined the management’s information needs, and played a crucial role in 
initiating the hiring of a consulting firm in 1995. This firm was tasked with 
creating an Activity-Based Costing (ABC) system capable of analyzing the 
costs associated with each individual flight and service (DF19). The opera-
tional system that came into effect in 1996 was highly elaborate and pro-
duced actual output cost data. 

Output costing system “abandonment” (period 1996-1999). Although the 
new costing system was operational and provided information on output 
costs, experience with the system revealed some limitations. Firstly, the out-
put was complex and very detailed, leading to managerial information over-
load and a lack of user-friendliness, which restricted its use (RF22). Addi-
tionally, the computation of actual costs on a monthly basis involved cost 
driver rates that resulted from actual activity pool costs and actual cost driver 
volumes. Due to the significant variability of cost driver volumes from 
month to month and the predominantly fixed nature of airport costs, cost 
driver rates and cost object costs exhibited great volatility. This volatility 
caused managerial confusion and dissatisfaction, leading to the ABC system 
losing credibility among managers (RF23, RF24, RF26). Managerial dissat-
isfaction led to the attempt to change the ABC system (DF25).  Thus, the 
costing system was simplified, and a few prominent flight characteristics, 
such as tonnage and number of seats, were used as cost drivers. While this 
resulted in more stable cost information, the outputs still lacked credibility 
for managers. For example, they knew that many flight-related costs (e.g., 
the substantial cost of handling services) did not depend on aircraft weight 
(RF23, RF24). Therefore, a further modification was attempted using capac-
ities as a basis for cost driver rates. However, identifying and collecting ca-
pacities proved problematic (RF24), and this change, along with ABC, was 
finally abandoned.  
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Output costing system “replacement” (period 1999-2007). Despite a tem-
porary halt due to the previous abandonment, a new impetus for developing 
an output costing system (focused on handling services), alongside the exist-
ing forces (DF2, DF8, DF11, DF13, DF14, DF16), came from the introduc-
tion of a new regulation (DF21). This occurred in two ways. First, the new 
regulation obliged the company to produce full cost information to justify 
the prices charged. Second, when SAT reached a particular size, it was re-
quired to open the airport to other companies offering competing handling 
services (DF13). Thus, computing and regularly monitoring its own handling 
costs became necessary to judge the competitiveness of its handling services 
(DF13, DF14). The initial approach was to provide incremental costs for 
each new flight, but it failed for technical reasons. Contracts with airlines 
typically last several years. However, incremental flight costs varied sub-
stantially over time, being near zero during low air traffic periods and ex-
tremely high during peak times (DF20). This extreme cost variability ren-
dered the cost information unsuitable for managerial use (RF24). Conse-
quently, estimates of the average actual direct costs of flights were developed 
and utilized. This approach had a technical deficiency as it excluded the sig-
nificant overhead costs of airports (RF24). Therefore, overhead cost alloca-
tion estimates were incorporated, and the use of actual costs was eventually 
replaced by standard or normal costs (DF9). This provided forward-oriented 
cost data and the information stability that managers required. 

 
 

5. Discussion of results 
 
This is the first study that adopts Kurt Lewin’s (1943) force field theory 

within the domain of MAC using a longitudinal case study to advance 
Kasurinen’s (2002) induced MAC framework. In particular, the study con-
tributes to the existing discourse on MAC in several ways. The force field 
analysis shows how various forces fit within the existing MAC framework. 
Key motivators for adopting the costing system include growth opportunities 
(DF8) and market competition (DF13), driving the need for better cost infor-
mation to improve pricing and efficiency. Catalysts, including the owners’ 
demands for monitoring information (DF3) and the Marketing Committee’s 
operations (DF15), further drove performance improvements. Facilitators 
like hiring finance staff (DF4) and consultants (DF19) enabled budgeting and 
costing innovations. On the other hand, delayers (e.g., constraints on acquir-
ing accounting staff – RF7), frustrators (e.g., presence of only financial ac-
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counting information – RF5), and confusers (e.g., lack of information credi-
bility to management – RF23) acted as barriers to change. The new manage-
ment and high stakeholder expectations (DF2, DF11) created momentum for 
change, sustained by ongoing growth and competition. However, comparing 
the force fields in different stages of MAC, it is evident that some forces 
disappear (e.g., the significance of a poor historical performance – DF1), 
while new ones emerge (e.g., regulatory requirements – DF21). Some factors 
grow in strength (e.g., market growth and opportunity – DF8) while others 
decline (e.g., owners’ demands for monitoring information – DF3). Thus, 
while the basic structure of the model retains its validity, the composition of 
its constituent forces can change from one stage to another, making the 
model’s composition time dependent. In this vein, force field theory helps 
the organization continuously map and understand the complexity of its sit-
uational context, adding a dynamic nature to Kasurinen’s model by high-
lighting which forces are at play and how they drive or hinder the evolution 
of MAC. Furthermore, this mapping process, by classifying the forces based 
on their intensity, nature (e.g., social, technical, etc.), and controllability, al-
lows for a comprehensive prioritization of interventions. These characteris-
tics, considered collectively, enable organizations to strategically focus on 
managing the most relevant forces, thereby optimizing resource allocation. 
This approach supports a more targeted and efficient management of the 
forces driving or hindering MAC, fostering a more adaptive and dynamic 
organizational response to evolving situational contexts. 

The findings also highlight another crucial aspect related to the model’s 
dynamism. Specifically, change itself gives rise to other forces that, in turn, 
can stimulate or hinder further changes. This “chain of reactions” manifests 
within and across different time intervals, as well as among various MAC 
events. Within the same time interval, in the context of the budgeting system, 
the establishment of the Marketing Committee was pivotal. This committee 
was designed to focus on market-related forces for change, raising awareness 
among participants and formalizing the need for new management account-
ing information. Initially, it ensured that motivators and catalysts effectively 
triggered MAC, while the necessary facilitators were put in place to support 
the change. The committee later spearheaded efforts to obtain output cost 
information, commissioning consultants for this task. By involving top man-
agement from key functional areas, it addressed the organization-wide infor-
mation needs, thereby securing consensus and authority for the proposed 
changes. Their seniority granted legitimacy to their decisions, positioning the 
committee as a formal driver of change. In summary, the committee provided 
essential leadership, playing a central role in initiating, implementing, and 
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evaluating successive MACs, and thereby fostering sustained change mo-
mentum. 

Across different intervals, the initial MAC had a significant impact, cre-
ating new forces that could either stimulate or limit future changes. A key 
example is the adoption and eventual abandonment of the output costing sys-
tem. Pressures for high performance amid growth (DF2, DF8) and strategic 
objectives (DF11) demanded detailed output cost information. Despite lack-
ing internal expertise (RF5, RF6, RF7), the Marketing Committee formally 
requested this data, defining information needs and hiring consultants to de-
velop an ABC system for flight and service cost analysis. However, manage-
ment found the system too complex, overly detailed, and subject to volatile 
cost rates. This led to new forces, such as inadequate information (DF25), 
prompting further changes. Additionally, issues like information credibility 
(RF3), difficulties in specifying needs (RF26), information overload (RF22), 
and technical limitations (RF24) acted as confusers and frustrators, hindering 
progress. Ultimately, the combination of these forces drove efforts to sim-
plify the ABC system, which led to its complete abandonment. 

Lastly, it is important to note the impact of the budgeting system on the 
output costing system. During the initial stage, the new CEO initiated the 
hiring of financial experts (facilitator) to establish a robust budgeting system 
(DF4). The new management team considered the control-oriented infor-
mation essential to meet the requirements of the Board and support their own 
managerial actions. Senior management reached a unanimous consensus that 
prioritizing business control was the chief concern, and the way to attain this 
goal was through enforcing budgetary management (DF10). However, finan-
cial constraints prevented the immediate realization of the full complement 
of staffing envisioned. The priority given to staffing the budgeting system 
created financial constraints that hindered the hiring of new staff for the im-
plementation of the output cost system, introducing a delay factor that could 
potentially hinder the implementation of the latter (RF7). 

Finally, the employment of Kurt Lewin’s (1943) field theory and three-
step model played a central role in identifying another fundamentally im-
portant aspect that allows addressing the gaps identified in existing models. 
The case study analysis highlights how the unfreezing phase prepares the 
organization for change by rearranging the forces to underscore the need for 
change. An emblematic example of this is the establishment of the Marketing 
Committee, which directs managerial attention to SAT’s market interface 
and the associated forces for change. Initially, the committee ensured that 
motivators and catalysts effectively initiated MAC and that the necessary fa-
cilitators were in place to implement practice changes and overcome barriers. 
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Following this phase, the change phase is where new behaviors are intro-
duced and adopted. During this stage, individuals or groups experiment with 
and integrate new ways of acting and thinking. In this vein, we introduce the 
experience of change. This component focuses on how organizational actors 
are exposed to and use new information. This phase is crucial for several 
reasons. New information often challenges existing paradigms and compels 
organizational actors to rethink their strategies and actions (Abrahamsson et 
al., 2011; Ogden & Anderson, 1999). Once exposed to new information, or-
ganizational actors must interpret and utilize this data effectively. This pro-
cess involves learning how to integrate new insights into existing workflows 
and decision-making processes. It may require developing new skills, adopt-
ing new technologies, or adjusting existing procedures to make the most out 
of the new information. In this process of experiencing change, the Market-
ing Committee has played a significant role in generating a common field, 
necessary for interpreting the outcomes of the change experience. The expe-
rience of change is not a passive process; organizational actors actively en-
gage with new information and learn from the outcomes (Giannetti et al., 
2021; Pigatto et al., 2023). As new information is used, feedback mecha-
nisms come into play. Feedback helps in identifying what works well and 
what needs adjustment, fostering a continuous improvement process. In sum-
mary, the “experience of change” phase is about how new information is 
introduced, assimilated, and utilized within the organization. This phase is 
essential for understanding how change processes unfold in real-world set-
tings and how they can be managed effectively. Finally, following the change 
phase, the refreezing phase is where the new behaviors by embedding them 
into regular patterns of behavior, thereby establishing the changes as the new 
norm. In this vein, we introduce the practical assessment of information suit-
ability, and the related decision of whether the change continues in its exist-
ing form, is modified, or is abandoned. During this phase, organizational ac-
tors scrutinize the new information to determine its relevance, accuracy, and 
usefulness in the context of their operations and strategic goals. Based on 
this practical assessment, a decision is made about the future of the change 
process. If new information is suitable and beneficial, the new practices are 
maintained, as with the ABC system in 1996, which improved the airport’s 
financial management through precise cost tracking and informed decision-
making. However, if the new information is unsuitable or fails to meet ex-
pectations, the practice may be abandoned, as happened when unreliable cost 
data led to the abandonment of the ABC system. Alternatively, if adjustments 
are needed for the new information to be effective, the practice is modified, 
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such as the costing system that was adapted several times after new regula-
tions (Figure 2).  

 
Figure 2 - The integration of the current induced model of MAC (source: Own work) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The relevance of these two components (i.e., experience of change and 

practical assessment of information suitability) is crucial, as they provide the 
necessary dynamism. By integrating these two elements, the model acquires 
a circular structure that enhances its suitability for guiding continuous 
change, underscoring the ongoing interaction of factors that drive organiza-
tional transformation. 

 
 

6. Conclusions  
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Kasurinen (2002) (Figure 1). The results show that, in a longitudinal consid-
eration of change, the basic structure of the model retains a good explanatory 
power. However, some additions are proposed that address the limitations by 
incorporating a dynamic perspective of MAC. By applying force field anal-
ysis (Lewin, 1943a) within a longitudinal case study, this study explores and 
interprets the dynamics of contextual factors in the change scenario, extend-
ing the original framework in three substantial ways. Firstly, while prior 
studies emphasize that the forces that populate the model differ across or-
ganizations (Cobb et al., 1995; Innes and Mitchell, 1990; Kasurinen, 2002), 
this study not only confirms this finding but also reveals that they change 
through time within the same organization, both in their nature and intensity. 
Thus, the existing model therefore provides a starting point and framework 
for deriving detailed explanations, involving organization-specific forces, of 
any given MAC at any given point in time. Secondly, the study also explores 
how change itself can lead to the emergence of new factors that further in-
fluence MAC. This underscores the need for a comprehensive, longitudinal 
study to capture the evolving dynamics and their impact on MAC. Under-
standing the chain reactions that change can trigger is crucial for monitoring 
both the factors driving change and the resistance throughout its evolution. 
Finally, this study enhances the understanding of MAC through the applica-
tion of Kurt Lewin’s force field theory, addressing gaps in Kasurinen’s 
model by broadening the range of elements considered (see figure 2).  

The second contribution of this article is the validation of Kurt Lewin’s 
force field approach (1943) within the context of management accounting. Alt-
hough Lewin’s framework has been widely applied in organizational change 
studies, its specific application to management accounting has been largely 
overlooked. This study is the first to demonstrate how this theoretical frame-
work can effectively illuminate key aspects of change in management account-
ing practices. By categorizing forces according to their intensity, nature, and 
controllability, Lewin’s force field analysis enables a holistic prioritization of 
interventions. This approach enhances an organization’s capacity to manage 
the forces influencing MAC, promoting more effective and adaptive responses 
to evolving conditions. Thus, this contribution not only validates Lewin’s the-
oretical approach in a new context but also addresses a gap in the literature, 
enriching the discourse on organizational change by extending the applicabil-
ity of the force field approach to management accounting.  

This paper is the first to apply force field theory to MAC, identifying new 
research opportunities. Future studies could explore Lewin’s approach to 
contemporary MAC challenges, the role of external consultants in shaping 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Advancing Induced Models of Management Accounting Change: A Dynamic Perspective 

119 

perceptions during change, and how their management accounting experi-
ences help identify and manage change forces.  

 
 

References 
 

Abernethy M.A., Chua W.F. (1996), A Field Study of Control System “Redesign”: The Im-
pact of Institutional Processes on Strategic Choice, Contemporary Accounting Research, 
13(2), pp. 569-606. Doi: 10.1111/j.1911-3846.1996.tb00515.x. 

Abrahamsson G., Englund H., Gerdin J. (2011), Organizational identity and management ac-
counting change, Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 24(3), pp. 345-376. 
Doi: 10.1108/09513571111124045. 

Amat J., Carmona S., Roberts H. (1994), Context and change in management accounting sys-
tems: a Spanish case study, Management Accounting Research, 5(2), pp. 107-122. Doi: 
10.1006/mare.1994.1008. 

Anderson S.W. (1995), A Framework for Assessing Cost Management System Changes: The 
case of Activity Based Costing Implementation at General Motors, 1986-1993, Michigan 
Business School Research Papers, 9501(4), pp. 1-46. 

Anderson S.W., Young S.M. (1999), The impact of contextual and process factors on the 
evaluation of activity-based costing systems, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 
24(7), pp. 525-559. Doi: 10.1016/S0361-3682(99)00018-5. 

Andon P., Baxter J., Chua W.F. (2007), Accounting change as relational drifting: A field study 
of experiments with performance measurement, Management Accounting Research, 
18(2), pp. 273-308. Doi: 10.1016/j.mar.2006.06.007. 

Arroyo P. (2012), Management accounting change and sustainability: an institutional ap-
proach, Journal of Accounting & Organizational Change, 8(3), pp. 286-309, Emerald 
Group Publishing Limited. Doi: 10.1108/18325911211258317. 

Baines A., Langfield-Smith K. (2003), Antecedents to management accounting change: A 
structural equation approach, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 28(7–8), pp. 675-
698. Doi: 10.1016/S0361-3682(02)00102-2. 

Bassani G., Pfister J.A., Cattaneo C. (2021), Management accounting change as an amplifier 
of a leadership dispute: an ethnography of convergent and divergent leader–follower re-
lations, Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 34(9), pp. 104-134. Doi: 
10.1108/AAAJ-01-2020-4379. 

Bell J., Hoque Z., Ansari S. (2009), Five easy pieces: A case study of cost management as 
organizational change, Journal of Accounting & Organizational Change, 5(2), pp. 139-
167. Doi: 10.1108/18325910910963418. 

Boje D., DuRant I., Coppedge K., Chambers T., Marcillo-Gomez M. (2011), Social materi-
ality: A new direction in change management and action research, In Boje D., Burnes B., 
Hassard J. (eds), The Routledge Companion to Organizational Change, pp. 580-597, 
Routledge. 

Boohene R., Williams A. (2012), Resistance to organisational change: A case study of Oti 
Yeboah Complex Limited, International Business Management, 4(1), pp. 135-145. Doi: 
10.3968/j.ibm.1923842820120401.1040 

Bouten L., Hoozée S. (2013), On the interplay between environmental reporting and manage-
ment accounting change, Management Accounting Research, 24(4), pp. 333-348. Doi: 
10.1016/j.mar.2013.06.005. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Riccardo Giannetti, Lino Cinquini, Andrea Dello Sbarba 

120 

Bozan M.G. (2003), Using Lewin’s force field analysis in implementing a nursing information 
system, CIM: Computers, Informatics, Nursing, 21(2), pp. 80-85. Doi: 
10.1097/00024665-200303000-00008 

Briers M., Chua W.F. (2001), The role of actor-networks and boundary objects in manage-
ment accounting change: a field study of an implementation of activity-based costing, 
Accounting, Organizations and Society, 26(3), pp. 237-269. Doi: 10.1016/S0361-
3682(00)00029-5. 

Broadbent J., Laughlin R. (1998), Resisting the “new public management”: Absorption and 
absorbing groups in schools and GP practices in the UK, Accounting, Auditing & Account-
ability Journal, 11(4), pp. 403-435. Doi: 10.1108/09513579810231439. 

Bruggeman W., Slagmulder R. (1995), The impact of technological change on management 
accounting, Management Accounting Research, 6(3), pp. 241-252. Doi: 
10.1006/mare.1995.1016. 

Burnes B. (2004), Kurt Lewin and the planned approach to change: A re-appraisal, Journal of 
Management Studies, 41(6), pp. 977-1002. Doi: 10.1111/j.1467-6486.2004.00463.x. 

Burnes B. (2007), Kurt Lewin and the Harwood studies: The foundations of OD, Journal of 
Applied Behavioral Science, 43(2), pp. 213-231. Doi: 10.1177/0021886306297004. 

Burnes B., Cooke B. (2013), Kurt Lewin’s field theory: A review and re-evaluation, Interna-
tional Journal of Management Reviews, 15(4), pp. 408-425. Doi: 10.1111/j.1468-
2370.2012.00348.x. 

Chanegrih T. (2008), Applying a typology of management accounting change: A research 
note, Management Accounting Research, 19(3), pp. 278-285. Doi: 
10.1016/j.mar.2008.06.005. 

Chua W.F. (1995), Experts, networks and inscriptions in the fabrication of accounting images: 
A story of the representation of three public hospitals, Accounting, Organizations and 
Society, 20(2–3), pp. 111-145. Doi: 10.1016/0361-3682(95)95744-H. 

Cobb I., Helliar C., Innes J. (1995), Management accounting change in a bank, Management 
Accounting Research, 6(2), pp. 155-175. Doi: 10.1006/mare.1995.1009. 

Cooke B. (2007), The Kurt Lewin/Goodwin Watson FBI files: A 60th anniversary ‘there and 
then’ of the ‘here and now,’ Human Relations, 60(3), pp. 435-462. Doi: 
10.1177/0018726707076686. 

Cooper S., Crowther D. (2008), The adoption of value-based management in large UK com-
panies: A case for diffusion theory, Journal of Applied Accounting Research, 9(3), pp. 
148-167. Doi: 10.1108/09675420810919711. 

Corbin J., Strauss A. (2008), Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for 
developing grounded theory (3rd ed.), Sage. 

Covaleski M.A., Dirsmith M.W., Michelman J.E. (1993), An institutional theory perspective 
on the DRG framework, case-mix accounting systems and health-care organizations, Ac-
counting, Organizations and Society, 18(1), pp. 65-80. Doi: 10.1016/0361-
3682(93)90025-2. 1 

Cummings T.G., Worley C.G. (2005), Organization development and change (8th ed.), 
South-Western College Publishing. 

Dent J.F. (1991), Accounting and organizational cultures: A field study of the emergence of 
a new organizational reality, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 16(8), pp. 705-732. 
Doi: 10.1016/0361-3682(91)90021-6. 

DeWalt K.M., DeWalt B.R. (2002), Participant observation: A guide for fieldworkers, Alta-
Mira. 

Doganis R. (1992), The Airport Business, Routledge. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Advancing Induced Models of Management Accounting Change: A Dynamic Perspective 

121 

Elsass P.M., Veiga J.F. (1994), Acculturation in acquired organizations: A force-field per-
spective, Human Relations, 47(4), pp. 431-453. Doi: 10.1177/001872679404700404. 

Englund H., Gerdin J., Abrahamsson G. (2013), Accounting ambiguity and structural change, 
Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 26(3), pp. 423-448. Doi: 
10.1108/09513571311311883. 

French W.L., Bell C.H. (1990), Organization development (4th ed.), Prentice Hall. 
Gable S., Chyung S., Marker A., Winiecki D. (2010), How should organizational leaders use 

employee engagement survey data?, Performance Improvement, 49(4), pp. 17-25. Doi: 
10.1002/pfi.20140. 

Giannetti R., Cinquini L., Miolo Vitali P., Mitchell F. (2021), Management accounting change 
as a learning process: a longitudinal analysis, Qualitative Research in Accounting and 
Management, 18(4–5), pp. 484-515. Doi: 10.1108/QRAM-01-2017-0003. 

Gosselin M. (2011), Contextual factors affecting the deployment of innovative performance 
measurement systems, Journal of Applied Accounting Research, 12(3), pp. 260-277. Doi: 
10.1108/09675421111187692. 

Graham A. (2003), Managing airports: an international perspective (2nd edition), Butter-
worth Heinemann. 

Granlund M. (2001), Towards explaining stability in and around management accounting sys-
tems, Management Accounting Research, 12(2), pp. 141-166. Doi: 
10.1006/mare.2000.0151. 

Greenwood R., Hinings C.R. (1996), Understanding Radical Organizational Change: Bring-
ing together the Old and the New Institutionalism, The Academy of Management Review, 
21(4), pp. 1022-1054. Doi: 10.2307/259163. 

Hiebl M.R.W., Feldbauer-Durstmüller B., Duller C. (2013), The changing role of manage-
ment accounting in the transition from a family business to a non-family business, Journal 
of Accounting and Organizational Change, 9(2), pp. 119-154. Doi: 
10.1108/18325911311325933. 

Hopwood A.G. (1987), The archaeology of accounting systems, Accounting, Organizations 
and Society, 12(3), pp. 207-234. Doi: 10.1016/0361-3682(87)90038-9. 

Hoque Z. (2011), The relations among competition, delegation, management accounting sys-
tems change and performance: A path model, Advances in Accounting, 27(2), pp. 266-
277. Doi: 10.1016/j.adiac.2011.05.006. 

Hubbard R., Vetter D.E. (1996), An empirical comparison of published replication research 
in accounting, economics, finance, management, and marketing, Journal of Business Re-
search, 35(2), pp. 153-164. Doi: 10.1016/0148-2963(95)00084-4. 

Hubbard R., Vetter D.E., Little E.L. (1998), Replication in strategic management: scientific 
testing for validity, generalizability, and usefulness, Strategic Management Journal, 
19(3), pp. 243-254. Doi: 10.1002/(SICI)1097-0266(199803)19:3<243::AID-
SMJ951>3.0.CO;2-0. 

Hughes M. (2007), The tools and techniques of change management, Journal of Change Man-
agement, 7(1), pp. 37-49. Doi: 10.1080/14697010701309435. 

Innes J., Mitchell F. (1990), The process of change in management accounting: some field 
study evidence, Management Accounting Research, 1(1), pp. 3-19. Doi: 10.1016/S1044-
5005(90)70042-X. 

Ittner C.D., Larcker D.F. (2001), Assessing empirical research in managerial accounting: a 
value-based management perspective, Journal of Accounting and Economics, 32(1–3), 
pp. 349-410. Doi: 10.1016/S0165-4101(01)00026-X. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Riccardo Giannetti, Lino Cinquini, Andrea Dello Sbarba 

122 

Jansen E.P. (2011), The effect of leadership style on the information receivers’ reaction to 
management accounting change, Management Accounting Research, 22(2), pp. 105-124. 
Doi: 10.1016/j.mar.2010.10.001. 

Jönsson S., Lukka K. (2006), There and Back Again: Doing Interventionist Research in Man-
agement Accounting, In Chapman C.S., Hopwood A.G., Shields M.D. (eds), Handbook 
of Management Accounting Research (Vol. 1), Elsevier. 

Jorgensen D.L. (1989), Participant Observation: A Methodology for Human Studies, SAGE 
Publications, Inc. 

Kasurinen T. (2002), Exploring management accounting change: The case of balanced score-
card implementation, Management Accounting Research, 13(3), pp. 323-343. Doi: 
10.1006/mare.2002.0191. 

Keating P.J. (1995), A framework for classifying and evaluating the theoretical contribution 
of case research in management accounting, Journal of Management Accounting Re-
search, 7, pp. 66-86. 

Laitinen E.K. (2001), Management accounting change in small technology companies: To-
wards a mathematical model of the technology firm, Management Accounting Research, 
12(4), pp. 507-541. Doi: 10.1006/mare.2001.0177. 

Langley A. (1999), Strategies for Theorizing from Process Data, The Academy of Manage-
ment Review, 24(4), pp. 691-710. Doi: 10.2307/259349. 

Laughlin R., Broadbent J., Willig‐Atherton H. (1994), Recent Financial and Administrative 
Changes in GP Practices in the UK: Initial Experiences and Effects, Accounting, Auditing 
& Accountability Journal, 7(3), pp. 96-124. Doi: 10.1108/09513579410064141. 

Lewin K. (1942), Field theory and learning, In Cartwright D. (ed), Field theory in social 
science: Selected theoretical papers by Kurt Lewin, pp. 60-86, Social Science Paperbacks. 

Lewin K. (1943a), Defining the ‘field at a given time,’ In Cartwright D. (ed), Field theory in 
social science: Selected theoretical papers by Kurt Lewin, pp. 43-59, Social Science Pa-
perbacks. 

Lewin K. (1943b), Forces behind food habits and methods of change, Bulletin of the National 
Research Council, 108, pp. 35-65. 

Lewin K. (1943c), Psychological ecology, In Cartwright D. (ed), Field theory in social sci-
ence: Selected theoretical papers by Kurt Lewin, pp. 17-187, Social Science Paperbacks. 

Lewin K. (1947a), Frontiers in group dynamics, In Cartwright D. (ed), Field theory in social 
science: Selected theoretical papers by Kurt Lewin, pp. 188-237, Social Science Paper-
backs. 

Lewin K. (1947b), Group decisions and social change, In Newcomb T.M., Hartley E.L. (eds), 
Readings in social psychology, pp. 330-344, Henry Holt. 

Lewin M. (1998), Kurt Lewin: His psychology and a daughter’s recollections, In Kimble 
G.A., Wertheimer M. (eds), Portraits of pioneers in psychology (Vol. 3), pp. 105-120, 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Libby T., Waterhouse J.H. (1996), Predicting Change in Management Accounting Systems, 
Journal of Management Accounting Research, 8, pp. 137-150. 

Lukka G., Modell S. (2010), Validation in interpretive management accounting research, Ac-
counting, Organizations and Society, 35(4), pp. 462-477. Doi: 10.1016/j.aos.2009.10.004. 

Miller D., Friesen P.H. (1984), A Longitudinal Study of the Corporate Life Cycle, Manage-
ment Science, 30(10), pp. 1161-1183. Doi: 10.1287/mnsc.30.10.1161. 

Miller P. (1991), Accounting innovation beyond the enterprise: Problematizing investment 
decisions and programming economic growth in the U.K. in the 1960s, Accounting, Or-
ganizations and Society, 16(8), pp. 733-762. Doi: 10.1016/0361-3682(91)90022-7. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Advancing Induced Models of Management Accounting Change: A Dynamic Perspective 

123 

Munir R., Baird K., Perera S. (2013), Performance measurement system change in an emerg-
ing economy bank, Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 26(2), pp. 196-233. 
Doi: 10.1108/09513571311303710. 

Ogden S.G. (1997), Accounting for organizational performance: The construction of the cus-
tomer in the privatized water industry, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 22(6), pp. 
529-556. Doi: 10.1016/S0361-3682(96)00027-X. 

Ogden S.G., Anderson F. (1999), The role of accounting in organisational change: promoting 
performance improvements in the privatised UK water industry, Critical Perspectives on 
Accounting, 10(1), pp. 91-124. Doi: 10.1006/cpac.1998.0200. 

Otley D., Berry A. (1994), Case study research in management accounting and control, Man-
agement Accounting Research, 5, pp. 45-65. Doi: 10.1006/mare.1994.1004. 

Pigatto G., Cinquini L., Tenucci A., Dumay J. (2023), Serendipity and management account-
ing change, Meditari Accountancy Research, 31(7), pp. 88-115. Doi: 10.1108/MEDAR-
09-2021-1450. 

Revellino S., Mouritsen J. (2009), The multiplicity of controls and the making of innovation, 
European Accounting Review, 18(2), pp. 341-369. Doi: 10.1080/09638180802681529. 

Revellino S., Mouritsen J. (2015), Accounting as an engine: The performativity of calculative 
practices and the dynamics of innovation, Management Accounting Research, 28, pp. 31-
49. Doi: 10.1016/j.mar.2015.04.005. 

Scapens R.W. (1990), Researching management accounting practice: The role of case study 
methods, The British Accounting Review, 22(3), pp. 259-281. Doi: 10.1016/0890-
8389(90)90008-6. 

Scapens R.W., Roberts J. (1993), Accounting and control: a case study of resistance to ac-
counting change, Management Accounting Research, 4(1), pp. 1-32. Doi: 
10.1006/mare.1993.1001. 

Schwering R.E. (2003), Focusing leadership through force field analysis: New variations on 
a venerable planning tool, Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 24(7), pp. 
361-370. 

Shields M.D. (1995), An Empirical Analysis of Firms’ Implementation Experiences with Ac-
tivity-Based Costing, Journal of Management Accounting Research, 7, pp. 148-166. 

Shrivastava S.R., Shrivastava P.S., Ramasamy J. (2017), Force field analysis: An effective 
tool in qualitative research, Journal of Current Research in Scientific Medicine, 3(2), pp. 
139-140. 

Soin K., Seal W., Cullen J. (2002), ABC and organizational change: an institutional perspec-
tive, Management Accounting Research, 13(2), pp. 249-271. Doi: 
10.1006/mare.2002.0186. 

Somekh B. (2006), Action Research: A Methodology for Change and Development, Open 
University Press. 

Sulaiman S., Mitchell F. (2005), Utilising a typology of management accounting change: An 
empirical analysis, Management Accounting Research, 16(4), pp. 422-437. Doi: 
10.1016/j.mar.2005.03.004. 

Swanson D.J., Creed A.S. (2014), Sharpening the focus of force field analysis, Journal of 
Change Management, 14(1), pp. 28-47. Doi: 10.1080/14697017.2013.788052. 

Taylor L.C., Scapens R.W. (2016), The role of identity and image in shaping management 
accounting change, Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 29(6), pp. 1075-
1099. Doi: 10.1108/AAAJ-10-2014-1835. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Riccardo Giannetti, Lino Cinquini, Andrea Dello Sbarba 

124 

Thakkar J., Deshmukh S.G., Shastree A. (2006), Total quality management (TQM) in self-
financed technical institutions: A quality function deployment (QFD) and force field anal-
ysis approach, Quality Assurance in Education, 14(1), pp. 54-74. Doi: 
10.1108/09684880610643610. 

Thrane S., Balslev L. (2017), Institutional contradictions and change of organisations and ac-
counting: Case evidence from Greenland, Journal of Accounting and Organizational 
Change, 13(3), pp. 310-330. Doi: 10.1108/JAOC-02-2016-0009. 

Vaivio J. (1999), Exploring a “non-financial” management accounting change, Management 
Accounting Research, 10(4), pp. 409-437. Doi: 10.1006/mare.1999.0112. 

Valuckas D. (2019), Budgeting reconsidered: exploring change initiative in a bank, Journal 
of Accounting and Organizational Change, 15(1), pp. 100-126. Doi: 10.1108/JAOC-10-
2016-0060. 

Waggoner D.B., Neely A.D., Kennerley M.P. (1999), The forces that shape organisational 
performance measurement systems: An interdisciplinary review, In Int. J. Production Eco-
nomics, 60. 

Whitehead J., McNiff J. (2006), All You Need To Know About Action, SAGE Publications. 
Yin R.K. (2018), Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods (6th ed.), Sage, 

Thousand Oaks, CA. 
Zimmerman B.J. (2001), Achieving Academic Excellence: A Self-Regulatory Perspective (2nd 

ed.), Routledge. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Management Control (ISSN 2239-0391, ISSNe 2239-4397), 2024, 2 – Special issue 
Doi: 10.3280/MACO2024-002-S1007 

Searching for the drivers of organizational  
resilience in times of crisis: 

An example from the Covid-19 pandemic 
 

Federico Barnabè*, Riccardo Santoni**, Manuel Mechi*** 
 
 

Received: 26 November 2023 
Accepted: 07 July 2024 

 
Abstract 

The theme of organizational resilience has been acquiring relevance for some time 
to date due to the health crises and geopolitical tensions that have marked the last 
years. Understanding which drivers helped ensure business continuity during such 
crises can subsequently help managers prepare for future challenges or shocks. An-
swering the call for an aggregate analysis of the drivers of organizational resilience, 
this study identifies three main categories: the first one focuses on the human char-
acteristics of the business community; the second focuses on the role played by man-
agement control systems, and the third one points to the external support of consult-
ants and stakeholders. This framework is applied to a case study of a not-for-profit 
organization (FASI – Fondo Assistenza Sanitaria Integrativa) that operates in the 
healthcare assurance sector and was strongly impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
The results of this study reaffirm the multilevel essence of organizational resilience. 
In more detail, the policies adopted by the company to face different challenges led 
to the achievement of three different types of resilience: reactive behavior – bounc-
ing-back to the previous equilibrium (type 1), adaptive behavior – bouncing-forward 
to a higher level of equilibrium (type 2), and proactive behavior – preparing for a 
possible future shock (type 3).  
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1. Introduction 
 

In the last years, the world has experienced a severe concatenation of cri-
ses related to the pandemic from SARS-CoV-2 (Covid-19) and a tense world 
geopolitical situation. Shocks and uncertainties have undermined the func-
tioning of the entire supply chain, requiring managers to adopt special 
measures to manage the crisis (Williams et al., 2017). In this study, particular 
attention is given to the catastrophic consequences generated by the Covid-
19 pandemic which caused many countries to adopt lockdowns at different 
moments, imposed an impressive death toll on the world population, and 
generated severe consequences in the global economic system (e.g., Allen, 
2022). In this context, companies had to adapt and innovate their business 
models, sometimes just to survive or regain stability (Clauss et al., 2022), 
some others to recover and change for the better (Priyono et al., 2020).  

This ability, which the literature identifies with the concept of “organiza-
tional resilience”, is at the core of this study, which is specifically aimed at 
searching for the drivers at the basis of this phenomenon. 

Used in many different disciplines (e.g., metallurgy and engineering – 
Bhamra et al., 2011; Thorén, 2014; Fadda et al., 2021; Catturi, 2022), the 
concept of “organizational resilience” may be defined as the «…capacity 
which enables the organizations to cope effectively with unexpected events, 
bounce back from crises, and even foster future success» (Duchek, 2020).  

Organizational resilience can envision three different forms (e.g., Flem-
ing, 2012; Conz and Magnani, 2020): 
1. Reactive or adaptive behaviors to regain lost equilibrium, defined in this 

study as “type 1 organizational resilience”. 
2. Active behavior to exploit the specific crisis, sustaining growth and pur-

suing higher equilibrium: “type 2 organizational resilience”. 
3. Proactive behavior to prepare for future crises, developing strategic, risk, 

and crisis management skills: “type 3 organizational resilience” 
Notably, previous research has already studied at length the multifaceted 

dimensional and cross-disciplinary concept of organizational resilience 
(Kerr, 2016) highlighting the importance of all the capabilities an organiza-
tion can rely upon to respond effectively to a crisis (Ma et al., 2018). How-
ever, less attention has been given to the driving factors of such a phenome-
non (Hillmann, 2021), and how they might be jointly used to provide a uni-
fying vision of organizational resilience (e.g., Duchek, 2020) and to investi-
gate what resilient organizations do and how resilience may be achieved in 
practice (e.g., Boin and van Eeten, 2013; Duit, 2016).  
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In this regard, the literature review performed in Section 2 allows the 
identification of three main drivers able to support and steer organizational 
resilience in a period of crisis, i.e., the personal characteristics of the entre-
preneur and human resources, the management control system in place for a 
specific company, and the external support provided by knowledgeable ex-
perts (e.g., consultants), associations (e.g., the association of chartered ac-
countants), or stakeholders (e.g., customers and suppliers).  

These three categories of drivers are seen as relevant factors of success 
and profitability for a company in “normal” times, as well as critical drivers 
for the enhancement and development of organizational resilience skills in 
periods of crisis. For this reason, together with the three types of resilience, 
they constitute the theoretical framework for this study, presented in Section 
3. While the insights from this study can apply to any crisis or crisis man-
agement scenario (Williams et al., 2017), we decided to focus on a specific 
critical situation, that is the crisis generated by the Covid-19 pandemic. Alt-
hough the pandemic’s impacts and companies’ responses have been widely 
studied regarding specific industries (Verma and Prakash, 2020; Brodeur et 
al., 2021) or the type of intervention (Donthu and Gustafsson, 2020; Culasso 
et al., 2022), less emphasis has been given to the factors able to drive such 
changes, i.e., the drivers of organizational resilience, thereby calling for more 
research in this context (Duchek, 2020; Buzzao and Rizzi, 2023). 

As described in Section 4, the research design of this study entailed or-
ganizing a focus group to create a semi-structured questionnaire on organi-
zational resilience during the Covid-19 pandemic, used to conduct the inter-
views and develop an exploratory case study (Eisenhardt, 1989; Ryan et al., 
2002) - FASI (Fondo Assistenza Sanitaria Integrativa), a not-for-profit 
healthcare assurance organization strongly impacted by the Covid-19 crisis. 

The results presented in Section 5 and discussed in Section 6 confirm the 
multilevel essence of organizational resilience. Drivers belonging to the 
three categories of our framework were contemporarily solicited to face dif-
ferent pandemic shocks. According to the level of preparedness for those 
shocks and the response timing, the same drivers (e.g., the ones related to the 
digitalization process) have played different roles, such as helping the busi-
ness restore previous procedures (type 1), improving its processes (type 2), 
and preventing future shocks through cost forecasting activities (type 3). 

The last section (no. 7) provides conclusions, limitations to this study, and 
ideas for future research.  
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2. Literature review about the concept of resilience 
 
2.1. Defining resilience  

Accademia della Crusca1 (2014) reports that the term “resilience” has a 
Latin origin, i.e., “resiliens” (from the verb “resilire”) whose meaning is 
“bounce back”. This concept is primarily used in disciplines different from 
management and usually refers to “the ability of a substance to return to its 
usual shape after being bent, stretched, or pressed”2. With elasticity and 
strength, just to name a few, resilience is a feature that characterizes specific 
materials, suggesting their choice for specific construction purposes or uses.  

The concept of resilience has been subsequently used across various dis-
ciplines (e.g., see Bhamra et al., 2011; Fadda et al., 2021) with quite similar 
meanings making it both a cross-disciplinary (Manfield and Newey, 2017) 
and a unifying concept (Thorén, 2014). Examples concern the metallurgical 
field, where resilience is considered as the ability of a metal to withstand the 
impact of forces that are applied to it (Angelico, 2018), “resilience engineer-
ing” (Hollnagel et al., 2006), defined as “the ability of systems to anticipate 
and adapt to the potential for surprise and failure” (Zohuri and Moghaddam, 
2018, p. 7), resilience in ecology, seen as «the persistence of relationships 
within a system […] measur(ing) the ability of these systems to absorb 
changes of state variables, driving variables, and parameters, and still per-
sist» (Holling, 1973), or in psychology, where Grotberg (1996) argued that 
«resilience is a universal capacity which allows a person, group or commu-
nity to prevent, minimize or overcome the damaging effects of adversity». 

Interestingly, resilience is currently and extensively used to analyze and 
describe social systems (e.g., Catturi, 2022). In this regard, previous research 
has explored organizational resilience’s multifaceted dimensions, such as op-
erational, supply chain, and information resilience (Kerr, 2016). Moreover, 
three resilience components have been identified in the individual competen-
cies to overcome personal difficulties, group capabilities to face negative 
collective challenges, and organization adaptive structures to avoid the fail-
ure of the entire system. The sum of these dynamic competencies represents 
the multilevel concept of organizational resilience (Ma et al., 2018), which 
includes the entire set of capabilities on which an organization can build its 
answer to a crisis. Such a broad concept constitutes the focus of this study. 

 
1 Official website of the Accademia della Crusca Italian institute, 2014. www.accadem-

iadellacrusca.it last visit 13/11/2022. 
2 Official website of the Cambridge Dictionary, 2023. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/ 

last visit 24/06/2023. 
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2.2. Defining organizational resilience 
 
Broadly, “organizational resilience” may be defined as the «…capacity 

which enables the organizations to cope effectively with unexpected events, 
bounce back from crises, and even foster future success» (Duchek, 2020). 

Extant literature has explored organizational resilience, its meaning(s) 
(e.g., Conz and Magnani, 2020), the interest shown in it both by academics 
and practitioners (e.g., Limnios et al., 2014 and Woods, 2015), and its per-
formance impacts (e.g., Beuren et al., 2022). Furthermore, attention has been 
given to the conditions that can be (re)gained after a given shock (Ciasullo 
et al., 2023) and the relevant “time frames” for preparing, implementing, and 
applying organizational resilience (Mazzara et al., 2023; Polese et al., 2023).  

In the field of business and management, two main schools of thought 
emerge from the various interpretations and theories of organizational resil-
ience (Duchek, 2020). The so-called “bouncing-back approach” (or theory), 
grounded in organizational psychology, argues that organizations can bounce 
back – or, simply, “bounce” – from challenging situations or adversities (e.g., 
Boin and van Eeten, 2013). The main idea underlying this approach is that 
organizations are dynamic systems able to adapt, change, and recover from 
disruptions, thanks to three main capacities (Duchek, 2020):  
1. Absorptive capacity: the ability to absorb and understand the impact of 

disruptions or shocks. It involves the organization’s knowledge, skills, 
and resources to recognize and interpret the situation (Lewin et al., 2011). 

2. Adaptive capacity: the ability to adapt and adjust in response to disrup-
tion. It involves the organization’s flexibility and agility to change its 
strategies, processes, and structures (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2010). 

3. Transformative capacity: the ability to go beyond mere adaptation and 
embrace transformative changes. It focuses on innovating, reimagining, 
and reinventing new ways of doing things to thrive in the face of adversity 
(Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011). 
Given this interpretation and within the bounce-back approach, organiza-

tional resilience is characterized by “the intrinsic ability to maintain and re-
gain a dynamically stable state that enables organizations to continue their 
activities after various shocks and work effectively in continuing threats” 
(Bartuseviciene et al., 2022, p. 3) and is conceived as the ability to adapt and 
return to normal activities (after shocks or threats), eventually allowing or-
ganizations to gain knowledge from what has happened and use such lessons 
as driving forces also to “bounce-forward” (Manyena et al., 2011).  
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In this regard, some studies have argued that organizational resilience 
goes beyond a mere act of adaptation. In detail, the “bouncing-forward ap-
proach” argues that resilience is the ability to react positively to a traumatic 
event by developing new skills (Bartuseviciene et al., 2022). Therefore, a 
shock impacting an organization is not seen as an obstacle but as an oppor-
tunity to improve on the initial state (e.g., Manyena et al., 2011). 

About the “time frames”, the presented definitions and considerations 
clarify that organizational resilience can emerge at least in two moments, i.e., 
as a capability to overcome (ex-post) or to prevent (ex-ante) a crisis. Policies 
such as providing guidance for managers before the shock and favoring the 
assessment of its impacts afterward (Munoz et al., 2022) or exploiting ex-
ante mitigation as well as ex-post adaptation opportunities (McDaniels et al., 
2008), may be effective in promoting resilience at both times of analysis. 

The considerations mentioned above have led previous researchers to 
propose models and frameworks able to describe the resilience process, 
thereby identifying specific stages (Duchek, 2020) and paths of resilience 
(e.g., Shepherd and Williams, 2023), as reported below. 
 
 
3. Typologies and main drivers of organizational resilience 

 
The literature review highlighted how organizational resilience envisions 

three different behaviors (e.g., Fleming, 2012; Conz and Magnani, 2020). 
● The first one entails adopting reactive and adaptive behaviors when fac-

ing a crisis to regain the lost equilibrium, defined in this study as “type 1 
organizational resilience”. 

● The second one refers to active behavior to exploit the specific crisis, 
thereby sustaining growth and pursuing new and higher levels of equilib-
rium, called in this study “type 2 organizational resilience”. This entails 
relying on and exploiting a balanced system of drivers not only to over-
come the impact of negative events but also to sustain growth, perfor-
mance improvement, and organizational development over time. 

● The third one, called “type 3 organizational resilience”, builds on proac-
tive behavior to plan and prepare for future crises, developing strategic, 
risk, and crisis management skills, procedures, and systems. 
Moving forward, attention is to be given to the factors at the basis of or-

ganizational resilience, i.e., to the “drivers” favoring and/or enabling such 
capacity. Extant literature has revealed that these drivers are diverse, with 
many elements contributing to the resilience process (e.g., Duchek, 2020). 
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Key drivers of resilient behavior are identified by some studies in the or-
ganizational characteristics and attitudes like weighed prudence and willing-
ness to search for continuous improvements (Wiig and Fahlbruch, 2019), 
preparedness, responsiveness, adaptability, and learning abilities (Koronis 
and Ponis, 2018), or the role of digital corporate social responsibility (Al-
Omoush et al., 2023). Other investigations focused more on human- and in-
dividual-related factors, like the role played by women’s skills and aptitudes 
(Cosentino and Paoloni, 2021), or behavioral capabilities such as improvisa-
tion, experimentation, and knowledge implementation (Lengnick-Hall and 
Beck, 2005). Additional research included factors related to resource availa-
bility (e.g., time, financial, and human resources - Duchek, 2020), social re-
sources (e.g., social capital and positive internal and external relationships - 
Lengnick-Hall and Beck, 2009), and power and responsibility relationships 
that affect the organization decisions and actions, such as resource allocation, 
change processes, and hierarchical decisions (Lengnick-Hall et al. 2011). 

Lastly, and more relevant for this research, several studies have identified 
factors that might play a joint role in favoring organizational resilience. 
These include management control systems (e.g., Roffia and Dabić, 2023; 
Bracci and Tallaki, 2021), entrepreneurs’ skills (e.g., psychological factors - 
Hartmann et al., 2022), and enterprise characteristics (e.g., levels of digital-
ization - Isensee et al., 2023), recognized as key drivers in different contexts. 

In broad terms and in sum, relevant literature in the field identified organ-
izational resilience drivers as internal and external, human – and process –
related, entailing both soft and hard factors, involving interactions of indi-
viduals within the organization and with stakeholders. Notably, these drivers 
are not only potential enablers of organizational resilience but are also crucial 
for the success and profitability of a company in “normal” times. 

Building on these considerations, this study identifies three key dimen-
sions that can include specific driver categories, forming the theoretical 
framework shown in Figure 1. First, top management’s ability to identify, 
orchestrate, and promote critical knowledge and skills inside the organiza-
tion and among human resources constitute the “human dimension drivers” 
(as discussed by Teece, 2007, 2012, 2018 with the concept of micro-founda-
tions). Second, several categories of management controls used to guide 
managers and employees (i.e., the control of results, actions, personnel, and 
culture - Merchant and Van der Stede, 2007) constitute the “control dimen-
sion drivers”. Third, external consultants, bodies, and stakeholders might 
help a company during the various phases of its life (Greiner and Metzger, 
1983; Momani, 2013) and form the “external dimension drivers”. 
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Figure 1 - The main drivers of organizational resilience investigated in this study 

The three driver categories in Figure 1 address the research gap identified 
by existing literature, specifically, the need for a unified vision and joint use 
of the various drivers that enhance organizational resilience (e.g., Duchek, 
2020) and explain how resilient organizations function and achieve resilience 
in practice (e.g., Boin and van Eeten 2013; Duit 2016).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. The research design 
 

This study presents the findings of an exploratory case study. The 
strengths of case studies (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009) in exploring and ex-
plaining how management accounting works in practice – both in terms of 
the techniques, procedures, and systems that are used and how they are used 
– are widely recognized (e.g., Scapens, 1990). In detail, exploratory case 
studies (Ryan et al., 2002, p. 144) are used in accounting and management 
not only to explore the reasons for particular accounting practices but also to 
generate hypotheses about those reasons, allowing further testing. Several 
preparatory steps were necessary before developing the case study. 

Firstly, a 1-hour focus group (Liamputtong, 2011) in March 2023 dis-
cussed the main drivers of organizational resilience, focusing on their impact 
during the Covid-19 crisis. Together with the three researchers, two legal 
representatives of an important managers’ trade union participated: a top 
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manager involved in control system management and an external controller 
with several consulting assignments in the territory. Their expertise was use-
ful in confirming the importance of the three drivers, creating a semi-struc-
tured questionnaire (Panneerselvam, 2014), and identifying the case study, 
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Ryan et al., 2002), internally to the trade union’s network. 

The Covid-19 pandemic period was selected for this study due to its se-
vere impact since early 2020, causing many countries to adopt lockdowns at 
different moments that negatively impacted the global economic system (Al-
len, 2022) and business organizations across various countries and industries 
(Baber and Ojala, 2020). Companies had to adapt and reinvent themselves, 
profoundly changing their traditional modus operandi to regain an overall 
equilibrium and, sometimes, just to survive (Priyono et al., 2020; Clauss et 
al., 2022). These considerations fully embed the concept, the categories, and 
the functioning of organizational resilience, as addressed in this study. 

The case study refers to a not-for-profit healthcare assurance organization 
significantly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. The sudden shock – which 
could have overwhelmed the organization system – highlighted critical is-
sues related to its business model and acted as a driver of change. We believe 
that this business case is peculiar since it perfectly depicts the three types of 
resilience objects of investigation and their development over time. 

Following the initial meeting on 20/03/2023 five additional meetings 
were held, as shown in Table 1. A commercial executive was chosen for his 
top management role (first resilience driver), his business administration 
background and deep knowledge of the company’s management control sys-
tem (second driver), and his daily direct contact with the company’s custom-
ers, suppliers, affiliated structures, and external stakeholders (third driver), 
highly impacted by the pandemic shocks.  

The first meeting confirmed the case study fit for purpose, building up the 
case overview portrayed in section 5.1. The semi-structured questionnaire 
was administered in the second meeting and served as a track to investigate 
the resilience drivers (section 5.3). The third meeting clarified previous an-
swers and addressed post-pandemic challenges (section 5.4). Findings from 
the document analysis (section 5.2) were reviewed in the fourth meeting. The 
final meeting allowed discussion of a draft of the results section to avoid 
eventual data misinterpretations and ensure the solidity of findings. 

The second meeting was in-person, while the others were held via video 
calls. The same encoding method was maintained throughout the duration of 
the study: one researcher conducted the interview and managed the relation-
ship with the company’s manager, while the other two handled data collec-
tion – one transcribed the conversations, and the other pinned the key points 
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of the discussion. Data triangulation sessions took place at the end of each 
meeting. The parts of the interviews reported in this paper were translated 
from Italian (the original language of the interview) to English, trying to pre-
serve the shades of meaning of the respondent’s words.  

About the sources used to develop the case study, we relied on multiple 
data collection methods to increase the validity and reliability of this study 
through triangulation (Patton, 1987). Data sources included written docu-
ments (such as the company’s regulation, statute, ethical code, social and 
integrated reports), interviews, and informal discussions. Additional second-
ary sources were used to recreate the organization’s history and include 
newspaper articles, website news, and LinkedIn posts.   

 

Table 1 - Case study overview: meetings, topics, and participants 

Meeting  Topic(s) Length 
1 Discussing the project, schedule, key concepts, and goals. 

Collecting and preliminarily analyzing data and infor-
mation. 
Discussing the three main components of the question-
naire. 

1 hr. 

2 Conducting the interview and administering the semi-
structured questionnaire.

2 hrs. 

3 Follow-up interview to clarify answers and collect addi-
tional feedback. 

30 
minutes 

4 Collecting and discussing additional company data and 
publicly available documents. 

30 
minutes 

5 Collecting follow-up feedback and updating information. 
Providing final feedback. 

30 
minutes 

 
 

5. Results 
 

5.1. Introduction: overview of FASI  
Founded in 1977, FASI (Fondo Assistenza Sanitaria Integrativa) is an 

Italian not-for-profit association that provides supplementary healthcare ser-
vices to executives and their families, complementing the National Health 
Service, thanks to a mutuality and intergenerational solidarity system3. Ser-
vices are regulated by a national collective agreement between companies 

 
3 FASI’s associates are Confindustria (representing Italian manufacturing and service 
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and managers. Executives pay about a third of the fixed annual fee, while 
their employers cover the rest. Due to this agreement, membership is quite 
stable: while FASI benefits from maintaining a strong membership base by 
offering valuable services, it has limited control over its revenues. This is 
due to the predetermined, not elastic or influenceable nature of its income, 
leading to a particular case of an “obliged” marketing mix. 

FASI’s mission is “protecting the health of its members, guaranteeing 
them healthcare excellence”. To achieve this, FASI can count on more than 
80 employees and 2.685 active agreements with healthcare facilities to sat-
isfy the requests of around 129.000 members and their families. The main 
challenge is maintaining economic and financial equilibrium while expand-
ing the services offered through the reinvestment of the operating surplus. 

From a membership perspective, members obtain refunds when receiving 
medical services from an affiliated health facility. The intergenerational, sol-
idarity, and mutuality system mentioned in its statute consists of the fact that 
managers and their families can maintain supplementary healthcare services 
even during the retirement period, when the expected sanitary expenditure 
increases, without suffering any risk-specific fee.  

The characteristics described above make the selected case study a unique 
example to analyze organizational resilience during an intense and exoge-
nous shock. In particular, how can a business with such an obliged marketing 
mix actively answer to a sudden change? 

In the following sections, information gathered from additional and sec-
ondary sources as well as from the interviews is reported and discussed, look-
ing for organizational resilience drivers and procedures that ensure the con-
tinuity of the FASI association. 

 
5.2. Findings: the pre-pandemic phase - analysis of additional sources   

The analysis of the additional and secondary sources, such as FASI’s reg-
ulation, statute, and ethical code, helped build the case narrative and pro-
vided background knowledge of the organization’s scope and behavior, eas-
ing interactions with managers. Social reports from 2012 to 2019 revealed 
business trends before the pandemic outbreak (i.e., 2020) and highlighted 
FASI’s social role, especially as the ongoing demographic change increased 
the proportion of retired managers. Over time, FASI has assumed a primary 
role in the national context, expanding its services and spreading awareness 
of the importance of the integrative healthcare system to promote prevention. 

 
companies) and Federmanager (representing managers). Managers and firms that contribute 
to FASI fund become FASI members without acquiring the associate qualification. 
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From a resilience perspective, accurate economic management ensured 
the fund’s prosperity, with capital reserves covering the operating deficits 
linked to the fluctuation in health service requirements. This economic and 
financial stability allowed for improvements in organizational (e.g., digitali-
zation) and environmental (e.g., paper used, energy consumption) practices 
while ensuring high-quality services to its members. 

The 2019 social report represents a snapshot of the pre-pandemic situa-
tion. In particular, the materiality matrix, shown in Figure 2, provides infor-
mation on the topic prioritization made by FASI and its stakeholders. 

Some of the FASI’s higher significance matters (i.e., on the right of the 
x-axis) are the expression of the association’s mission (e.g., “intergenera-
tional solidarity”, “service quality”, “prevention, care, and assistance”), ex-
istence preconditions (e.g., “FASI system economic sustainability”) and 
mandatory requirements (e.g., “activities governance and transparency” and 
“privacy and data protection”). To achieve those objectives, FASI selects 
external partners aligned with the FASI Code of Ethics, promoting strong 
and lasting “relationships with affiliated structures”. 

 Two other strategic and internal levers to achieve business goals are: “en-
hancement of human resources” and “innovation and customer satisfaction”. 
The first is promoted through attention to gender equality, workforce train-
ing, team building, and job time flexibility, as demonstrated by a perfor-

Figure 2 - 2019 FASI materiality matrix, author translation
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mance measurement system of workforce wellbeing. The second is sup-
ported by dematerialization (e.g., -31% paper usage compared to 2015 per-
formance) and digitalization (e.g., creation of a mobile app, implementation 
of new ICT solutions for development, innovation, and data management) 
practices. 

The 2019 report outlines future projects in new healthcare services, pro-
cess reengineering, human resources formation, and ICT development. How-
ever, the pandemic and a change in FASI top management interrupted the 
social reporting process, leading to more website disclosures.  

The semi-structured interview described in Section 4 explores FASI’s 
pandemic response, with the findings presented in the next section. 

 
5.3. Findings: the pandemic phase - the interview  

The following statements summarize the interviews with FASI’s repre-
sentatives, described in Table 1. Like most Italian companies, FASI’s first 
shock was adapting to social distancing imposed by Italian law during the 
first months of the pandemic (D.P.C.M. 09/03/2020). The increased commit-
ment of the top management was crucial in this first moment: 

 

«Managers were more present inside the business and had to rapidly adapt the 
informative system due to the impossibility, for Covid-19 restrictions, of performing 
the daily rituals in presence». 

 

The organization also invested in digitalization, with digital solutions and 
training for employees that 

 

«ensured the operative continuity of the fund, moving online all the offline pro-
cedures, thanks to the use of videoconferences and a shared file repository based on 
Microsoft Teams platform». 

 

This digitalization gave the «push» to innovate the business model, re-
sponding to both social distancing and «structural changes introduced by the 
Italian State in the normative and fiscal sectors». FASI sought external sup-
port, as internal competencies were insufficient for the pandemic challenges: 

  

«the specialized consultants represented the main interlocutor and played a key 
role during the pandemic», performing a «job of loyalty» that «led to a durative 
relationship that is still going on, even if the collaborations don’t have the intensity 
and frequency that it has had before». 

 

Enterprise networks and relationships (e.g., members and health institu-
tions) also supported the digitalization process. The pandemic fostered a 
sense of «empathy» and increased «the information and knowledge sharing 
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both inside and outside the company», facilitating acceptance of external 
procedure changes, thanks to increased stakeholders’ collaboration. 

In addition to digital innovation, key changes focused on the management 
control systems, with the pandemic that «provided the push to innovate». 
Initially, managers feared an overwhelming surge in health service requests, 
with no associated revenue benefit. Contrary to expectations, the total num-
ber of health service requests came to a screeching halt: during the emer-
gency, the entire health system focused on Covid-19, and fear kept people 
away from hospitals, creating a backlog of requests: 

 

«This situation generated a strong and delayed increase in health service re-
quests, represented by the sum of the “normal” and the “past” ones that went stand-
by». «The National Sanitary System was only partially able to respond to this in-
crease; long waiting lists and a feeling of uncertainty among those who need care 
are two undesired outputs of this situation». 

 

Since FASI covers all the refund requests only through its own funds, 
without any external assurance, forecasting the number of health service re-
quests represents the main «organizational challenge for FASI», impacting 
relationships with health facilities and stabilizing finances. After the first 
pandemic period, FASI decided to adopt big data solutions and a data ware-
house from “Poste Italiane S.p.A.”, allowing forecast analysis and financial 
simulations by «taking into account the medium age of FASI members and 
the average expected expenditures» and linking them to the budget system. 

These changes required improved digital skills among employees, con-
tributing to the need for digital training and stimulating «higher efficiency of 
internal processes». From a specific question about the role played by budget 
data and sustainability indicators, it emerged that, though they represent a 
strategic asset of the organization, «the contribution to first crisis manage-
ment was marginal». Before Covid-19 pandemic, decisions relied heavily on 
«top management intuitions and flair», but now: 

 

 «intuition is not enough anymore, if before the decision-making process relied 
for 90% on intuition and 10% on control systems, now the relationship is exactly 
overturned. The performance indicator system experienced minimal qualitative and 
quantitative changes; the real modification was the awareness of its value and the 
role it played in the decision-making process».  

 
5.4. Findings: the post-pandemic phase - the follow-up interview  

In the last interview, the manager summarized the changes at FASI: 
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«The business – as of the 7th of March 2020 – no longer exists», «crisis incen-
tives the change, and the alternative to the adaptation is the closure of the business». 

«The procedures used before the Covid-19 diffusion were not sufficient to face 
the crisis effectively».  

«The real changes happened in the first three months when the paper and pen 
solutions were coercively interrupted by the social distancing procedures».  

 

These aspects led to an approach transformation; digital solutions started 
to be conceived as something fast and reliable, and top management meet-
ings to review performance became more frequent, leading to clearer objec-
tives. FASI consolidated most of these innovations improving efficiency: 

 

«Now it is quite common to hear someone inside the organization saying: “Oh, 
how I wish we had changed before!”». 

 

Nevertheless, the improved internal side of the organization does not re-
flect what is happening outside the association’s boundaries. 

 

«Long waiting lists are still generating misalignments between demand – includ-
ing the one through the FASI system – and supply – the whole sanitary system». 
«Here the motivations widen, the individual dimension (i.e., demand) is summed to 
the national organizational (i.e., sanitary system) and inter-organizational (i.e., 
FASI and affiliated health facilities) levels, leading to higher challenges related to 
economic problems with a national dimension». 

 

The framework in Section 3 offers the theoretical key to reading the find-
ings, providing insights into the drivers of organizational resilience. 

 
 

6. Discussion 
 

In this study, we refer to “organizational resilience” as the «…capacity 
which enables the organizations to cope effectively with unexpected events, 
bounce back from crises, and even foster future success» (Duchek, 2020). 
The purpose of this research is to individuate and categorize the value drivers 
of organizational resilience, offering a homogeneous reading key to the 
cross-disciplinary and multilevel richness of the literature (Bhamra et al., 
2011; Thorén, 2014; Fadda et al., 2021; Catturi, 2022). 

To achieve this, an exploratory case study was conducted. FASI’s re-
sponses to Covid-19 pandemic provided valuable insights. In this Section, 
the drivers identified from interviews and secondary sources are organized 
into the three categories (i.e., human, control, and external dimension driv-
ers) presented in Section 3. The combination of these drivers helped FASI 
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develop different types of resilience (e.g., Fleming, 2012; Conz and Mag-
nani, 2020), i.e., type 1 - “adaptive resilience”, type 2 - “active resilience”, 
and type 3 - “proactive resilience”. The following discussion addresses the 
three main challenges that FASI faced during the pandemic, testing its or-
ganizational resilience. 

The first challenge was the coercive social distancing that, for three 
months, led to the forced interruption of in-presence jobs (Table 2). 

 

Table 2 - Social distancing challenge and adopted policies 

The first answer to that problem was the higher commitment of top man-
agement, which multiplied its efforts to maintain the daily routines in a dig-
ital way. External professionals trained the staff to perform their tasks online. 
Thanks to the acquired digital skills, FASI quickly bounced back to its pre-
vious equilibrium (type 1 of resilience). Soon, digitalization became essen-
tial, leading FASI to seek greater efficiency in service delivery. Increased 
information and knowledge sharing, both within and outside the organiza-
tion, helped communicate FASI’s needs to stakeholders. Additionally and 
notably, a sense of empathy among stakeholders emerged, easing the ac-
ceptance of procedural changes and improvements, ultimately leading to en-
hanced efficiency, bouncing forward from the initial situation (type 2 of re-
silience). 

The second shock, though it never materialized, still gave FASI the push 
to change. It is related to the concerns about a potential surge in health ser-
vice requests due to the pandemic, which could have drastically increased 
costs and threatened the association’s economic equilibrium (Table 3). 

First challenge: Social distancing 

Type of  
resilience Human drivers Control drivers External drivers 

“Previous proce-
dures restoring” - 
Type 1: adaptive  

- top management 
commitment 
- digital skills

- routine safe-
guard 

- external compe-
tencies 

“Process im-
provements” - 
Type 2: active 

- internal infor-
mation sharing 
- digitalization 

- higher effi-
ciency targets 

- external infor-
mation and 
knowledge shar-
ing 
-sense of empathy 
with stakeholders 
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FASI’s pre-pandemic social reports revealed the awareness of such a 
threat. Financial reserves, built through prudent and accurate economic man-
agement would have worked as shock absorbers, while lasting relationships 
with affiliated health structures would have ensured service continuity. 
These drivers represented a proactive approach to resilience aimed at miti-
gating future risks (type 3 of resilience). However, the reaction to that shock 
would have been unstructured, based on top management intuitions and flair, 
low control systems’ contribution, and eventual research for external help in 
case of internal skills shortage (type 1 of resilience). FASI understood that 
improving forecasting and cost simulations could enhance business stability. 
The digital skills acquired in the first Covid-19 period, together with the in-
clination to innovate the association, laid the foundation for implementing 
big data solutions linked to the budget system. This strengthened the effec-
tiveness of the management control system (type 2 of resilience) and built a 
forward-looking orientation to prevent future crises (type 3). 

 

Table 3 - Potential cost explosion challenge and adopted policies 

Second challenge: Potential cost explosion 

Type of resili-
ence 

Human drivers Control drivers External drivers 

“Wise manage-
ment” - 
Type 3: proactive 

- prudence - accurate eco-
nomic manage-
ment

- relationships 
with affiliated 
health structures 

“Unprepared an-
swer to the 
shock” - 
Type 1: adaptive 

- top management 
intuitions and 
flair 

- low control sys-
tems’ contribution

- external help 

“Management 
control improve-
ment” -  
Type 2: active. 
“Cost forecast-
ing” - 
Type 3: proactive 

- digital skills, 
-inclination to in-
novate 

- big data solu-
tions 
- budget system 
- forecasting and 
simulation ability 

- cooperation with 
external providers 
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The third and still ongoing shock is related to the health service backlog 
that is leading to long waiting lists that threaten FASI’s service quality (Table 
4).  

Internally, enhancing human resources skills, consolidating process im-
provements, and maintaining the management control system central, to-
gether with strong partnerships with affiliated health structures, could help 
restore the balance of the system (type 1 of resilience). However, internal 
efficiency alone may not be enough to face the National scale of the issue. 
The social reports (2012-2019) highlighted FASI’s political efforts to in-
crease its influence in the National Health System. FASI’s message centers 
on its values and mission, emphasizing the importance of prevention; in fact, 
preventive checkups are faster and cheaper than subsequent pathology cures. 
If these ongoing efforts succeed and FASI promotes prevention on a national 
level, it could show strong proactive resilience, directly impacting the lives 
of the members and the Italian citizens (type 3 of resilience). 

 

Table 4 - National backlog and long waiting lists challenge and adopted policies 

Third challenge: National backlog and long waiting lists 

Type of resili-
ence 

Human drivers Control drivers External drivers 

“Backlog resolu-
tion” 
Type 1: reacting 

- enhancement of 
human resources 
skills 
- consolidation of 
improvements

- central role of 
the management 
control system 
 

- relationships 
with affiliated 
health structures 

“Promotion of 
health preven-
tion” 
Type 3: proactive 

- internal values 
and mission com-
munication 

- speed and econ-
omy of the ser-
vices 

- political weight 
on a national 
scale 

 

The three shocks discussed earlier provided a push to innovate routines. 
Recognizing that previous procedures were inadequate to face pandemic 
challenges, FASI consolidated changes, improving overall performance. In 
this sense, reactive responses to specific challenges constituted the basis for 
further adaptations, leveraging the crisis to learn how to proactively antici-
pate future risks (Duchek, 2014). From a theoretical standpoint, this expands 
the research’s contribution to the broader field of crisis management, under-
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lining the drivers and the determinants of the dynamics between the occur-
rence of a crisis in the form of an event (e.g., the lockdown) or of a process 
(e.g., long term social distancing) and activities that restore (i.e., react) and 
maintain (i.e., build resilience) equilibrium over time (Williams et al., 2017). 

The adopted framework enabled an aggregated analysis of resilience driv-
ers that would otherwise have been fragmented. In fact, relevant literature 
describes these drivers as internal or external, human- and process-related, 
involving soft and hard factors, and the interaction of individuals within the 
organization and with stakeholders. Our analysis effectively addresses or-
ganizational aspects (e.g., prudence, accurate economic management, con-
solidation of improvements, inclination to innovate, digitalization, coopera-
tion with providers) (Wiig and Fahlbruch, 2019; Al-Omoush et al., 2023), 
human factors (e.g., top management commitment and flair, HR skills) (Ko-
ronis and Ponis, 2018; Cosentino and Paoloni, 2021), resource availability 
(e.g., external competencies, relationships with affiliated health structures, 
cooperation with providers) (Duchek, 2020), and stakeholder relationships 
(e.g., internal and external information and knowledge sharing, sense of em-
pathy) (Lengnick-Hall and Beck, 2009). All these drivers impact manage-
ment control systems and decision-making (Lengnick-Hall et al. 2011).  

The results confirm the multilevel essence of organizational resilience 
(Fleming, 2012; Conz and Magnani, 2020): organizations can either bounce 
back to the previous equilibrium (type 1) or bounce forward and take ad-
vantage of the opportunity to innovate (type 2) and can also prepare proac-
tively for future crises (type 3). The same drivers can support different types 
of resilience, depending on timing: pre-shock policies would lead to an an-
ticipatory type 3 of resilience, while ex-post solutions can vary based on 
whether they aim to restore or improve (Duchek, 2014).  

For example, the driver “relationships with affiliated health structures” 
supported the “Wise management” policy, contributing to a type 3 of resili-
ence in the “Potential cost explosion” challenge; differently, it could help 
regain the lost equilibrium and reach a type 1 of resilience in the challenge 
"National backlog and long waiting list”. Similarly, the same drivers can 
constitute an answer to a shock and represent a precondition for future im-
provements and answers to new shocks: the “Social distancing” challenge 
imposed the improvement of digital skills to perform the previous routines 
(type 1); these skills constituted the prerequisite for the digitalization of the 
procedures, contributing to reaching higher efficiency levels (type 2) and fa-
cilitated forecasting control systems to prepare for future challenges (type 3). 

The presented tables offer important tools to support crisis management. 
When a shock occurs, managers might benefit from the table structure to 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Federico Barnabè, Riccardo Santoni, Manuel Mechi 

144 

individuate immediate answers and foster the interactions among the human, 
control, and external components. Furthermore, the visual potential of the 
table can help the different actors involved in the process to understand their 
role and may stimulate the debate around the desired future development of 
individual competencies and organizational relationships. In this way, shared 
trajectories to build type 2 and type 3 resilience can be traced, thereby pro-
moting a participated approach useful to effectively overcome the crisis. 
Once the table contents are defined, targeted metrics for each driver can be 
developed, building a balanced scorecard-likewise type of tool to monitor 
the advancement in resilience building (Kaplan and Norton, 1992). 

 
 

7. Conclusion, limitations, and ideas for further research 
 
More and more frequently our organizations are called on to face external 

and internal crises, thereby changing their traditional modus operandi and 
achieving new performances. 

In this scenario, the capacity of an organization to be resilient has become 
fundamental, although different types of organizational resilience can be 
adopted, with different results and benefits. 

Our research advocates that a so-called proactive behavior should be 
adopted, thereby moving towards a “type 3” level of organizational resili-
ence. However, this study also demonstrates that a progressive path toward 
the development of the skills, tools, and structures needed to develop and 
embed a type 3 resilience within a given organization might be possible, and, 
even, planned. Within this context, a fundamental role can be certainly 
played by three categories of drivers, i.e., the personal characteristics of the 
top management (i.e., the human dimension), the management control sys-
tems in place for a company, and the external support provided by stakehold-
ers, knowledgeable experts (e.g., consultants) or associations (e.g., the asso-
ciation of chartered accountants). 

Even though this study was concerned with the analysis of the impacts 
generated by the Covid-19 pandemic, it also emphasizes that a balanced use 
of all the drivers identified at an organization’s disposal might be effective 
in addressing a number of other crises – characterized differently if compared 
to the one from Covid-19. This is particularly relevant when organizations 
will strive to implement not just a reactive and adaptive behavior (i.e., look-
ing for a type 1 resilience) but will pursue new levels of equilibrium and/or 
growth (i.e., aiming at overcoming a crisis by developing a type 2 form of 
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resilience) and will let a type 3 resilience guide its plans and actions towards 
a desired future path of growth and value creation. 

Despite the profound awareness of the company’s dynamics shown by 
the manager we interviewed, acknowledged limitations of the study refer to 
the possible restricted perspective of a commercial executive, with other re-
silience drivers that may have impacted the organization’s answer to the cri-
sis. Moreover, one case study is not enough to provide general insights and 
policy recommendations. Subsequently, further research is already under-
way, specifically to submit the questionnaire to a sample of Italian compa-
nies in order to acquire more data and evidence and develop additional case 
studies. 
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Abstract 
Digital transformation has emerged as a crucial driver for businesses to thrive in 
today’s dynamic landscape. This process has accelerated due to the widespread im-
pact of the COVID-19 pandemic, compelling companies to reshape their corporate 
governance structures and mechanisms, including the format of annual general meet-
ings (AGMs). In light of these developments, this study aims to explore how tech-
nological, organizational, and environmental factors influence the adoption and im-
plementation of virtual AGMs among companies, using the theoretical lens of the 
technology-organization-environment (TOE) framework.  
To achieve this, the study adopts a qualitative approach to examine the factors un-
derlying the digital transformation of shareholder meetings in Italy. Specifically, the 
research conducts an inductive content analysis of AGM minutes from Italian com-
panies listed on the FTSE-MIB, covering the years 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022. 
The evidence indicates that virtual AGMs among Italian listed companies are not 
widespread. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Italian firms avoided conducting vir-
tual AGMs due to technological, organizational, and environmental factors, and 
most have no immediate plans to implement online meetings. Consequently, the pan-
demic has not driven AGM innovation in the Italian context. This evidence contrib-
utes to the literature on virtual shareholder meetings and provides insights for future 
research into companies’ perspectives on this theme. 
 
Keywords: Annual General Meeting, Virtual Shareholder Meeting, Digital Trans-
formation, Corporate Governance, TOE Framework, Content Analysis. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The increasing importance of digital transformation has fundamentally 
altered numerous organizations, introducing novel processes and mecha-
nisms that significantly affect the core structures of business operations 
(Kraus et al., 2022). This transformation spans various facets, from compa-
nies’ business models (Matarazzo et al., 2021) to corporate governance prac-
tices (Moro Visconti, 2020). For instance, digital platforms are reshaping in-
teractions within corporate governance among various internal and external 
stakeholders, such as shareholders, managers, employees, banks, customers, 
and suppliers (Moro Visconti, 2020). 

In the Italian context, Paoloni et al. (2023) have shown that the COVID-
19 pandemic has profoundly impacted Italian small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) in terms of adopting new digital technologies. The pandemic 
and the consequent restrictions compelled companies to review the perfor-
mance of their routine activities (e.g., the increase in remote work), while 
also allowing them to re-evaluate their strategies in previously unconsidered 
directions. In other words, the COVID-19 pandemic has played a catalyzing 
role in accelerating the digital transformation process (Kraus et al., 2022; 
Subramaniam et al., 2021), which is evident in the case of annual general 
meetings (AGMs), a valuable tool for facilitating corporate governance de-
cision-making processes. 

During the pandemic, to overcome the impossibility of conducting meet-
ings in person, the activities of the collegial body were digitalized through 
virtual shareholders’ meetings (Obialor and Ayileka, 2020). Globally, virtual 
shareholders’ meetings of listed companies rose from 286 in 2019 to 2.240 
in April 2020, with a significant increase in the United States (Freeburn and 
Ramsay, 2021). In 2020, very few AGMs were held with the physical pres-
ence of shareholders (Morrow Sodali, 2020). Large companies such as Ford 
Motor Company, Timberland, and Goldman Sachs organized their AGMs in 
a remote format. Consequently, virtual shareholder meetings could become 
predominant in the future (Brochet et al., 2021). However, the debate on vir-
tual AGMs is not new. For instance, Delaware law has enabled virtual share-
holders’ meetings since 2000, and Inforte Corporation held its first virtual 
AGM in 2001, becoming the first company in the world to do so. In China, 
public firms began conducting online shareholders’ meetings in 2005, and 
all such companies have been holding virtual AGMs since 2017 (Gao et al., 
2020; Yao et al., 2022). The increase in virtual AGMs is due to advances in 
technology and the COVID-19 pandemic, which prompted many companies 
to switch to an online format to ensure security and accessibility. 
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Nevertheless, most studies on virtual AGMs focus on analyzing the ef-
fects on companies and shareholders (Boros, 2003; Fairfax, 2010; Fontenot, 
2017) in terms of shareholder participation (Gao et al., 2020), shareholder 
questions (Brochet et al., 2021; Schwartz-Ziv, 2021), and “social costs” 
(Iwasaki, 2020). However, as revealed by Ianniello and Stefanoni (2022), in 
the Italian context, the use of the internet for voting in meetings (webcasting) 
is absent, while cases of electronic and postal voting are extremely rare. 
Thus, research on hybrid or online meetings is highly encouraged, as a sig-
nificant gap remains in understanding the specific factors that influence the 
adoption of virtual AGMs in the Italian corporate landscape. 

To examine the factors affecting the adoption of virtual AGMs, this study 
primarily draws upon the technology-organization-environment (TOE) 
framework (Tornatzky and Fleischer, 1990), which identifies three elements 
of a company’s context that influence innovation adoption: the technological 
context, the organizational context, and the environmental context (Baker, 
2012). The TOE framework has been widely employed for understanding 
and analyzing how these elements influence the adoption and implementa-
tion of new technologies within organizations (Oliveira and Martins, 2011), 
yet it has been little adopted in corporate governance studies. In all, this study 
aims to answer the following research question: 
 

RQ: How can technological, organizational, and environmental factors 
influence the adoption and implementation of virtual Annual General Meet-

ings (AGMs) among companies? 
 

To answer this question, we analyzed 133 minutes of AGMs held in 2019, 
2020, 2021, and 2022 from a sample of companies listed on the FTSE-MIB. 
The study examined these documents using inductive content analysis, a 
method recommended for situations with limited prior knowledge (Elo and 
Kyngäs, 2008). The main results show that Italian companies did not adopt 
virtual shareholder meetings during the years 2019-2022 due to several tech-
nological, organizational, and environmental factors. 

The research is structured as follows. The next section provides an over-
view of the main studies on the topic as well as the theoretical framework. 
Section three illustrates the methodology used in the research. Key results 
are described in the fourth section. Lastly, sections five and six present a 
discussion of the results and concluding observations, respectively. 
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2. Literature review 
 
2.1 Virtual AGM: benefits and challenges  

Historically, the relationship between shareholders and managers has been 
characterized as a pure “agency conflict” (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). The 
shareholder meeting, or annual general meeting (AGM), helps mitigate this 
conflict by providing shareholders with insights into the company’s financial 
(and non-financial) performance, as well as managers’ decisions and strate-
gies. Furthermore, this gathering offers an opportunity for decision-making on 
matters beyond the discretion of the board and for dialogue between share-
holders and managers. In other words, the AGM serves three main functions: 
information, decision-making, and acting as a forum (Strätling, 2003). 

However, the literature raises concerns about the effectiveness of the AGM 
in fulfilling these functions (Nili and Shaner, 2022; Kastiel and Nili, 2016). 
For instance, some argue that the AGM is gradually becoming a “pro forma 
meeting” rather than a genuine tool for shareholder engagement (Nili and 
Shaner, 2022). Small shareholders, such as retail investors, exhibit “rational 
apathy” and are not incentivized to participate in the company’s affairs. This 
leads to distortions in voting outcomes, a reduction in shareholder influence in 
initiating governance changes, and the creation of deadlock situations (Kastiel 
and Nili, 2016). A typical problem in public firms’ AGMs is the low share-
holder participation rate, often due to the widespread ownership structure and 
the difficulty of physically attending meetings (Gao et al., 2020). Conversely, 
high levels of participation are positively associated with corporate profitabil-
ity, as indicated by ROE and ROA ratios (Ianniello and Stefanoni, 2022). 

Some scholars argue that virtual AGMs can address issues related to poor 
shareholder participation at traditional meetings (Boros, 2003; Fairfax, 2010; 
Fontenot, 2017; Gao et al., 2020; Yao et al., 2022; Van der Krans, 2007). In 
fact, one of the main advantages of virtual AGMs is the potential increase in 
shareholder participation (Boros, 2003; Fairfax, 2010; Fontenot, 2017), par-
ticularly among non-block investors (Gao et al., 2020; Yao et al., 2022) and 
corporations with geographically dispersed shareholders (Van der Krans, 
2007). For example, empirical research by Gao et al. (2020) shows that, in 
Chinese public companies, shifting from traditional to virtual AGMs signif-
icantly increased minority shareholder participation by approximately 35%. 
This led to positive stock returns and improvements in corporate governance, 
such as reductions in tunneling activities (Gao et al., 2020; Wang and Wang, 
2021) and earnings manipulation (Wang and Wang, 2021). Additionally, 
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small investors, by voting online on environmental issues, can enhance cor-
porate environmental performance by drawing attention from influential 
groups such as the media and analysts, thereby impacting management’s de-
cisions (Yao et al., 2022). Another benefit of virtual AGMs is the reduction 
in costs for shareholders and the removal of geographical and physical bar-
riers to participation (Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021). Online meetings elimi-
nate travel time and expenses, benefiting retail shareholders and those hold-
ing shares in multiple companies (Fontenot, 2017). Retail investors often 
cannot attend meetings due to their timing during working hours and their 
distance from shareholders’ homes (Boros, 2003). However, holding a vir-
tual AGM does not significantly influence shareholder participation when 
the meeting site is easily accessible and the cost of attending is low (Gao et al., 
2020). For instance, high-speed rail access to a company’s headquarters influ-
ences small shareholders’ participation in AGMs (Wang and Wang, 2021). In-
creased accessibility through virtual AGMs leads to greater shareholder in-
volvement (Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021). Modern technologies improve inter-
actions during virtual meetings (e.g., through dashboard tools) and transpar-
ency (e.g., through recordings available on websites), thus enhancing share-
holder democracy (Nili and Shaner, 2022). For example, the application of 
blockchain and smart contracting can overcome issues related to transparency, 
verification, and identification, while reducing shareholder voting costs and 
organizational costs for companies, thereby enhancing the AGM’s forum func-
tion (Lafarre and Van der Elst, 2018). Holding a virtual AGM also enhances 
an organization’s brand by portraying a technologically advanced image (Fair-
fax, 2010; Fontenot, 2017), a benefit that extends beyond the technology sector 
(Fairfax, 2010). Improved relationships and dialogue with shareholders during 
and after the meeting, as well as an enhanced corporate governance image, are 
additional advantages (Abdennadher and Cheffi, 2020). The virtual AGM 
could also be an appealing tool for the next generation of shareholders (i.e., 
millennials) who are technologically savvy (Nili and Shaner, 2022). Lastly, 
another benefit of holding a virtual AGM is cost savings for organizations (Ab-
dennadher and Cheffi, 2020; Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021). Companies can re-
duce meeting costs by approximately 50% through the use of technological 
tools, avoiding expenses related to booking venues, catering, security, and 
medical personnel (Fontenot, 2017). For example, the AGM costs for Inforte 
Corporation, the first company to conduct an AGM virtually, dropped from 
$20,000 for a physical meeting to $2,000 for a virtual format (Fairfax, 2010). 

Despite these benefits, virtual AGMs present concerns for both share-
holders and organizations. A survey of investors, non-investors, academics, 
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and non-profits from global markets revealed that the main concerns are re-
lated to the inability to ask live questions during meetings, the absence of an 
option to submit questions in advance, and the fact that questions submitted 
are sometimes not answered (Belyeu et al., 2021). Companies could manip-
ulate uncomfortable questions, for instance by filtering or ignoring them, ef-
fectively allowing management to “cherry-pick” questions (Freeburn and 
Ramsay, 2021). On the other hand, the online format may make shareholders 
feel less inhibited when posing disruptive questions, making it difficult for 
management to respond (Fairfax, 2010). The virtual AGM could undermine 
the traditional face-to-face accountability of management (Boros, 2003), the 
interaction between shareholders and management, and among shareholders 
themselves (Fairfax, 2010; Nili and Shaner, 2022), as well as shareholders’ 
ability to influence voters and management (Fairfax, 2010). These concerns 
are most pronounced in meetings where questions are submitted via email 
(Fairfax, 2010), and for retail shareholders who can only engage with direc-
tors at the AGM (Fontenot, 2017; Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021). Empirical 
analyses by Brochet et al. (2021) and Schwartz-Ziv (2021) show that virtual 
shareholder meetings are shorter than physical ones. Virtual meetings are 
17% shorter, leading to a 16% reduction in shareholder questions (Schwartz-
Ziv, 2021). However, shorter AGMs could be viewed either as a limitation 
of shareholders’ voices (Schwartz-Ziv, 2021) or as an efficient compliance 
exercise that allows shareholders to communicate quickly and cost-effec-
tively (Brochet et al., 2021; Van der Krans, 2007). 

Although virtual AGMs reduce costs for both investors and companies, 
they could lead to “social costs” linked to the value of “implicit communica-
tion, such as management’s choice of words, tone of voice, and body lan-
guage, which provide valuable information about the company. This value is 
likely high for shareholders, so if virtual meetings cannot capture it, they may 
be socially undesirable (Iwasaki, 2020). However, Iwasaki (2020) suggests 
several actions to mitigate the loss of “implicit communication” inherent in 
virtual meetings, such as conducting meetings via video rather than audio 
only, allowing shareholders to ask live and in real-time questions, and main-
taining a record of shareholder actions. The greatest concern for managers 
involves the technical and legal issues of technological instruments, which 
could lead to disputes between shareholders and organizations and, conse-
quently, the cancellation of meetings (Abdennadher and Cheffi, 2020). 

In summary, “whether virtual meetings become the saving grace of share-
holder democracy and stakeholder governance, or sink like the Titanic, will 
depend on the details” (Nili and Shaner, 2022, p. 194). 
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2.2 Theoretical framework  
 
Our research relies on the theoretical framework developed by Tornatzky and 

Fleischer (1990), known as the “Technology-Organization-Environment 
(TOE)” framework, which is graphically represented in Fig. 1. This framework 
aims to identify the key organizational factors that drive companies to adopt new 
technologies and pursue technological innovation. Unlike other widely adopted 
theories that explain the technology adoption process in companies, such as the 
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), the TOE model takes a more holistic 
approach and is better suited for addressing corporate governance issues (So et 
al., 2021). The TOE framework is instrumental in identifying and mitigating 
risks that could lead to the failure of adoption projects (Stjepić et al., 2021). This 
model distinguishes three key elements that influence organizational adoption 
of innovation: technology, organization, and environment. Thus, it focuses not 
on the nature of innovation decision-making itself but on the contextual factors 
that affect it (Krieger et al., 2021). Many studies have applied this model to ex-
plain technology adoption in various areas, such as accounting (Akter et al., 
2024; So et al., 2021; Seshadrinathan and Chandra, 2021), auditing (Krieger et 
al., 2021; Widuri et al., 2019), and across multiple industries, including the 
banking sector (Bany Mohammad et al., 2022), as well as different types of com-
panies, such as SMEs (Olutoyin and Flowerday, 2016; Stjepić et al., 2021), and 
in the context of sustainable smart city studies (Ullah et al., 2021). Moreover, as 
demonstrated by numerous previous studies, this framework is well-suited to 
explain the adoption of various types of technologies, such as blockchain (Akter 
et al., 2024), business intelligence systems (Puklavec et al., 2018), cloud com-
puting (Borgman et al., 2013), and data analytics (Kiu and Chan, 2024). 

The technological context encompasses both internal and external technol-
ogies relevant to the firm, including the firm’s existing practices and equip-
ment, as well as the range of available technologies outside the firm (Oliveira 
et al., 2011). For instance, the availability and characteristics of technology 
can affect the adoption of technological innovations (Puklavec et al., 2018). 

The organizational context relates to the resources and characteristics of the 
firm (Seshadrinathan and Chandra, 2021), such as employee structures, intra-
firm communication processes, firm size, and the amount of slack resources 
(Baker, 2012). For example, the presence of informal linking agents – such as 
product champions, boundary spanners, and gatekeepers – is associated with 
adoption. Communication processes from top management can foster innova-
tion by creating a supportive organizational environment that embraces change 
and aligns with the firm’s core mission and vision (Baker, 2012). Larger or-
ganizations, due to economies of scale, are more likely to adopt technologies 
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(Kiu and Chan, 2024), while slack resources, though desirable and helpful, 
may not necessarily lead to technological innovation (Baker, 2012). 

Lastly, the environmental context refers to the arena in which a company 
conducts its business and includes aspects such as industry conditions, the 
presence or absence of technology service providers, and the regulatory en-
vironment. Intense competition, firms in rapidly growing industries, and the 
availability of skilled labor, consultants, or suppliers of technology services 
can foster innovation. Conversely, government regulation can either support 
or hinder innovation (Baker, 2012). 
 
Figure 1 - TOE Framework (Adapted from Tornatzky and Fleischer, 1990) 
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The literature suggests that these specific factors identified within the 
TOE framework can vary across different study contexts (Aoun et al., 2011) 
and types of organizations (Akter et al., 2024). In other words, this frame-
work is flexible and allows for the extension and inclusion of additional cat-
egories and factors (Dehghani et al., 2022). For instance, in the technological 
context, additional factors could include technology cost-benefit analysis, 
technology compatibility and complexity (Rosli et al., 2013), as well as rel-
ative advantage (Seshadrinathan and Chandra, 2021). In the organizational 
context, factors such as the CEO’s knowledge and innovativeness 
(Ghobakhloo et al., 2011) and human resource IT competency (Baiod and 
Hussain, 2024) have emerged. Lastly, in the environmental context, previous 
studies have identified factors such as the perceived level of professional 
body support (Siew et al., 2020), outsourcing support, third-party support 
(Puklavec et al., 2018), user satisfaction, and organizational performance 
(Aoun et al., 2011). Figure 1 illustrates the elements of the TOE framework. 
 

 
3. Research method  
 
3.1 AGM in Italy: a brief overview 

 
Italian law primarily assigns to the AGMs of listed companies the follow-

ing powers: 1. approving the financial statements and non-financial state-
ments; 2. appointing and dismissing directors, appointing statutory auditors 
and the chairman of the board of statutory auditors, and, when required, the 
auditor; 3. determining the remuneration of directors and statutory auditors; 
4. discharging the responsibilities of the CEO and the board of directors. 
Shareholders entitled to vote may attend the meeting. Their statements on 
agenda items, as well as the resolutions passed at the shareholders’ meeting, 
are recorded in a specific document, the minutes. Italian law stipulates that 
this document must be prepared without delay, within the time necessary to 
comply with filing or publication obligations and must be made available on 
the company’s website within thirty days of the meeting date. Additionally, 
the regulations allow shareholders to submit questions on agenda items be-
fore the meeting, which the company should answer prior to the AGM (here-
inafter referred to as “pre-AGM questions”). These questions and the com-
pany’s responses are always included in the appendices of the minutes, 
which also contain other information, such as the identity of the participants 
and the capital represented by each, the voting procedures and results, and 
the identification of shareholders who voted in favor, abstained, or dissented. 
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In Italy, the conduct of shareholders’ meetings via remote communication 
has been permitted since 2003. Article 2370 of the Civil Code states that cor-
porate by-laws may allow shareholder meetings to be attended through tele-
communications or votes to be cast by correspondence or electronic means. 
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Italian legislator, through the “Cura Italia 
Decree” (Article 106), established that companies could hold shareholders’ 
meetings via telecommunications, even in deviation from the by-laws’ provi-
sions. This Decree also provided that participation in the general meeting could 
occur exclusively through a designated representative. Furthermore, the sub-
sequent Decree (the so-called “Mille Proroghe Decree”) extended the provi-
sions of Article 106 of the “Cura Italia Decree” until July 31, 2022. 

 
3.2 Research protocol  

To address the research purpose, the authors analyzed the minutes and 
annexes of AGMs of Italian companies held in 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022. 
Specifically, the sample comprises the 40 companies listed on the FTSE-
MIB index. Although the data is publicly available, pseudonyms (C + nn, 
with “nn” representing a random number from 01 to 33) have been used in-
stead of actual company names to maintain confidentiality. 

The choice of this sample is justified for two reasons. Firstly, as previ-
ously mentioned, Italian companies were compelled to alter their meeting 
formats in 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Secondly, the FTSE-MIB is 
the primary index of Borsa Italiana and includes the shares of the 40 Italian 
companies with the highest market capitalization. These companies, due to 
their size, are generally more inclined to adopt technological innovations 
(Baker, 2012). Moreover, these firms frequently attract considerable atten-
tion from institutional investors and activists because of their significant 
market impact (Barko et al., 2022). Thus, the participation behaviors of large 
shareholders significantly influence managerial decisions and firm out-
comes, underscoring the need for reliable tools to facilitate this engagement 
(Zhang et al., 2018). This suggests that large-cap companies may benefit 
from advanced technological solutions to support shareholder participation 
and address associated challenges in AGMs. 

The AGM minutes for the years 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022, correspond-
ing to the financial statements of 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021, were sourced 
from the websites of the selected companies. In total, the authors collected 
133 minutes out of 160 AGMs held in the sample. The exclusion of 27 
minutes was due to one company’s 2019 meeting minutes not being available 
on its website, and twenty-six minutes, across different years, did not include 
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any questions. These omissions are attributed to the fact that these companies 
are based in foreign countries where the inclusion of questions in AGM 
minutes is not mandatory. Despite being listed on the Italian market, these 
companies hold their AGMs outside Italy. Table 1 illustrates the sample con-
sidered. 

 
Table 1 – Sample considered 

 2019 2020 2021 2022 
Initial sample 40 companies 40 companies 40 companies 40 companies 
-Minutes not availa-
ble 

- 1 company    

-Company without 
headquarter in Italy 

- 6 companies -6 companies -7 companies -7 companies 

AGMs minutes ex-
amined 

= 33 minutes =34 minutes =33 minutes =33 minutes 

Source: authors’ own elaboration 
 

Researchers examined shareholders’ questions and companies’ responses us-
ing inductive content analysis, a method recommended for situations with lim-
ited prior knowledge (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). One researcher identified ques-
tions from the AGM minutes, a process with minimal risk of errors due to its 
routine nature. A second researcher verified the accuracy through a sample 
check and found no errors. During the coding process, key concepts such as “vir-
tual AGM,” “telecommunications,” and “electronic meeting” were assigned. 

To ensure the accurate translation of the Italian AGM minutes, cross-
checking via back-translation was employed (Maneesriwongul, 2004). One 
researcher translated the document, and another translated it back, compar-
ing it with the original to identify inconsistencies. 

The study’s credibility was ensured through investigator triangulation 
(Patton, 2002), with multiple researchers independently analyzing the data. 
Transferability was achieved by detailing the sampling strategy for selecting 
Italian listed companies, particularly those from the FTSE-MIB index (Amin 
et al., 2020). Dependability was supported by an audit trail documenting re-
search decision (Eryılmaz, 2022). Confirmability was enhanced through peer 
debriefing, where colleagues reviewed interpretations to minimize bias 
(Rose and Johnson, 2020). 

The adoption of these strategies ensured the credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability of the study. These characteristics are con-
sidered pillars of trustworthiness, crucial in establishing the reliability and 
validity of qualitative research (Anney, 2014; Guba, 1981; Guba and Lin-
coln, 1982; Schwandt et al., 2007). 
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4. Results 
 

From the analysis of the AGM minutes, it emerged that virtual AGMs are 
not common in Italy. Although Italian legislation allowed AGMs to be con-
ducted via communications even before the pandemic, all FTSE-MIB listed 
companies held physical shareholders’ meetings in 2019. Analysis of the 
2019 AGM minutes revealed limited interest from shareholders regarding 
the topic of virtual AGMs. Only one question, presented in the AGMs of five 
different companies, indirectly addressed the issue by inquiring about initia-
tives to increase shareholder participation in the meetings: 

 
“What initiatives were undertaken in 2018 to encourage the widest pos-

sible shareholder participation in the meetings and to facilitate the exercise 
of shareholders’ rights?” (C22, 2019 AGM) 

 
The onset of Covid-19 and the subsequent mobility restrictions made tra-

ditional AGMs impossible, forcing companies to alter their meeting formats. 
However, during the AGMs of 2020, 2021, and 2022, Italian companies per-
mitted shareholder participation exclusively through designated representa-
tives, despite the “Cura Italia Decree” allowing remote attendance. Italian 
companies opted to allow participation via communication only for specific 
individuals, such as board members, supervisory board members, auditors, 
and designated representatives. A few companies, such as company C28, 
permitted shareholders to follow the meeting through a passive streaming 
platform without allowing them to intervene or vote remotely. An exception 
occurred in the 2022 AGM: company C21 returned to a physical sharehold-
ers’ meeting in October, when the temporary decree was no longer in effect. 

Regarding AGM formats, some shareholders questioned companies about 
the reasons for not conducting virtual meetings during the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Examples of shareholder questions include: 

 
“Parliamentary sessions, congresses, and university lectures will be held 

by electronic means; why do the assemblies of listed companies not? Why 
didn’t you hold virtual shareholders’ meetings on the Internet platform?” 
(C01, 2020 AGM) 

 
“Has the board considered the possibility of using telecommunications 

for conducting the shareholders’ meeting, given its importance in policy en-
gagement? If so, what are the reasons for not Doing so?” (C03, 2022 AGM) 
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Despite varied responses, the main findings indicate that Italian compa-
nies are generally skeptical about virtual meetings, primarily due to techno-
logical concerns. These factors appear to be significant barriers to the mod-
ernization of AGMs. Italian companies deemed AGMs conducted through 
designated representatives as the most appropriate format during the emer-
gency period. This preference was driven by the inability to hold physical 
meetings and the perceived inadequacy of available technologies for virtual 
meetings. For instance, company C05 described shareholder participation 
through a designated representative as: 

 
“… the most efficient solution for properly conducting the meeting pro-

ceedings regarding participant identification and establishing quorums; and 
for improving shareholder protection” (C05, 2021 AGM) 

 
Additionally, company C13 explained that the decision to use designated 

representatives rather than virtual meetings was influenced by the lack of 
reliable technological tools to ensure accurate shareholder identification, par-
ticipation, and voting rights. This sentiment was echoed by other companies. 
For instance, company C18 illustrated that the selection of a designated rep-
resentative was due to the following reasons: 

 

“… the absence of infrastructure capable of effectively supporting real-
time remote participation and the ongoing uncertainty about recognizing ac-
tual participants” (C18, 2021 AGM) 

 

Many companies (e.g., C09, C19, C23) perceive remote shareholder par-
ticipation as fraught with risks, including operational and IT-related con-
cerns, challenges with shareholder identification, and technical glitches. 
These issues could hinder shareholders’ ability to exercise their rights and 
potentially disrupt the meetings. Companies such as C02 and C21 stated that 
conducting a virtual AGM would present significant challenges, especially 
in ensuring accurate identification of remote participants and managing po-
tential interruptions or disruptions of online platforms. 

In addition to these concerns, some companies highlighted obstacles re-
lated to the costly organization of virtual AGMs and the risk of cyber-attacks. 
For instance, company C22 expressed worries about potential interruptions 
of telematic links or cyber-attacks during AGMs, noting these risks are am-
plified with a large number of shareholders, mentioning a total of 610,000 
shareholders. Furthermore, company C20 discussed the expenses and time 
required for remote participation, emphasizing the significant costs and time 
commitments, particularly given the current lack of necessary IT tools. 
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During meetings held between 2019 and 2022, a shareholder questioned 
several companies about the future possibility of conducting virtual meetings 
(e.g., “Are you going to hold shareholder meetings also via the Internet?”). 
In response, some companies stated that their corporate by-laws do not cur-
rently permit virtual meetings. While some companies (e.g., C07, C08, C14, 
C19) indicated no immediate plans to amend their by-laws, others mentioned 
they might consider amendments in the future if circumstances allow for vir-
tual meetings. For example, company C06 noted it would consider virtual 
AGMs after a thorough cost-benefit analysis. Conversely, other organiza-
tions (e.g., C09, C18, C22, C23) declared that their corporate by-laws already 
permit shareholder meetings via communications. However, due to the afore-
mentioned barriers and risks, they did not conduct online meetings in 2020, 
2021, and 2022 and will reassess such formats in the future based on techno-
logical advancements and cost-benefit analyses. For example, C23 stated: 

 

“… at present, this solution is not viable due to the complexity and costs 
still associated with its implementation. Nonetheless, the Bank intends to 
keep this possibility open for future developments, particularly technological 
advancements, which should be carefully evaluated, taking into account ben-
efits, complexity, and costs” (C23, 2020 AGM) 

 

An overview of the key results discussed in this section is presented in 
Table 2, which provides a concise summary of AGM formats, shareholder 
questions and concerns, and the companies’ responses from 2019 to 2022. 

 

Table 2 – Results overview 
Year Format of 

AGMs 
Shareholder  

Questions/Concerns Companies’ Responses 

2019 Physical AGMs Limited interest in virtual 
AGMs 

Focus on increasing share-
holder participation in 

physical AGMs 

2020 Designated 
representative 

Questions on why virtual 
AGMs were not used 

Technological and opera-
tional barriers were pre-

dominantly cited 

2021 Designated  
representative 

Continued questioning on 
the use of telecommunica-

tions for AGMs 

Highlighted lack of relia-
ble technology for virtual 

AGMs 

2022 
Designated  

representative 
(few exception) 

Future possibility of virtual 
AGMs; technological barri-

ers 

Some companies open to 
future virtual AGMs de-
pending on technological 
advancements and cost-

benefit analyses 
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5. Discussion  
 

In 2019, all Italian companies held traditional shareholders’ meetings. The 
advent of the Covid-19 pandemic forced companies to reconsider their meet-
ing formats. Consequently, Italian companies listed on the FTSE-MIB decided 
to conduct AGMs in 2020, 2021, and 2022 via designated representatives, de-
spite the legislative option for virtual-only meetings. Specifically, these AGMs 
allowed participation only for specific individuals (such as board members, 
supervisory boards, auditors, and notaries) via communications, while share-
holders could attend only through designated representatives. Despite digital 
transformation reshaping entire sectors and daily business activities (Kraus et 
al., 2022), Italian companies did not adopt technological solutions for AGMs, 
even during the pandemic. In other words, the pandemic did not drive the dig-
ital transformation of AGMs (Culasso et al., 2022). 

To address the research question, we analyzed how technological, organ-
izational, and environmental factors influence the adoption and implementa-
tion of virtual AGMs among companies. 

Regarding technological factors, Italian companies often cite technical 
barriers when discussing virtual AGMs, including issues related to technol-
ogy availability, characteristics (Baker, 2012), and complexities (Rosli et al., 
2013) related to shareholder identification and technical glitches. Previous 
studies suggest that blockchain technology could address these barriers, as 
“in a blockchain system, shareholders can be identified using their wallet’s 
digital identity or proof of authentication stored outside the blockchain” 
(Lafarre and Van der Elst, 2018, p. 16). Additionally, concerning the risks of 
interruptions and inefficiencies due to large shareholder numbers, Italian 
listed companies have fewer shareholders compared to major American com-
panies where virtual AGMs are more prevalent. For instance, companies like 
Ford Motor Company, Timberland, and Goldman Sachs organize remote 
AGMs. Recently, Banco Santander, a leading Spanish credit institution, part-
nered with Broadridge, a virtual AGM platform provider, to implement 
blockchain technology in AGMs. In summary, it appears that organizations 
were less inclined to innovate AGM formats due to (perceived) technology 
availability and characteristics. Moreover, the cost-benefit analysis of tech-
nology, where perceived benefits outweigh adoption costs (Rosli et al., 
2013), could deter AGM innovation during the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
findings suggest that Italian companies may not fully grasp the benefits as-
sociated with virtual AGMs, such as cost savings (Abdennadher and Cheffi, 
2020; Fontenot, 2017; Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021; Lafarre and Van der Elst, 
2018) or increased shareholder engagement (Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021). 
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Moreover, improvements in technological branding (Fairfax, 2010; Fon-
tenot, 2017) or AGM transparency (Nili and Shaner, 2022) are advantages 
not achieved by Italian companies. Furthermore, companies were not fully 
aware of the “non-financial/economic costs” associated with their chosen 
format. Shareholders’ meetings via designated representatives did not fulfill 
the roles of traditional AGMs (Strätling, 2003), achieving only decision-
making rather than information exchange and a forum. Additionally, the 
AGM format via designated representatives eliminated traditional face-to-
face accountability (Boros, 2003; Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021; Nili and 
Shaner, 2022), preventing shareholders from participating in meetings and 
engaging with boards or other shareholders (Fairfax, 2010; Nili and Shaner, 
2022; Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021). This loss of interaction, typical of 
AGMs (both physical and specific virtual types), could potentially limit 
shareholder voices (Schwartz-Ziv, 2021). It should be noted that the Italian 
AGM format during the emergency period did not enable shareholders to 
assess company value through non-verbal communication from managers 
(Iwasaki, 2020). In other words, these shareholder meetings incurred “social 
costs” due to “implicit communication gaps”: investors could not discern 
values conveyed through non-verbal elements like tone, choice of words, and 
body language from management (Iwasaki, 2020). In sum, organizations 
conducted a cost-benefit analysis where not all benefits of virtual AGMs and 
not all costs of AGMs through representatives were taken into consideration. 

Regarding organizational factors, the size of companies does not seem to 
have significantly influenced the adoption of virtual AGMs. Despite their 
larger size and higher market capitalization, which typically suggests a greater 
inclination towards innovation (Kiu and Chan, 2024), these companies did not 
embrace virtual AGMs. This reluctance may stem from conservative commu-
nication processes among directors who were skeptical of new technologies, 
hindering innovation in this area. Moreover, the absence of informal linking 
agents – shareholders interested in promoting remote AGMs – might have 
played a pivotal role in the lack of digital transformation of traditional share-
holder meetings. These agents could act as catalysts within the organization, 
advocating for technological advances that enhance shareholder engagement 
and operational efficiency through virtual meetings. Their influence could 
prove instrumental in overcoming organizational inertia and fostering a more 
progressive stance towards adopting modern meeting practices. Essentially, 
while traditional organizational size may not directly facilitate virtual AGM 
adoption, the proactive involvement of informal linking agents offers a prom-
ising path for navigating technological barriers and guiding companies toward 
embracing digital innovations in corporate governance. 
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Concerning environmental factors, the lack of government regulations 
(Baker, 2012) specifying virtual shareholders’ meetings, including cyber-
risk occurrences or voting interruptions, might have discouraged companies 
from conducting virtual AGMs. Italian norms only allow virtual AGMs but 
do not specify the effects of potential difficulties or interruptions during vir-
tual AGMs. For example, company C04 stated, “the media can be used to 
conduct when the effects of any difficulties or interruptions of the telematic 
link on the development and validity of the assembly will be chaired” (C04, 
2022 AGM). Hence, regulatory updates could be crucial to encouraging or-
ganizations towards AGM digitalization. In fact, compliance with regulations 
is another concept emerging from the analysis of minutes. Several companies 
emphasized that they acted “law compliant”, and some highlighted that future 
AGM formats would depend on regulatory developments (“for the future, C10 
will comply with regulatory developments in the holding of shareholders 
meetings”; C10, 2022 AGM). Simultaneously, the lack of adequate technolog-
ical support infrastructure poses a formidable obstacle to adopting virtual 
shareholders’ meetings, significantly contributing to the non-adoption of vir-
tual AGMs in Italy. This technological infrastructure gap encompasses aspects 
such as broadband access, reliable video conferencing platforms, and cyberse-
curity measures, which have hindered Italian companies’ readiness to effec-
tively transition to virtual AGMs. Conversely, industry characteristics and 
market structure did not noticeably influence the adoption of virtual AGMs 
among the sample companies. Despite operating across diverse industries and 
facing varying dynamics in market structures and shareholder pressures, these 
factors did not correlate with different levels of technology adoption for con-
ducting AGMs. This suggests that industry-specific conditions and market 
competitiveness did not decisively motivate or hinder companies from em-
bracing virtual meeting technologies for shareholder engagement. 

In conclusion, the Covid-19 pandemic presented a significant opportunity for 
major Italian companies to advance towards digitalizing shareholder meetings. 
They could have experimented with virtual AGMs during this period to realize 
all the associated benefits, such as enhancing corporate governance and the 
AGM forum, as the mentioned barriers could be overcome with modern tech-
nologies. Additionally, as noted by Nili and Shaner (2022), achieving the bene-
fits of virtual meetings depends on specifics, such as conducting virtual AGMs 
with video to avoid drawbacks and issues identified in previous studies (Fairfax, 
2010; Freeburn and Ramsay, 2021; Iwasaki, 2020; Nili and Shaner, 2022). For 
the Italian context, where traditional AGMs prevail and remote AGMs are not 
widespread, the implementation of hybrid shareholders’ meetings could be a sig-
nificant starting point for these companies towards modernizing AGMs. 
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6. Conclusions  
 
This study aims to examine how technological, organizational, and envi-

ronmental factors influence the adoption and implementation of virtual An-
nual General Meetings (AGMs) among companies. To achieve this objec-
tive, the minutes of AGMs from Italian-listed companies held between 2019 
and 2022 were analyzed using inductive content analysis. The main results 
of this study are summarized in Table 3, which illustrates the TOE (Technol-
ogy, Organization, Environment) factors influencing the adoption of virtual 
AGMs among the investigated firms. 
 
Table 3 – TOE factors influencing virtual AGMs 

Context Factor Influence 

Technological 

Availability of 
appropriate 

technologies

The lack of secure and robust platforms for vir-
tual meetings was a major barrier. 

Characteristics 
and complexi-

ties of technolo-
gies 

Technological characteristics such as ease of use, 
reliability, and the ability to ensure accurate share-
holder identification and participation were criti-
cal. Complexities in using new technologies de-
terred companies from adopting virtual AGMs. 

Cost-benefit 
analysis of tech-
nology adoption 

Organizations conducted a cost-benefit analysis 
where not all benefits of virtual AGMs and not all 
costs of AGMs through representatives were taken 
into consideration. High perceived costs and low 
perceived benefits led to resistance in adopting 
new technologies.

Organizational 

Formal and in-
formal linking 

structures 

The presence or absence of formal structures (like 
dedicated teams or roles) and informal structures 
(such as internal champions or advocates for tech-
nology) within the organization influenced the 
adoption of virtual AGMs.

Communication 
processes 

Effective communication processes, particularly top-
down communication from management, fostered a 
supportive environment for adopting new technolo-
gies. Poor communication hindered innovation. 

Environmental 

Availability of 
technology sup-
port infrastruc-

ture 

The availability of external support, such as reliable 
internet infrastructure and cybersecurity measures, 
influenced the adoption of virtual AGMs. Inade-
quate infrastructure was a significant barrier. 

Government 
regulation and 

support 

The lack of clear regulations or supportive policies 
for virtual AGMs discouraged companies from 
adopting them. Regulatory support could have 
provided the necessary push for technological 
adoption.
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Overall, the study suggests that while the Covid-19 pandemic presented 
a compelling opportunity for major Italian companies to transition to digital 
shareholder meetings, it did not catalyze significant digital transformation 
within the Italian corporate landscape. Consequently, the adoption of virtual 
formats for annual shareholder meetings in Italy does not appear imminent, 
and the path toward digitalizing AGMs seems lengthy. 

This research contributes theoretically by enriching the body of studies 
on shareholder meetings, which remains relatively underexplored in eco-
nomic and business research (Strätling, 2003). Additionally, academic re-
search on information technology and systems (IS) in corporate governance, 
or e-corporate governance, is limited (Abdennadher and Cheffi, 2020). Em-
pirical studies on virtual meetings are scarce, with most focusing on the im-
pact of remote AGMs on shareholder participation (Gao et al., 2020). To the 
best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first empirical analysis to examine 
the technological, organizational, and environmental factors influencing the 
adoption of virtual shareholder meetings. This study thus contributes to ex-
panding the knowledge of the TOE (Technology, Organization, Environ-
ment) framework by applying it within a corporate governance context. 

In terms of practical implications, the study identifies key technological, 
organizational, and environmental factors that companies and policymakers 
should consider when innovating shareholder meetings. For example, from a 
regulatory perspective, the research suggests considerations for conducting 
AGMs in emergency contexts and rethinking conventional meeting practices. 

However, certain limitations should be noted. Firstly, the sample is re-
stricted to companies listed on the FTSE-MIB, excluding other stock indices 
and non-listed firms. The FTSE-MIB, as the primary index of Borsa Italiana, 
includes the 40 Italian companies with the highest market capitalization. 
These companies are more likely to adopt technological innovations (Baker, 
2012) and attract significant attention from institutional investors and activ-
ists due to their market impact (Barko et al., 2022). Large shareholders’ par-
ticipation behaviors significantly influence managerial decisions and firm 
outcomes, necessitating reliable tools to enhance engagement (Zhang et al., 
2018). In contrast, SMEs may face different challenges in holding AGMs 
due to fewer shareholders. Thus, FTSE-MIB companies are considered the 
most representative for exploring this research topic, according to the au-
thors. Secondly, a methodological limitation involves the manual identifica-
tion of AGM-related questions by a researcher, which could introduce pro-
fessional bias. Nonetheless, as detailed in the methodology section, a second 
researcher performed random sampling, confirming the accuracy of the re-
sults. 
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Future research could expand the sample to include companies in the 
technology sector, where early adopters of virtual meetings are often found 
(Fontenot, 2017). This inclusion could provide insights into differences in 
innovation adoption between tech companies and others. Further investiga-
tion could also explore companies’ perspectives on virtual AGMs through 
surveys or semi-structured interviews. Finally, additional studies examining 
the relationship between technology adoption and technological, organiza-
tional, and environmental factors could yield valuable insights. 
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1. Introduction 
 

In the last two decades, scholars’ and practitioners’ attention to the theme 
of the digital transition – specifically digitalization within any organization, 
industry, and area – has increased. Digitalization significantly involves and 
affects the overall supply chain of products and services (Pargman et al., 
2023). The digital transition increasingly involves supply chain management 
(SCM) and the business organizations that are part of it. Digitalization ap-
pears to be the main challenge faced by all actors within SCM; indeed, firms 
face the challenge of making decisions about the implementation of ad-
vanced technologies and digitalized business processes in many areas, in-
cluding accounting and human resource management, among others (Di 
Vaio et al., 2023). This transition requires the radical transformation of the 
environments, processes, and businesses that are primarily responsible for 
effective and efficient organizational processes to achieve high performance. 

In this scenario, intermediaries play a key role in facilitating transactions 
and ensuring effective and efficient SCM. More specifically, shipping inter-
mediaries operate in the highly complex sector of the shipping industry, 
which is one of the most influential for the fate of the world economy (Ni-
kitakos and Lambrou, 2007). Digital transformation in the shipping sector 
yields both beneficial and adverse outcomes, as has been noted by various 
scholars (Balci, 2021; Quitzau et al., 2018). Accordingly, shipping interme-
diaries need to confront the challenges posed by digitalization and prioritize 
the enhancement of their performance management systems (PMSs). To ad-
dress these challenges, many shipping intermediaries tend to implement 
PMSs based on digitalization (Xu et al., 2019). These systems enable them 
to oversee and assess their performance by using industry-specific key per-
formance indicators (KPIs), including delivery punctuality, information pre-
cision, and customer contentment. 

The implementation of digitalization-based PMSs requires a holistic view 
that considers the interests of all stakeholders in accordance with the stake-
holder theory based on the dependence of resources (Freeman, 1984; Free-
man et al., 2010). Shipping intermediaries must therefore consider the needs 
and expectations of all stakeholders – including shipowners, customers, lo-
gistics service providers, carriers, and port authorities – to maximize the 
value of the entire supply chain, as well as the sharing of resources (including 
digital ones). While qualitative studies have predominantly been used to ex-
amine the shipping industry, ongoing changes such as the evolution of PMSs 
in shipping intermediary firms due to digitalization are notable. These 
changes often stem from decisions made by shipowners, with effects that 
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extend to the managerial accounting systems of shipping intermediaries – 
that is, the shipping agencies. The persistence of this transformation is 
largely attributed to industry characteristics. Also, the intermediary firms 
within the industry, which are commonly small and family-owned firms, 
make them reluctant to share information and do not lend themselves easily 
to quantitative studies. Therefore, this exploratory case study – in line with 
stakeholder theory and based on the dependence of resources – addresses the 
following research question: 

(Q1) Does digitalization change the operational processes and PMSs of 
shipping intermediaries? 

The remainder of this study is organized as follows. The theoretical back-
ground section introduces the main issues regarding the digital transition, 
digitalization, and PMSs for the intermediary organizations through the lens 
of stakeholder theory. The methodology section explains the case study 
methodology adopted. The results section describes the data analysis and re-
sults. The discussion section critically explains the results, implications, and 
limitations of this study and offers directions for further research. The final 
section briefly provides some final remarks and the conclusions of this study. 

 
 

2. Theoretical Background 
 

There has been significant research into the digitalization of organizational-
accounting processes across various industries over the last three decades. This 
has led scholars and practitioners to focus on analyzing the factors influencing 
digitalization, its effects, and the intricate decision-making processes involved. 
There is also growing interest in understanding how digitalization affects firm 
performance, particularly by enhancing operational processes and procedure 
(Calderon-Monge and Ribeiro-Soriano, 2024; Zhai et al., 2022).  

Digitalization is the use of digital technologies to change the operational 
processes, thus providing new revenue- and value-producing opportunities. 
It creates more opportunities for value creation, which leads to greater com-
petitive advantages (Büyüközkan and Göçer, 2018). Digitalization, traceable 
to various platforms, websites, social media, artificial intelligence (AI), 
blockchain technology, machine learning, cloud computing, 5G Internet, the 
Internet of Things (IoT), big data analytics, virtual reality systems, and con-
nected devices, has led to “datafication” (Di Vaio and Varriale, 2020a; Gupta 
and George, 2016). Digitalization can thus be defined as the integration of 
digital technologies into all those components of everyday life that can be 
digitalized (Gray and Rumpe, 2015). Digital technologies have changed 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Assunta Di Vaio, Luisa Mastellone, Luigi Lepore, Luisa Varriale 

176 

business processes and procedures, and organizations have been forced to 
adapt (Attaran, 2020). Digital technologies, with the related digital transfor-
mation process, can significantly affect how firms and other organizations 
perform, especially the overall SCM, with relevant implications for their 
PMSs. This can be observed in the maritime industry and involves all actors, 
including ports, shipping agencies, and shipping companies, among others 
(Ferreira, 2024; Di Vaio and Varriale, 2020b).  

Decision-making and management processes are closely related to the 
concept of PMSs; they are characterized by two components: efficiency and 
effectiveness. PMSs are affected by information technology and digital tech-
nologies, which can drastically change how performance is measured (Neely, 
1999), as firms seek to make PMSs dynamic in deploying changes in the 
external and internal environments (Bititci et al., 2000). Highly developed 
information systems can thus create successful PMSs initiatives (Bourne and 
Neely, 2003). Considering digitalization as a key enabling factor to improve 
PMSs, the basic idea is to define the best systems for more effective and 
efficient processes with positive effects on firm performance (Holmström et 
al., 2019) that are also able to drive the managers undergoing the digital tran-
sition to achieve high performance. The PMSs consist of a set of metrics 
useful for gauging the efficiency and effectiveness of actions (Neely, 1994). 
To use these performance measurement outcomes, firms must be able to re-
alize the transition towards PMSs (Amaratunga and Baldry, 2002). Accord-
ing to previous studies, a performance measurement system (PMS) can be 
seen as the combination of evolving formal and informal mechanisms, pro-
cesses, systems, and networks used by business organizations to convey the 
key objectives and goals defined by management. It also assists the strategic 
process and ongoing management through activities such as analysis, plan-
ning, measurement, control, rewarding, and broadly managing performance 
to support and facilitate organizational learning and change (Mancini and 
Piscitelli, 2018; Ferreira and Otley, 2009; Otley, 1999). Therefore, PMSs in-
clude “general processes, both the formal mechanisms, processes, systems, 
and networks used by organizations, and the more subtle, yet important, in-
formal controls that are used (Ferreira and Otley, 2009, p. 264). PMSs also 
influence managerial behavior, thus ensuring that managers’ knowledge and 
motivation are suitable for pursuing organizational goals (Otley, 1999).  

Some scholars have suggested that advanced PMSs supported by digital 
technologies are useful, especially for collecting information within and be-
tween firms by intensifying inter-organizational relationships (Mancini et al., 
2021; Mancini and Piscitelli, 2018; Mancini, 2016), as well as for their pos-
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itive impact on workers’ performance, satisfaction, and expectations (Ro-
tondo et al., 2019; D’Onza et al., 2015). PMSs require the assimilation of 
various indicators – classified as service, management, quality, productivity, 
and efficiency – to consider significant aspects such as information technol-
ogy, value chains, core values, value creation, institutional pressures, and 
stakeholder engagement (Ghobakhloo et al., 2023; Chen et al., 2015). The 
integration of these indicators into PMSs is also empowered by the introduc-
tion of digital technologies (Norreklit and Cinquini, 2023; Corsi et al., 2017; 
Cinquini et al., 2013).  

In this general portrait, intermediary players can adopt PMSs to exploit 
the advantages derived from the capacity to process multiple pieces of infor-
mation simultaneously, which in turn can influence directly and coordinate 
the different flows (Saleheen et al., 2018). The supply chain performance 
measurement model is likewise the result of linking the various intermediary 
players (Gunasekaran et al., 2004). In the last two decades, the literature has 
paid particular attention to the issue of intermediary players, who have been 
defined as facilitators of innovation to highlight their active engagement in 
network- and system-building activities (Klerkx and Aarts, 2013). At the 
same time, intermediaries are entities who shape transmitted elements, such 
as consultants providing specialized services within the supply chain, or ac-
tors merely facilitating the flow of (without altering) goods or knowledge 
(Stewart and Hyysalo, 2008; Latour, 2005). Their role in innovation facilita-
tion is examined in the context of dynamic intermediary ecology, where dif-
ferent players adapt their positions based on skills and operational models. 
This dynamic ecosystem necessitates intermediary roles to evolve alongside 
process innovations and technological maturity, thus supporting the entire 
digital transition overall (Klerkx and Aarts, 2013).  
 
2.1. Performance Management Systems in Shipping Intermediaries 
through the Lens of Stakeholder Theory 
  

Shipping intermediaries include brokers, custom brokers, and especially 
shipping agents, also defined as ocean freight intermediaries (Clott, 2000). 
They can contribute to the digital transition of the shipping industry as a net-
work or assemblage of players (Heilig et al., 2017). In such a network, digital 
technologies can facilitate the exchange of information between the different 
shipping intermediaries, while also promoting real-time information and re-
ducing paper consumption. Digital technologies can thus support shipping 
intermediaries by positively affecting their PMSs (Tijan et al., 2021). The 
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shipping industry is characterized by great complexity, which makes it par-
ticularly sensitive to the digital transition. In the port supply chain – and the 
shipping industry in general, which is characterized by a high level of com-
petition – the fundamental role of PMSs is fortified by the integration of 
quality management tools to ensure survival in turbulent environments 
(Otheitis and Kunc, 2014; Cagnazzo et al., 2010). Indeed, the adoption of 
quality management tools is considered more of a marketing tool in the ship-
ping industry (Goulielmos et al., 2008), as it enhances operational perfor-
mance (Triantafylli and Ballas, 2010), which naturally includes forms of 
PMSs. Quality management tools such as the specific indicators included in 
ISO certifications can be integrated into PMSs, supporting high performance. 
The literature in the last decade has focused on intermediary players, but the 
topic of shipping intermediaries has received less attention (Surucu-Balci et 
al., 2024; Lambrou et al., 2019). Stakeholder theory, which emphasizes re-
source dependence and employs descriptive and instrumental approaches 
(Preston, 1990; Bailur, 2006; Freeman, 1984), has been extensively applied 
in SCM, particularly within the shipping industry’s digitalization focus. 
However, there is a scarcity of studies examining its adoption in the context of 
integrated digitalization and PMSs among shipping intermediaries. Accord-
ingly, this exploratory study adopts a stakeholder theory approach, emphasiz-
ing resource dependence, to examine how shipping intermediaries integrate 
technology solutions into their PMSs within SCM. This approach offers valu-
able insights into how these stakeholders enhance their overall performance by 
optimizing organizational and information-accounting processes. The descrip-
tive theory of stakeholders is also employed to delineate the nature and variety 
of technology solutions and PMSs over time, thus providing a comprehensive 
understanding of their evolution within the shipping industry. 

 
 

3. Research Methodology 
 

This exploratory study analyzes the Marinter Shipping Agency Srl, which 
is a multi-firm shipping agency operating in the port of Naples (Italy). It has 
12 employees and had a turnover of EUR 4.5 million in 2022. This shipping 
agency was chosen for several reasons. First, this firm had a high volume of 
activities and profits in the last three years (https://www.fatturatoitalia.it/), 
which indicates its considerable position in a highly competitive industry, de-
spite its small size in terms of employees and being predominantly family run. 
Second, this firm consists of a multi-firm shipping agency. Finally, over the 
last 10 years, it was involved in a complex and large process of organizational 
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change that involved institutional pressures for adopting technology within 
their organization for managing all their activities, operations, and processes. 

According to Bichou and Bell (2007), shipping agencies are appropriate 
intermediaries for SCM, as they handle several operations in the ship–port 
interface. The case study methodology uses qualitative analysis to investi-
gate unexplored phenomena (Scapens, 2004; Gibbert et al., 2008; Eisenhardt, 
1989) by collecting empirical material (Tronvoll et al., 2020). The need to 
use a case study approach here is related to the investigation of a contempo-
rary phenomenon in its real-life context, especially when the boundaries be-
tween phenomenon and context are not evident (Yin, 1981). Following this 
approach, it is possible to separate phenomena from their contexts and ex-
amine specific variables (Yin, 1994). The choice to adopt a single case study 
related to a specific organization also specifically allowed us to obtain in-
sights that would not be traceable in other situations. This choice also repre-
sents “a great way to motivate” a research question and persuade readers and 
reviewers (Siggelkow, 2007). A case study can be used to explain the devel-
opment of a phenomenon over an extended period (Ahrens and Chapman, 
2006), and some scholars have focused on case studies (Voss et al., 2002; 
Crotty, 1998) to provide further insights and to overcome the limitations re-
sulting from a lack of replication (Yin, 2006; Eisenhardt, 1989).  

This study used both primary and secondary data. The data were collected 
from November 2022 to March 2023. The primary data are represented by in-
terviews (Table 1), which were supported by a semi-structured questionnaire 
containing sections related to the following specific sections/areas of investiga-
tion: general information (age, gender, role and function of the manager inter-
viewed; seniority in the organization and in the industry and background of the 
manager interviewed; short history about the shipping agency; governance and 
strategy of the shipping agency; and so forth); digitalization (digital transfor-
mation about the operational processes within the shipping agency investigated, 
timing schedules about the digitalization process, specific software adopted, de-
scription of the main operational processes for each specific area, and so forth); 
new technologies; and performance systems (description about the develop-
ment and adoption of performance systems, timing schedules, and so forth). All 
the sections were debated during the interviews, thus providing details about if 
and how, within the shipping agency investigated, digitalization was linked to 
their PMSs to improve operational processes and overall performance.  

The interviews were conducted by one of the authors, who is a member 
of the board of directors of the shipping agency investigated. The managing 
director, the chief financial officer (CFO), and the chief operating officer 
(COO) were interviewed in the period from February to March 2023. Each 
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interview lasted about 50 minutes. The interviews, conducted during face-
to-face meetings, were recorded using a digital device. The recorded inter-
views were shared among all the authors, who then discussed them and pro-
posed possible different readings about them on the topic of analysis. To un-
derstand the data deriving from the interviews better, the authors analyzed 
the secondary data together. The secondary data, collected during the same 
interviews, include non-financial documents, reports produced by software, 
and emails from business partners, which are useful for identifying the evo-
lution of the shipping agency investigated and some of the key performance 
indicators (KPIs) considering digitalization and PMSs together.  

The secondary data were also analyzed by the managing director, CFO, and 
COO during the meetings to collect further comments and suggestions to gain a 
better understanding of the business processes and the actions taken within them 
for PMSs aimed at ensuring higher performance. During the interviews, the 
functioning of the software TeamSystem Enterprise, Navision, Afsys, Hyperion, 
and Global OA was also demonstrated. As the literature suggests (Glesne and 
Peshkin, 1992), the business and organizational processes were directly ob-
served during the interviews. The direct observations made it possible to reveal 
insights into the structures, processes, and behaviors of the people already inter-
viewed, which would not be accessible through other data collection methods 
(Furlong, 2010). Such triangulation of data sources, including primary data, sec-
ondary data, and direct observations, allowed us to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of the phenomenon and verify the test validity through the con-
vergence of information originating from different sources (Patton, 1999). 

 

Table 1 - Interviewees’ Information 
MEETING/INTERVIEW WITH NO. OF 

MEETINGS 
AND INTER-

VIEWS 

TOTAL DU-
RATION (MIN) 

SECTIONS 

Managing Director 1 50 
 General Information 
 Digitalization 
 New Technologies 
 Performance Systems 
 Governance 
 Strategy

Chief Financial Officer 
(CFO) 

2 30; 20 
 General Information 
 Digitalization 
 New Technologies 
 Performance Systems

Chief Operating Officer 
(COO) 

1 

 

50 

 

 General Information 
 Digitalization 
 New Technologies 
 Performance Systems 

Source: Authors’ processing  
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4. Results 
 

Since 1985, the year of its foundation, the investigated shipping agency 
has tried to keep up with technological developments. From the start, it de-
cided to equip itself with Telex to facilitate the exchange of information with 
shipowners, other shipping agents around the world, and, especially, the 
ships for which it had acquired the mandate. For several years, despite the 
advent of the fax machine, Telex was the main interface between the ship-
ping agency and the other players in the seaport supply chain. Telex was 
therefore the first and fundamental technological tool used in the shipping 
agency business area. 

The shipping agency and integrated logistics business areas primarily re-
quire technological tools that facilitate communication between the shipping 
agency, shipowners, ships, other shipping agents, port authorities (e.g. har-
bor masters), and the actors and intermediaries in the seaport supply chain. 
In these two business areas, in 1997, the launch of Microsoft Office 97 soft-
ware represented a turning point for the shipping agency. Telex was sup-
planted by email, a more practical and immediate tool. Email provided con-
siderable advantages to all the characteristic and integrative functions imple-
mented by the shipping agency but obliged the latter to train its employees 
in the use of this new tool. The digital innovation that has brought about 
major changes to the characteristic functions of shipping agency and inte-
grated logistics is the Port Management Information System (PMIS). As a 
tool provided for by legislation, the PMIS was adopted by the investigated 
shipping agency in 2014, when it became operational in the port of Naples. 
With the advent of the PMIS, Marinter’s employees no longer needed to visit 
the harbor master’s office to carry out their paperwork but began to complete 
it in front of their PC in the office. While the exchange of information is 
supported by tools such as Telex, e-mail, and the PMIS, the accounting pro-
cesses in the shipping agency and integrated logistics business areas require 
the implementation of specialized software, such as Sysint.  

 
4.1 From Sysint to TeamSystem Enterprise 
 

In 1995, Marinter decided to acquire Sysint, which is a computer program 
released by TeamSystem; its adoption represented a breakthrough in the 
firm’s accounting processes. The idea of using software for accounting man-
agement was initially promoted by an external financial advisor. The ship-
ping agency’s business activity experienced a big increase in 1995, so it was 
no longer possible to manage the accounting movements externally; internal 
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accountants therefore had to start reporting. The external financial advisor’s 
suggestion to acquire this software was confirmed by the managing director:  

 
We were only prompted to purchase Sysint at the suggestion of our external fi-
nancial advisor. At that time, we had no knowledge of management software. The 
choice fell on Sysint, as one of our accountants already knew some of the most 
basic functions of such software. 

 
The adopted software primarily facilitated accounting tasks through double-

entry bookkeeping and balance sheet preparation. However, manual invoicing 
was handled using the Office package. Sysint was limited to use by accounting 
and administration personnel, primarily based in the agency’s back office. The 
adoption of this software allowed the accounting department to manage ac-
counting processes independently. Despite this, an external financial advisor 
continued to oversee tax compliance and provide consultancy services. 

In 2013, following the implementation of regulations regarding electronic 
invoicing for private transactions, the shipping agency was obliged to up-
grade its software to the latest version of Sysint, known as TeamSystem En-
terprise. It has the typical characteristics of enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) software (Davenport, 1998) with a modular architecture, in which the 
information can be accessed and input by different people from different lo-
cations. Everyone can access the software and find any kind of information 
(Quattrone and Hopper, 2005). The shipping agency could, through the mod-
ules, handle different functions, such as administration, finance, and tax re-
turns, budget, and management control. The shipping agency primarily 
makes use of the administration, finance, tax returns, budgeting, and man-
agement control modules, which are considered essential for supporting ac-
countancy tasks. These modules make it possible to manage initial notes, 
monitor economic and asset status in real-time, and prepare balance sheets. 
TeamSystem Enterprise streamlines the invoicing process for the shipping 
agency. Invoices created through this software are seamlessly integrated into 
accounting records, ensuring compliance with electronic invoicing regula-
tions when submitted to the appropriate authorities. 

In this direction, the organizational process and the specific activities for 
the accountants are significantly simplified and made faster, and monitoring 
and control are effectively supported. Paper consumption is also significantly 
reduced. The CFO said: “In my opinion, cloud computing represents a very 
useful innovation. Thanks to this, I can control each aspect at any time and 
everywhere.” Following the adoption of this last software, the accounting 
department was reorganized, including the CFO and three other individuals, 
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all women around 40 years of age, with a secondary school education. They 
exhibit significant flexibility in grasping digital technology features, as con-
firmed by the CFO: “When I ask my collaborators to learn a new TeamSys-
tem Enterprise feature, they find the video tutorials and implement the 
knowledge acquired from them in a short time.” 

The accounting department of the shipping agency exclusively learned 
about TeamSystem Enterprise features through video tutorials provided by 
the software house. Despite tutorials on KPIs being available, they were not 
deemed relevant by the accounting department. The CFO said: “The devel-
opment of KPIs is not something our management pays attention to.” 

 
4.2 From Emulazione to Navision  
 

The container cargo segment, unlike other divisions, underwent substantial 
digital transformation due to agreements with Intersea Genova Srl and the es-
tablishment of Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl. This led the shipping agency to adopt 
management systems such as Emulazione and Navision software. These pro-
grams, created by the Italian general agent’s programmers and shared with the 
shipping agency in 1997, are operational software and primarily targeted the 
operations department. They facilitated bill of lading processing, freight rate 
corrections, and global data transmissions (Proctor, 1997). This software also 
facilitated the acquisition of new skills among employees at the shipping 
agency, with a notably brief training period. The managing director stated: 

 
As soon as we received the mandate, after just a week, we already had the pro-
grammers of the general agent in Genoa in our office who were installing Emu-
lazione on our computers. In practice, our employees in the operations depart-
ment did the training directly in the field. 
 
Navision, unlike Emulazione, is a comprehensive ERP system developed 

by Microsoft Dynamics. Yang Ming (Italy) Spa, the Italian general agent, 
obtained Navision and extended its use to Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl in 2007. 
Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl efficiently handles operational tasks with this soft-
ware, including managing export container cargo bookings and issuing im-
port cargo delivery orders. Export container cargo bookings, which are initi-
ated by freight forwarders and confirmed by shipping agents, are the official 
documents securing the reservation of space on a vessel. Conversely, import 
cargo delivery orders authorize freight forwarders to retrieve containers from 
the port. Freight forwarders are the primary clients of shipping agents in con-
tainer traffic. Navision not only facilitates operational tasks but also stream-
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lines accounting management, as it features automated invoicing. This automa-
tion records each service-related financial transaction in the initial note, mini-
mizing the accountants’ workload. Navision also enables the generation of bal-
ance sheets directly from initial note entries and facilitates tax obligation settle-
ments. Navision software benefits both SCM stakeholders and the accounting 
department, enhancing overall efficiency and effectiveness. The CFO said: 
 

The automatic invoicing and the direct writing of the relative movement in the 
first note made it possible to facilitate and reduce the work of the accountants. It 
has allowed our department to focus more on other aspects of accounting as well. 
 
Although the adopted software allows the accountants to focus on other 

aspects of their work, no attention is paid to PMSs or KPIs. Navision has 
always supported the development of KPIs, but the shipping agency has not 
used these tools because they have never been required by management. In 
the same way, the COO highlighted that Navision has changed the way the 
operations department works: 

 
Before the arrival of Navision, bookings were made manually on a form we pre-
pared in Word and reported in a register kept by us. Instead, now the bookings 
are entered by the operations department in Navision, which in turn is able to 
generate them on paper or digitally. Digital bookings are then sent to customers 
via email. 
 
Employees underwent training conducted by Microsoft Dynamics at the 

general agent’s Genoa offices to hone skills relevant to their roles. The ship-
ping agency, a shareholder of Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl, pays Yang Ming (It-
aly) Spa an annual flat-rate fee to use Navision. This fee covers software 
access, training provided by the software house, and IT assistance from the 
general agent. The favorable fee stems from the longstanding trust between 
the general agent and Marinter. The adoption of both software programs has 
become vital for the shipping agency and was facilitated through its affiliate 
Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl. Given the dynamic nature of the container sector, 
proficiency in these systems is essential for adapting swiftly to technological 
advancements. 
 
4.3 Afsys, Hyperion, and Global OA: Software Developed by the Yang 

Ming Marine Transport Corporation 
 

The evolution of the container cargo sector led Yang Ming Marine 
Transport Corporation to develop Afsys, an autonomous ERP software in 
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2012. This software manages the entire process from booking issuance to bill 
of lading generation, including freight correction and data transmission for 
global agents. Designed by Information Dynamics, this software focuses 
solely on operational functions and provides a centralized system. It enables 
Yang Ming to oversee and coordinate activities across its global network of 
agents, thus enhancing control and standardizing procedures. Adoption of 
this software consolidates the shipowner’s authority, while establishing clear 
rules and procedures that agents must adhere to, thereby streamlining deci-
sion-making processes. The limitation of decision-making power through the 
software was mentioned by the managing director: “With Afsys, we are con-
trolled by the shipowner at any time.” The centralized structure of the 
adopted software facilitates data gathering for KPIs. Consequently, Yang 
Ming (Napoli) Srl, operating as the sole agent of Yang Ming Marine 
Transport Corporation in the port of Naples and affiliated with the investi-
gated shipping agency, was mandated to implement this software. 

This software is used throughout the export process, starting from the in-
itial booking request by freight forwarders to the confirmation of the booking 
and the generation of the bill of lading. The investigated software is also 
integrated into the INTTRA platform, enabling customers, particularly 
freight forwarders, to submit booking requests digitally, thus eliminating the 
need for traditional email communication. Thanks to this software, the export 
process has undergone a digital transformation that has led to increased speed 
and efficiency while also reducing paper use in the operations department. 
However, the implementation of the software required a training phase for 
employees and caused initial distress. The intensive week-long training, con-
ducted by Information Dynamics representatives at the general agent’s of-
fices in Genoa, was entirely in English, which posed a challenge for employ-
ees with lower English proficiency levels – particularly those in operational 
roles with a B1 level of English proficiency. The COO said: 

 
The main difficulty about the English language was accompanied by the need to 
memorize all the Afsys processes immediately. Indeed, during the training phase, 
no manuals or other types of material that could help us to carry out the functions 
were released. 
 

When learning the functions of the software used, the employees faced two 
main difficulties: the use of the English language during the training phase 
and the lack of a manual to support their work, which was not available to 
limit the disclosure of confidential information.  

The use of this software by the shipping agency comes at no expense. 
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Instead, the general agent assumes responsibility for covering the ship-
owner’s annual fee. This arrangement fosters a trusting relationship, enabling 
the shipping agency to reduce expenses associated with conducting cargo 
container sector operations. Nonetheless, Yang Ming Marine Transport Cor-
poration maintains oversight over its agents’ accounting procedures. More 
specifically, the Hyperion software, tailored to the shipowner’s specifica-
tions, requires agents to furnish monthly reports and budgets, thus ensuring 
ongoing involvement in financial processes. The compiled reports and budg-
ets form the foundation for the shipowner’s consolidated financial state-
ments. As a subsidiary of the Taiwanese shipowner, Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl 
is tasked with preparing these reports and budgets, which play a vital role in 
the consolidated financial statements. The data submitted via Hyperion by 
each shipping agency are subsequently used by the shipowner to establish 
precise financial KPIs. 

Hyperion, the next software used, was developed by Oracle; it is a web-
based program with archival capabilities that enable convenient access to 
uploaded reports from any device. This eliminates the need for physical ar-
chiving, further reducing paper use. However, the requirement for the ship-
owner to input data into specific accounts within the same software for con-
solidated financial statements places significant pressure on the shipping 
agency’s accounting department. The stress from meeting the shipowner’s 
demands and using this last software sometimes compels accounting staff to 
work overtime to ensure all data are entered promptly. The CFO said: “Every 
month the shipowner stresses us to complete in Hyperion the reports he re-
quests and within the deadlines he dictates.” 

The accounting department staff received training on Hyperion via an 
instruction manual from Oracle. The use of this software enables the depart-
ment to align with the financial KPIs mandated by the shipowner, enhancing 
performance evaluation. Because this software is provided free by the ship-
owner to Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl, the shipping agency bears no expense. 
Thus, the agency facilitates its accounting staff to familiarize themselves 
with essential PMSs tools without financial outlay. Moreover, by implement-
ing Hyperion, the shipowner introduced the Global OA software, which en-
ables shipping agents worldwide to input container loading and discharging 
lists, thus facilitating the creation of stowage plans. These plans are decisive 
for minimizing costs by reducing unnecessary loading and unloading move-
ments at ports (Ding and Chou, 2015). Global OA not only gathers these lists 
but also generates operational KPIs for the shipowner. Through Yang Ming 
(Napoli) Srl, the shipping agency enters loading and discharging lists into 
Global OA for each ship call. This digital recording ensures easy access and 
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provides a reliable archive. The COO is the primary user of Global OA, hav-
ing learned its functionalities from the instruction manual provided by Ora-
cle. The COO said: “I had no problems using Oracle. The interface is very 
simple, and access is via the web browser.” The use of Global OA does not 
involve any cost for the shipping agency, which operates through Yang Ming 
(Napoli) Srl.  

 
4.4 Trust: Software Developed by the United Arab Shipping Company  
 

Trust oversees all operational facets and manages the export process from 
booking requests to bill of lading issuance, including tasks related to data trans-
mission and freight rate adjustments. Trust also plays a role in the import pro-
cess by issuing delivery orders, a function not shared by Afsys. Unlike Afsys, 
Trust’s jurisdiction encompasses both export and import processes (Figure 2 
and Figure 3). Like Afsys, Trust operates in a centralized manner, enabling the 
shipowner to oversee the activities of its global network of agents. The imple-
mentation of Trust software for managing both export and import processes 
significantly reduced paper use, although it created challenges during the train-
ing phase due to its complexity. Training sessions lasted for a few weeks and 
were conducted at the workplace by experienced personnel from the general 
agent in Genoa. Despite the software’s complexity, it fostered a closer rela-
tionship between the shipping agency and the shipowner. Previously, as a sub-
agent, the agency had to communicate with the shipowner through the general 
agent, but Trust minimized this intermediary step. Like Afsys, Trust does not 
incur costs for the shipping agency; instead, the general agent covers the an-
nual expenses. Leveraging the trust built over time with the general agent, the 
shipping agency gains access to digital tools without financial burden. 
 
4.5. PMSs for the Shipping Agency 
 

The evolution of digitalization within the examined shipping agency 
probably changed its PMSs. Collaborations with various partners likely 
prompted a heightened focus on performance control and monitoring. The 
partnership with a Taiwanese shipowner and an Italian general agent resulted 
in the formation of Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl, the introduction of advanced 
digital tools, and influenced the agency’s performance monitoring. Conse-
quently, the PMSs in container cargo operations underwent adjustments. 
Shared software like Hyperion, Afsys, Global OA, and Navision facilitated 
more precise and continuous performance monitoring across all partners. 
More specifically, the shipowner’s KPI development and monitoring 
through dedicated software directed the agency toward structured PMSs. The 
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shipowner’s aim to incorporate Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl into its financial 
statements also amplified the significance of shipowner-defined KPIs, which 
are tracked using specialized software. 

Using Hyperion, the Taiwanese shipowner oversees the financial perfor-
mance of its global shipping agents and employes specific KPIs for assess-
ment. Financial KPIs are assessed quarterly via the Trial Balance process, us-
ing data provided by the shipping agency, a shareholder of Yang Ming (Na-
poli) Srl. This allows for comparison between actual and anticipated perfor-
mance, while enabling the shipowner to seek clarification on discrepancies. 
Notably, financial KPIs are not shared with Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl, which 
contributes to the shipowner’s overarching PMS without altering its own. The 
primary impact on Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl is the obligation for its accountants 
to furnish required information to the shipowner within defined deadlines. This 
has not led Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl to establish its own financial KPIs but has 
necessitated more precise performance monitoring. Similarly, the shipowner’s 
discretion in disclosing operational KPIs, calculated through Afsys and Global 
OA, has resulted in limited visibility for Yang Ming (Naples) Srl. 

The Afsys software offers a range of operational KPIs for firms. Yang 
Ming (Napoli) Srl primarily uses the Freight Checking Report Index, which 
is periodically communicated via email. This index, which is tied to turnover, 
quantifies the corrections made to freight rates on bills of lading sent elec-
tronically in the previous month. Monitoring this report motivates the com-
pany to enhance the accessibility and functionality of software, including 
Afsys. This focus on improvement is spurred by the desire to optimize oper-
ational efficiency and effectiveness.  

Another operational KPI provided by Afsys is the INTTRA Booking Re-
quests Index. This index is linked to turnover and measures the number of 
export booking requests processed on the INTTRA platform. In April 2023, 
Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl reported a result of 0 for this KPI, which indicates 
that no bookings were requested through INTTRA that month. The INTTRA 
Booking Request Index thus motivated Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl to better in-
tegrate its information with that of its customers, such as freight forwarders. 
Similarly, the Global OA software provides one KPI for Yang Ming (Napoli) 
Srl: The Operational Activity Performance Index. This index evaluates each 
agent’s ability to finalize loading and discharging lists within 24 hours of the 
ship’s departure, for both loading and discharging ports, respectively. Col-
lected regionally, this KPI aims to enhance Yang Ming (Napoli) Srl’s use of 
the Global OA software by improving operational efficiency. The efficiency 
in reaching the shipowner’s goals can thus be effectively assessed using any 
of these three indicators (Table 2). 
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Table 2 -  Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 

KPIs Software Value Container Cargo 

Freight Checking Report Index Afsys 0%-100% Yes 

INTTRA Booking Requests Index Afsys 0%-100% Yes 

Operational Activity Performance 
Index 

Global OA 0%-100%* 

*on a regional basis 

Yes 

Source: Authors’ processing of Marinter’s data  
 
 
5. Discussion  

 
The innovation process in accounting systems and PMSs within the in-

vestigated shipping agency followed the same evolution as IT and digital 
advances in general. This was confirmed by Granlund and Mouritsen (2003), 
who even argued that “from its earliest days, accounting information and 
technology were related.” Similarly, it confirms how the adoption of specific 
digital technologies has transformed the data and information management 
protocols within the studied firm, while also influencing the working meth-
ods of accountants. Digitalization changes accounting practices (Karimi and 
Walter, 2015). Our results confirm that digitalization represents a key factor 
in changing PMSs, which becomes easier and more immediate. Inefficien-
cies are also reduced. According to Neely (1999), digital technologies can 
change how performance is measured, with positive implications for organ-
izational processes as it improves them and makes them more effective and 
efficient. Indeed, in the case study analyzed, the introduction of software led 
to new forecasts and reports that made it possible to reduce costs and encour-
age a cultural and behavioral change (Duan et al., 2019). Marinter’s collab-
oration with Yang Ming (Italy) Spa and Yang Ming Marine Transport Cor-
poration in 2003, which resulted in the formation of Yang Ming (Naples) Srl, 
accelerated the digitalization of accounting systems and affected the PMSs 
of all stakeholders. Data from the PMSs of these business organizations are 
processed concurrently, directly shaping and aligning various operational 
processes (Saleheen et al., 2018). This suggests that PMSs and management 
control are no longer confined to internal operations but are influenced by 
external factors as well (Marchi, 2011).  
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The shipping agency analyzed in this study, in collaboration with the 
other two involved parties, was not only able to introduce cutting-edge digi-
tal software but also to enhance PMSs. The Taiwanese shipowner and the 
Italian general agent ere intermediaries influencing the adoption of innova-
tions by gathering and disseminating information, thus facilitating digitali-
zation within the shipping agency (Lichtenthaler, 2013). This role aligns with 
the concept of “facilitators of innovation” (Klerkx and Leeuwis, 2009). 
Moreover, the integration of different PMSs through software sharing among 
the involved organizations was reinforced by the shipowner’s need to con-
solidate the financial statements of all parties involved into its own budget. 
The collaborative use of accounting software among stakeholders facilitates 
the processing of the KPIs mandated by the shipowner, which include differ-
ent dimensions, but primarily focus on the effectiveness and efficiency of 
operational processes, as well as economic, environmental, and social fac-
tors. This holistic approach can support the fulfillment of the shipowner’s 
obligation to disclose corporate social responsibility. 

The changes in the shipping agency studied here highlight the capacity to 
enhance operational processes and overall supply chain performance through 
digitalization. This transformation is interpreted positively through PMSs 
and relationships with stakeholders. Specifically, software provided by ship-
owners (Afsys, Hyperion, and Global OA) has altered employee and ac-
countant behavior. This software, which can generate specific KPIs, has re-
defined the accountants’ role, empowering them as performance analysts and 
report preparers for shipowner management. The firm’s accountants thus op-
erate in a dynamic environment where their capabilities foster real-time com-
munication between shipping agency staff and Yang Ming Marine Transport 
Corporation managers during a digital transition. 

The lack of well-structured PMSs forced the accountants of the shipping 
agency studied to adapt to software tools to process the KPIs mandated by 
the shipowner. Leveraging digital technologies alongside quality manage-
ment tools from certifications like ISO 9001:2015, ISO 14001:2015, and ISO 
45001:2018 facilitated the design of KPIs to meet high performance objec-
tives. KPIs such as the Freight Checking Report Index, INTTRA Booking 
Request Index, and Operational Activity Performance Index fostered the 
adoption of more sophisticated PMSs, while also promoting effective and 
efficient practices in the management of operations internal to the shipping 
agency and between it and the shipowner, as well as with other SCM firms. 
The implementation of advanced software enabled the shipping agency to 
enhance dematerialization, reducing paper consumption and costs (Craw-
ford, 2017). Consequently, the strong link between digitalization and PMSs 
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within the shipping agency has positively influenced operational processes 
in the organizational-accounting architecture, enhancing effectiveness, effi-
ciency, and profitability. 

 
5.2 Academic and Managerial Implications 
 

This study explored the academic significance of a shipping intermediary 
within SCM during a digital transition. Intermediaries are recognized as piv-
otal agents driving the shift toward more socio-technical systems (Kivimaa 
et al., 2019). This study contributes to the literature by expanding the under-
standing of intermediaries, with a specific focus on shipping agents. It also 
highlights the ongoing investigation into how digitalization influences the 
PMSs of intermediary organizations. This study advocates for a deeper ex-
ploration of the interplay between PMSs and digitalization within a dynamic, 
evolving, and competitive landscape (Sahlin and Angelis, 2019). 

The managerial implications deriving from this study suggest that, to de-
velop more structured PMSs, the shipping agency should implement training 
programs for its employees to impart PMSs-related tools, such as KPIs. The 
training programs should concern both knowledge of the KPIs and ways to use 
software to process them. Training programs must also enhance cultural 
change, which must involve not only the employees who process the KPIs but 
also the management reliant on KPIs for performance control. The need for 
this cultural change is also evident from the interviews conducted with the 
managing director, the CFO, and the COO, who demonstrated that they have 
minimal knowledge about KPIs. The shipping agency investigated in fact still 
relies on traditional financial reporting tools to monitor performance.  
 
 
6. Conclusions 

 
This case study highlighted the changes brought about by digital technolo-

gies on PMSs. It acknowledges the ongoing uncertainty surrounding the rela-
tionship between digitalization and PMSs, despite scholarly attention, and 
Sahlin and Angelis (2019), Lee et al. (2021), and Dubey et al. (2022), among 
others, have contributed to this discourse. The investigation into the PMSs of 
shipping intermediaries, as shipping agents, remains ongoing, despite previous 
research on PMSs in the shipping industry (Otheitis and Kunc, 2014). After 
analyzing documents and conducting interviews, the current PMSs of the ship-
ping agency appear to lack a strong structure. However, the integration of dig-
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ital technologies enhances efficiency, decision-making, and the efficacy of op-
erational processes. These technologies also make the PMSs more adaptable 
by facilitating responses to reporting demands from stakeholders. The align-
ment between the agency’s control tools and those of shipowners thus becomes 
apparent. Additionally, the agency has started to embrace quality certification 
systems, incorporating PMSs with KPIs to meet commercial requirements. 
This study addressed a gap in existing research, which has predominantly fo-
cused on digitalization in the shipping industry, while often overlooking the 
pivotal role of shipping agents in innovative SCM. 

The main limitations of this study are to be found in its exploratory ap-
proach, especially given the challenge of gathering sufficient and well-orga-
nized information. Data are fragmented across employees and their software 
systems, which hinders a systematic analysis. Additionally, the study lacks 
the shipowner’s perspective, which limits the scope of analysis. Future re-
search could examine PMSs across multiple shipping agencies and delve into 
the role of digital technologies. Exploring the social and cultural factors in-
fluencing digital technologies in shipping intermediaries’ PMSs, with a focus 
on sustainable performance, could also provide valuable insights. Adopting 
a stakeholder theory perspective is crucial for considering all parties in-
volved in fostering effective and sustainable PMSs but incorporating institu-
tional theory as a theoretical framework could further illuminate the impact 
of institutional pressures on digitalization within the shipping industry (Kuo 
et al., 2021; Lambrou et al., 2019). From the perspective of sustainability, 
future research should investigate the role of digital technologies as an ena-
bling factor for the integration of sustainability into the PMSs of shipping 
agencies and the creation of sustainable business management. Indeed, over 
the last decade, the sustainability transition has increasingly been linked to 
digitalization. The European Commission (2021) described it the two as 
“twin transitions,” which could lead to a “green digital transformation.” 
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Abstract 
This work aims at analyzing the level of awareness on the topic of planning and 
control by people with an apical role in research spin-offs, suggesting a framework 
to increase the survivability of spin-offs. 
The universities take a strategic role as “knowledge incubators” to ensure competi-
tive advantage through the use of their knowledge stock. In this scenario, research 
spin-offs contribute to the valorisation of intellectual capital in universities. How-
ever, Consorzio Netval’s data highlighted that the percentage of spin-offs liquidated 
from 2000 to 2019 is approximately 72%.  
The analysis of the literature shows many issues that spin-offs face; however, there 
is little research on another possible critical issue that this study aims to fill: the 
difficulties during the phases of research spin-offs’ planning and control, especially 
in adequately balancing their short and long-term goals. 
Thus, we submitted a questionnaire to a panel of experts to investigate their view of 
the management, planning and control systems. Results show a lack of attention to 
the application of these systems in spin-offs, while acknowledging awareness of 
their importance. 
On the basis of these findings, we propose a framework to increase the survivability 
of research spin-offs, overcoming their main issues. Our framework relies on the 
application of ambidextrous intellectual capital to spin-offs, considered a valuable 
solution, given that it combines the attention to the future, typical of spin-offs and 
start-ups, with the attention to the present, necessary to go beyond the pre-seed 
phase.  
 
Keywords: spin-off, intellectual capital, ambidexterity, innovation, planning and 
control; university 
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1. Introduction 
 

The universities take a strategic role as “knowledge incubators” to ensure 
competitive advantage through the use of their knowledge stock (Stewart and 
Ruckdeschel, 1998) and research spin-offs contribute to the valorisation of 
the intellectual capital (IC) in universities.  

IC is defined by Stewart (1997) as “intellectual material, knowledge, ex-
perience, intellectual property, information…that can be put to use to create 
wealth”. It is composed of human capital, relational capital and structural 
capital (Stewart, 1997). Human capital incorporates individual potential and 
capabilities to provide problem-solving and produces knowledge that gener-
ates innovation, relational capital is the set of relationships established be-
tween the company and its stakeholders, while structural capital represents 
all the codified and non-codified knowledge owned by the company 
(Trequattrini, 2008). 
IC can be considered a strategic asset in light of its contribution to i) innova-
tion as the main source of competitive advantage; ii) the knowledge and 
knowledge-based economy; iii) the network society; and iv) the information 
technology and information society (Petty and Guthrie, 2000; Lombardi and 
Schimperna; 2021). Additionally, in the current context of growing uncer-
tainty and complexity, the ambidextrous IC, an evolution of IC, is becoming 
increasingly relevant to every type of organization (Mubarik et al., 2019). It 
allows the combination of the characteristics of companies focused on lever-
aging existing capabilities to generate profits and those focused on exploring 
new growth opportunities (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2004). Thus, it combines 
exploration and exploitation (Duncan, 1976). This generally allows to per-
form better and be more vigorous than non-ambidextrous organizations 
(Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; Benner and Tushman, 2003). Particularly, 
ambidexterity enhances organisations’ sustainable competitive advantage 
(Turner et al., 2015) and improves organisational performance (Junni et al., 
2013; Turner et al., 2015) through increased efficiency in the execution of 
normal activities (exploitation), and the simultaneous ability to adapt to 
change by exploring new opportunities (exploration) (Presenza and 
Petruzzelli, 2019). 

In this perspective, entrepreneurial universities are intermediaries that 
manage and enhance local IC, enable the growth of learning regions 
(Trequattrini et al., 2018 b) and, through the creation of spin-offs, achieve 
economic and social benefits (Etzkowitz, 2003; Guerrero and Urbano, 2012; 
Shah and Pahnke, 2014; Mok, 2015). 
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However, analyzing Consorzio Netval’s data, it is observable that the per-
centage of spin-offs liquidated from 2000 to 2019 is very significant: approx-
imately 72% (excluding spin-offs with not available information). Particu-
larly, spin-offs are more future-oriented than present-oriented, leading to an 
extremely low survival with high failure and closure rates, mainly in the first 
years. According to Wennberg et al. (2011), research spin-offs have lower 
survival and slower sales growth even than corporate spin-offs. However, 
some planning and control tools could allow these two aspects – future and 
present orientation – to coexist.  

Planning and control are essential to define and implement the strategy of 
companies and verify compliance with objectives and the criteria of efficacy 
and efficiency (Marasca et al., 2013; Lombardi et al., 2021a). Research spin-
offs are knowledge-intensive organizations (KIOs) (Habersam and Piber, 
2003; Elia et al., 2017) and their success is highly dependent on the contin-
uous and effective management of their IC (Hormiga et al., 2011). In this 
scenario, planning and control should be based on knowledge planning and 
implementation (Muchmore et al., 2018). These tools should support both 
knowledge creation and sharing, with elements of adaptive and generative 
systems (Herremans and Isaac, 2005). 

For these reasons, this work aims to analyze the level of awareness on the 
topic of planning and control by people with an apical role in research spin-
offs, suggesting some solutions to overcome the main issues that these or-
ganizations are facing, especially in the pre-seed phase.  

 In light of these considerations, we carried out a qualitative analysis (Hair 
Jr. et al., 2003) according to an ambidextrous perspective and based on a 
quadruple approach. In the first step of the analysis, we used Scopus to find 
relevant documents related to planning and management control of spin-offs 
and we classified them according to their contribution to the three compo-
nents of IC. In the second step, we developed a set of four descriptors per 
component, while, in the third step, we created a questionnaire with a Likert 
scale submitted to a panel of experts with senior roles in research spin-offs 
to understand their level of awareness, in terms of knowledge of the rele-
vance of these tools, and application on the topic of planning and control.  

Lastly, in the fourth step, we analyzed the findings of the questionnaire, 
and we carried out a framework composed of relevant indicators to be con-
sidered to overcome the main issues spin-offs are facing. 

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: Section 2 provides 
the literature review, Section 3 describes the research method, Section 4 
highlights the main findings and the related discussion, and Section 5 carries 
out conclusions. 
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2. Literature review 
 
2.1 Research spin-offs and ambidextrous IC 
 

The universities can be considered “knowledge incubators”, essential to 
ensure competitive advantage using their knowledge stock (Stewart and 
Ruckdeschel, 1998; Elia et al., 2017; Trequattrini et al., 2018a). In this per-
spective, universities play also a fundamental institutional role in national 
innovation systems (Sanchez and Elena, 2006; Todericiu and Serban, 2015), 
allowing the achievement of the following goals: knowledge production 
through scientific research, diffusion of knowledge asset through teaching 
activity (Leitner and Warden, 2004; Sanchez et al., 2009; Veltri et al., 2014; 
Secundo et al., 2016; Schimperna et al., 2021a), research results’ enhance-
ment, and achievement of economic and social benefits thanks to the creation 
of spin-offs (Etzkowitz, 2003; Guerrero and Urbano, 2012; Shah and Pahnke, 
2014; Mok, 2015). 

Additionally, according to Trequattrini et al. (2018 b), entrepreneurial 
universities can be considered intermediaries that manage and enhance local 
IC and allow the learning region growth. Indeed, links between professors 
and company representatives have already emerged in the last century, gen-
erally in the form of contracts, conventions, donations, consultancies, and 
other types of commercialization of scientists’ intellectual products. Today, 
the current phase of academic entrepreneurship development is characterized 
by the institutionalization of innovative tools, that allow universities and 
firms to have a strong leadership role in their respective contexts (Trequat-
trini et al., 2008), and by the development of new technologies (Schimperna 
et al., 2021b; Lombardi et al., 2021a; Russo et al., 2022; Nappo et al., 2023). 

In this scenario, research spin-offs are assuming an increasingly im-
portant role (Lazzeri and Piccaluga, 2012). Research spin-offs are 
knowledge-intensive organisations (Habersam and Piber, 2003; Elia et al., 
2017), involved in the knowledge creation and knowledge transfer of univer-
sities (Rothaermel et al., 2007). In this perspective, their success in the mar-
ket is highly dependent on the continuous and effective management of their 
IC (Hormiga et al. 2011).  

IC is defined as “intellectual material, knowledge, experience, intellec-
tual property, information…that can be put to use to create wealth” (Stew-
art, 1997), and can lead to competitive advantage (Stewart and Ruckdeschel, 
1998; Kamukana, 2013; Yaasen et al., 2016). It is composed of human cap-
ital, relational capital and structural capital (Becker, 1964; Lev and Schwartz, 
1971; Nonaka, 1994; Stewart, 1997; Lombardi et al., 2021b).  Human capital 
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incorporates individual potential and capabilities to provide problem-solving 
and produces knowledge that generates innovation (Pennings et al., 1998). 
In universities, it refers to the intangible value of individual competencies, 
as the expertise, knowledge and experiences of researchers, professors, tech-
nical and administrative staff, and students’ competencies (Leitner et al., 
2014; Secundo et al., 2016; Pradana et al., 2020). 

Relational capital is the set of relationships established between the com-
pany and its stakeholders (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000; Dorrego et al., 
2013; Hayaeian et al., 2021; Weqar et al., 2021); particularly, in universities, 
it can be considered as the whole of intangible resources capable of generat-
ing value linked to the university’s internal and external relations. It includes 
relations with public and private partners, position and image in (social) net-
works, the brand, involvement of industry in training activities, collabora-
tions with international research centres, networking with professors, inter-
national exchange of students, international recognition of the universities, 
and attractiveness (Leitner et al., 2014; Secundo et al., 2016). 

Structural capital represents all the codified and non-codified knowledge 
owned by the company (Bontis, 1998; Trequattrini, 2008). Its main compo-
nents in universities are the databases, the research projects, the research in-
frastructure, the research and education processes and routines, the university 
culture, image and reputation (Leitner et al., 2014; Secundo et al., 2016). 

Today, the ambidextrous IC, an evolution of IC, is becoming increasingly 
relevant in companies. It links exploration and exploitation (Duncan, 1976) 
and generally allows to perform better and be more vigorous in business than 
non-ambidextrous organizations (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; Benner and 
Tushman, 2003). There is agreement that an organization faces a balance 
between properly exploiting existing skills and exploring new opportunities 
by aligning its functions (Junni et al., 2013; Baškarada et al., 2016; Alänge 
and Steiber, 2018; Mubarik et al., 2019).  

IC enhances business value through knowledge resources (Rehman et al., 
2021; Ahamad et al., 2022; Karasneh, 2022) and allows to promote business 
competitiveness by creating ambidextrous innovation (Mahmood and 
Mubarik, 2020; Mubarik et al., 2019). Ambidextrous innovation is the sim-
ultaneous implementation by a company of both exploratory and exploitative 
innovation (Lin and Chang, 2015). The first one is the disruption of existing 
knowledge and technologies, the discovery of new designs, methods and pro-
cesses, the creation of new products or services, and the development of new 
markets. The second improves and updates designs, methods and processes 
based on existing knowledge and technologies to further reduce costs and 
improve product or service quality (Lin and Chen, 2015). In this perspective, 
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knowledge sharing influences ambidextrous innovation (Zhang et al., 2022).  
Thus, IC is the basis of ambidexterity (Simsek, 2009; Dezi et al., 2019). 

Through specific combinations of IC components, it is possible to support 
the acquisition, transfer and integration of the knowledge required for ambi-
dexterity (Kang and Snell, 2009). In particular, by improving IC (e.g. busi-
ness processes, human capital and relationships), ambidexterity can be 
achieved (Bontis, 1998; Mubarik et al., 2019). It is through human capital, 
structural capital and relational capital that an organization achieves a bal-
ance between exploitation and exploration of opportunities (Subramaniam 
and Youndt, 2005; Kang and Snell, 2009; Swart and Kinnie, 2010).  

In this scenario, the ambidextrous IC allows to enhance organisations’ 
sustainable competitive advantage (Turner et al., 2015) and improve organ-
isational performance (Junni et al., 2013; Turner et al., 2015) through an 
increased efficiency in the execution of normal activities (exploitation), and 
the concurrent ability of exploring new opportunities (exploration) to adapt 
to change (Presenza and Petruzzelli, 2019). This leads ambidextrous organi-
zations to have the ability both to compete in the current marketplace through 
efficiency, cost, and dynamic innovation and to develop new products and 
services for new and emerging markets through speed, flexibility, and exper-
imentation (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996). 

Usually, these two profiles have different characteristics (Liang et al., 
2024). Specifically, in an exploitative business, profit is the strategic aim, the 
critical tasks are operations, efficiency, and incremental innovation, the skills 
required are mostly operational, the structure is formal and mechanistic, and 
the controls and rewards concern margins and productiveness. Moreover, in 
such an environment there is authoritative and top-down leadership, and it is 
imbued with a culture of efficiency, low risk, quality, and customer-oriented 
(O’Reilly and Tushman, 2004; Kearns, 2007). Conversely, in an exploratory 
business, the strategic intent is represented by innovation and growth, adapt-
ability, new product research, and breakthrough innovation are the main crit-
ical tasks, there is the need for entrepreneurial skills, the structure is adaptive, 
and the controls and rewards are related to milestones and growth (Raisch 
and Tushman, 2016; Jia, 2018). In addition, the leadership is visionary and 
involved, and the culture is geared toward flexibility, experimentation, 
speed, and risk-taking (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2004).  

Thus, by achieving organizational ambidexterity through the tool of am-
bidextrous IC, it is possible to manage the two opposing perspectives to-
gether, overcoming the limitations of either view (Pasamar et al., 2015; 
Chen, 2017; Armenia et al., 2024). In the literature, limitations of an unam-
bidextrous enterprise, based only on exploration or only on exploitation, 
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emerge (Joensuu-Salo and Viljamaa, 2024). In particular, exploration alone 
can lead to failure, neglect of improvement and adaptation of existing rou-
tines, and failure to benefit from economies of scale (March, 1991; Levinthal 
and March, 1993; Güttel and Konlechner, 2009). 

Instead, exploitation alone can lead to obsolescence and a stable but subop-
timal equilibrium (March, 1991; Levinthal and March, 1993). From this per-
spective, it becomes critical for companies to have capabilities, strategies, and 
structures that allow for ambidextrous short- and long-term balance as a com-
petitive capability (Birkinshaw and Gupta, 2013). Thus, ambidextrous IC is a 
critical factor for short- and long-term success, bringing superior performance 
(O’Reilly III and Tushman, 2013; Zhang et al., 2021) and sustainable compet-
itive advantage (Huang et al., 2021; Park et al., 2019).  

 
2.2. The main features of research spin-offs  

Research spin-offs originate by budding from a university or Public Re-
search Organisation (PRO), in which a group of researchers forms an entre-
preneurial core to exploit skills and research results gained within the home 
institution (Conti et al., 2011). In research spin-offs, knowledge is the main 
resource, together with financial funding and instrumental assets (Di 
Berardino, 2013).  According to Conti et al., 2011, there is not a unique def-
inition of research spin-off. However, it is possible to identify the following 
characterizing elements: 
- founding membership: it must always include at least one person with 

relevant experience in public research;  
- intellectual property (IP) rights: partners can start the business activity to 

enhance their knowledge, regardless of the presence of IP rights or a pa-
tent (or several patents) on which the business idea is based; 

- business sector: spin-off companies are often started in fields where bar-
riers to entry are quite low; 

- motivations of the founding partners: among them, there are the involve-
ment of the young people they work with, the enhancement of their skills 
by performing, providing job opportunities for PhDs, establishing a “vir-
tuous circle” that attracts promising young researchers to their laborato-
ries (Helm and Mauroner, 2007; Lam, 2011). These motivations generally 
lead to little appetite for growth and risk. The opposite situation occurs 
when “unstructured” young people, perhaps together with some profes-
sors, actually aspire to set up an enterprise to make it their main profes-
sional activity; 
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- industrial partner: the participation in the share capital of other organiza-
tions greatly affects the business model of the spin-off;  

- the nature of the technology that influences the definition of the spin-off 
business model: from this perspective, each spin-off has a certain degree 
of innovation linked to the technologies employed. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to assess the temporal distance between the moment of invention and 
the moment when the market will be able to absorb the proposed innova-
tion to a significant extent; 

- the presence of a financial partner: it is relevant, given that a key element 
for the success of all start-ups is access to finance (Giakoumelou et al., 
2023). In addition, lenders and investors assess also management control 
systems (Davila et al., 2015). 
Research spin-offs contribute to the valorisation of the IC in universities. 

In universities, intangible assets and IC represent the largest percentage of 
assets (Sánchez et al., 2009; Secundo et al., 2010; Ramírez Corcóles et al., 
2011) and, through research spin-offs, these assets are valorized. In this sce-
nario, technology transfer and investment in innovation take place and re-
search spin-offs become the operational arm of the university in the local 
economy, providing economic benefits and creating IC.  

The main outputs of IC creation are: i) the development of hi-tech skills for 
employees (perspective of human capital); ii) the creation and improvement of 
networks (perspective of relational capital); and, iii) the development of pa-
tents and research projects (perspective of structural capital). In turn, these 
benefits stimulate a scientific atmosphere that, in a virtuous circle, leads to new 
innovative ideas, research and businesses (Mariani et al., 2018). 
In this scenario, planning and control are pivotal in KIOs. Particularly, they 
are essential for defining and implementing the strategy and verifying compli-
ance with objectives and criteria for effectiveness and efficiency (Marasca et 
al., 2013; Lombardi et al., 2021a). In the context of KIOs, planning and control 
should be based on knowledge planning and implementation (Muchmore et 
al., 2018).  These tools, indeed, should support both the creation and sharing 
of knowledge, with elements of adaptive and generative systems (Herremans 
and Isaac, 2005). Particularly, an adaptive system is characterized by learning 
through a self-organizing process (Gell-Mann, 1994; Kauffman, 1993). In-
stead, a generative system is based on learning associated with radical innova-
tions that would improve firm performance (Kang et al., 2007). 

However, the analysis of the literature pointed out difficulties during the 
phases of research spin-offs’ planning and control and in adequately balancing 
spin-offs’ short and long-term goals; particularly, Iacobucci et al. (2010) show 
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that two managerial issues impact on transforming the initial idea into a sus-
tainable business in the market: (i) the imbalance of the founding partner team 
toward purely technological skills instead of managerial and organizational 
skills; and (ii) the lack of clarity in the definition of entrepreneurial orientation. 

This could contribute to Consorzio Netval’s findings that highlighted a 
very significant percentage of spin-offs liquidated from 2000 to 2019, ap-
proximately 72%. The most common issues they face are also attributable to 
i) intrinsic difficulties in the development of new technologies and compe-
tencies (Oakey et al., 1996); ii) organizational and managerial factors (Stone-
man, 1995; Hall and Rosenberg, 2010); and iii) factors linked to the context 
in which they are located (Breznitz et al., 2008; Baldini, 2010; Rasmussen et 
al., 2011); iv) access to finance (Giakoumelou et al., 2023). 

Additionally, the literature provides only few articles on the topics of 
planning and management control of spin-offs and the need for a well-de-
fined framework to address the main issues spin-offs have to face emerged. 

In light of the previous considerations, we selected the following two re-
search questions: 

RQ1: What is the level of awareness on the topic of planning tools and 
practices and control by people with an apical role in research spin-offs? 

RQ2: What are the main indicators spin-offs should consider to ade-
quately address the stages of planning and management control, in the per-
spective of the ambidextrous IC? 
 
 
3. Research method 

 
Our research relies on a qualitative method (Bell et al., 2022), considered 

the best solution to answer our research questions. Particularly, “A qualita-
tive research approach is the most appropriate and indeed the only way to 
achieve some research objectives. Situations in which qualitative research is 
likely to be the preferred method include 1) which little known about a re-
search problem or opportunity, 2) where previous research only partially or 
incompletely explains the research question, 3) when current knowledge in-
volves subconscious, psychological, or cultural material that is not accessi-
ble using survey and experiments, and 4) if the primary purpose of the re-
search is to propose new ideas and hypotheses that can eventually be tested 
with quantitative research” (Hair Jr. et al., 2003, p. 276). In light of this, we 
applied a qualitative method based on a quadruple approach, developed in 
the following stages: i) identification; ii) selection; iii) exploratory analysis; 
and iv) development of the framework. The framework by Mahmood et al. 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Fabio Nappo, Federico Schimperna, Maria Schimperna 

208 

(2021) provided the basis for the development of our methodology and the 
questionnaire. This framework was developed for start-ups; thus, we modi-
fied and removed some points to adapt it to the characteristics of research 
spin-offs and IC in spin-offs. 

In the first step of the research (“identification”), we analyzed the litera-
ture to identify the dimensions and sub-dimensions of IC. Particularly, we 
used Scopus as the database to find relevant documents to understand the 
main themes related to planning and management control of spin-offs. We 
did a lot of research, always without any time limit, in order to have the wid-
est possible view of this perspective. Specifically, by searching for “manage-
ment control AND start-up*”, limiting the search field to “Business, Man-
agement and Accounting” and selecting only English research articles, we 
found 199 documents. Applying the same filters, but searching for “planning 
AND start-up*”, we found 510 documents. Narrowing the research field to 
spin-offs, we retrieved only 60 articles related to “planning and spin-off*” 
and 23 related to “management control and spin-off*”. However, no one ad-
dresses the issues of closure of spin-offs and the absence of management 
control systems. Then, we reclassified these articles according to their con-
tribution to the IC components as follows: 24 were associated with human 
capital, 31 with relational capital, and 28 with structural capital. This classi-
fication is the basis for the next step, as it provides us with the key elements 
of the three components of IC according to the literature. 

 

Table 1 - Descriptors per component 
IC component Descriptor 

Human capital i) experiences and competencies of the de-
cision-making body; 
ii) employees’ skills and abilities; 

iii) gender diversity; 
iv) creativity. 

Structural capital i) intellectual property rights; 
ii) databases; 
iii) procedures; 
iv) research and development. 

Relational capital i) stakeholder relations; 
ii) strategic alliance with incubators or 
companies;
iii) collaboration with universities; 
iv) management reputation. 

Source: our elaboration 
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Starting from the analysis of the articles classified according to the IC 
components, we developed a set of four descriptors per component (second 
step – “selection”), as described in Table 1. These descriptors represent the 
main characteristics of each IC component, as emerged from the literature 
classification, and are the basis for understanding on which aspects an ambi-
dextrous intellectual capital-based planning and control tool should be based. 

In the third step of the research (“explorative analysis”), each descriptor 
was articulated through 2 or 4 questions to develop a questionnaire with a 5-
point Likert scale (Likert, 1932) (See Appendix A for the questions – 
www.sidrea.it/ambidextrous-intellectual-capital). Additionally, the ques-
tionnaire was developed from the perspective of ambidextrous IC, taking it 
a step further than the literature. Particularly, this means that the assertions 
were constructed considering both exploitation and exploration. The ques-
tionnaire was submitted to a panel of experts with senior roles in research 
spin-offs to understand the level of awareness and application on the topic of 
planning and control, with both the perspectives of exploration and exploita-
tion, by people with an apical role in research spin-offs.  

After recognition of the university’s spin-offs on the website and Netval 
and checking this with the designated office of the university, to make sure 
no spin-offs were excluded, the Aida database was used to find information 
on the people in senior positions of these spin-offs. Thus, we submitted our 
questionnaire to 52 people, representing 91% of people involved in research 
spin-offs of the University of Cassino and Southern Lazio. In this university 
there are 10 spin-offs operating in different sectors: electronic processing of 
accounting data (1 spin-off); computer programming  activities (1 spin-off); 
research and experimental development on social science and humanities (2 
spin-offs); integrated engineering planning services (1 spin-off); manufac-
ture of batteries and accumulators (1 spin-off); manufacture of electrical and 
non-electrical domestic equipment (1 spin-off); manufacture of electricity 
distribution and control apparatus (1 spin-off); engineering office services (1 
spin-off);  other entrepreneurial consulting services and administration-man-
agement and company planning consultancy (1 spin-off). Additionally, 6 
spin-offs are small-sized, 3 are medium-sized and 1 large-sized. 

The people involved in these spin-offs have different backgrounds: there 
are graduates in economics, business, law, humanities, and engineering sub-
jects. Focusing on the positions held, some are full professors, some associ-
ates, some researchers, some technical-administrative staff, and others are 
external experts from the university, while age ranges from approximately 
30 years to approximately 65 years. In this way, the results were not affected 
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by variables related to background, role, and age. Their specific characteris-
tics are described in the following Table 2. 

 
Table 2 - Main characteristics of the panel of experts 

Aspect Characteristic Number of people 

Role in spin-off 

Chairman of the board 5 
Vice Chairman of the Board 3 

Member of the Board 16 
Sole Administrator 4 

Shareholder 23 
CEO 1 

Age ≤30 3 
31-45 19 
46-55 14 
56-70 15 
≥71 1 

Gender Man 35 
Women 17

Source: our elaboration based on the Aida database 
 
Subsequently, the findings of the questionnaire were analysed and al-

lowed us to answer our research questions, understanding: i) the level of 
awareness on the topic of planning and control by people that have an apical role 
in research spin-offs; and ii) the main indicators spin-offs should consider to 
adequately address the stages of planning and management control (see Sec-
tion 4). Particularly, the answers were analyzed to understand whether plan-
ning and control indicators developed from an ambidextrous perspective can 
be effective tools, according to the experts. Their answers showed whether 
i) they find planning and control developed from an ambidextrous perspec-
tive useful; and ii) they agree with ambidextrous IC planning and control 
statements. The framework was developed considering the descriptors and 
indicators derived from questions that received 50% + 1 of the answers with 
5/5 (“strongly agree”) and 4/5 (“agree”). This resulted in a framework based 
on ambidextrously IC descriptors and indicators that enable the planning and 
control phase shared by experts. Our framework broadens the framework by 
Mahmood et al. (2021) by identifying indicators that allow measurement of 
ambidextrous IC and improve planning and control in a KIO. 
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4. Findings and discussion  
 

The results showed a broad participation in the questionnaire. Particularly, 
the response rate was 82.69%. After the analysis of the answers, we considered 
suitable for the framework only those questions that received a score of 5/5 
and 4/5 in 50% + 1 of the cases. Conversely, the item was excluded, as it did 
not represent a significant aspect to be considered according to the expert 
panel. When analyzing the answers, a positive value was given to the item with 
a score of 5/5 or 4/5. In the case of scores of 3/5, 2/5, and 1/5, a negative value 
was given to the answer. More in detail, 24 answers (80%) had scores of 4/5 
or 5/5 and 6 answers (20%) had scores of 3/5, 2/5 or 1/5. 

The first step of the analysis of the questionnaire was based on the human 
capital, and we found that people with an apical role in research spin-offs 
consider experiences and competencies of the decision-making body essen-
tial for both exploitation (in the present, in which efficiency, costs and dy-
namic innovation are crucial) and exploration (in the future, in which speed, 
flexibility and experimentation are crucial).  

The answers pointed out the relevance of employees’ skills and abilities 
for both the exploitation of the current opportunities and the exploration of 
future ones. Focusing on the role of gender diversity, there is not a unique 
trend of answers: for someone, it is very relevant, for others, there is not a 
significant impact. Specifically, for 60% (percentage consisting of those who 
gave a score of 5/5 or 4/5) of respondents, having gender diversity (for both 
senior management and/or employees) plays an important role in exploring 
and exploiting at the same time. For the others, gender diversity is not an 
impactful issue for achieving organizational ambidexterity. Additionally, for 
70% (percentage consisting of those who gave a score of 3/5, 2/5, and 1/5), 
gender diversity is not related to cost reduction. 

Focusing on the questions related to the “creativity” descriptor, 72% stated that 
the creativity of top management is important for the commercialization of inno-
vation, while 52% stated that the creativity of top management is not relevant. 

Moving to the structural capital, 78% highlighted that intellectual property 
rights and research and development allow exploitation through cost reduction, 
and 81% stated that intellectual property rights and research and development 
allow exploration through the commercialization of innovative products and 
services. Instead, intellectual property rights and research and development 
appear not relevant for adopting innovative work processes (73%). Focusing 
on databases and procedures, we did not find a unique trend: database and pro-
cedures (68% and 65% respectively) do not allow a reduction of operative 
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costs, even if they could impact on the possibilities of exploitation and explo-
ration, through a comprehensive view of the state-of-the-art of technologies on 
which the business idea is based, enhancing the firm performance. 

With regard to relational capital, 70% highlighted that stakeholder rela-
tions and collaboration with universities have a relevant role in exploitation 
and exploration. Additionally, 80% stated that strategic alliances with incu-
bators or companies mainly support innovative processes. Lastly, manage-
ment reputation enhances the commercialization of products and services 
that are completely new to the organization (75% of respondents), exploiting 
existing opportunities (72% of respondents) and adopting innovative work 
processes (86% of respondents). Instead, it would appear irrelevant to reduce 
operating costs (59% of respondents). 

Thus, these results are aligned with previous literature, showing a high 
awareness of the importance of ambidextrous managerial control systems in 
spin-offs. However, the literature highlights a lack of attention to their appli-
cation (Feldman and Klofsten, 2000), leading to the high percentage of spin-
offs liquidated as suggested by Consorzio Netval’s data. To overcome these 
issues, in our view, the application of the framework of ambidextrous IC 
(Mahmood et al., 2021) to spin-offs can be a valuable solution, given that it 
combines the attention to the future, typical of spin-offs and start-ups, with 
the attention to the present, necessary to go beyond the pre-seed phase. In-
deed, this organizational ambidexterity is an organizational capability that 
allows an organization to explore new opportunities through innovation, 
while effectively exploiting the current opportunities (Stewart, 1998; Raisch 
and Birkinshaw, 2008; Jansen et al., 2012; O’Reilly III and Tushman, 2015; 
Pasamar et al., 2015; Jurksiene and Pundziene, 2016). Thus, moving from 
the IC to the ambidextrous IC, exploration and exploitation activities can be 
effectively balanced (Harris, 2000; Asiaei et al., 2018; Mubarik et al., 2019; 
Mahmood and Mubarik, 2020). In light of the literature review and the re-
sults of the questionnaire, we think that the following framework of planning 
and control in the research spin-offs based on ambidextrous IC can increase 
the survivability of spin-offs. Our framework, divided according to the IC 
component, is composed of descriptors (developed from the literature re-
view) and proposed indicators (developed from the answers received to the 
questionnaire), that allow the effective implementation of ambidextrous IC 
in research spin-offs and planning their improvement. 
 

Human capital descriptors and related indicators developed are the fol-
lowing (Tab. 3): 
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Table 3 - Human capital framework 

IC component Descriptors Proposed indicators 

Human      capi-
tal 

i) experiences and com-
petencies of the deci-
sion-making body; 
ii) employees’ skills and 
abilities; 
iii) gender diversity; 
iv) creativity. 

i) average age of management;  
ii) the number of managerial experiences; 
 

iii) the number of training courses activated for 
employees; 

iv) diversity in corporate management; 

v) diversity among employees; 

vi) the number of innovative projects financed. 

Source: our elaboration 
 
Focusing on relational capital, we developed the following descriptors 

and indicators, as shown in Table 4: 
 

Table 4 - Relational capital framework 
IC 

component 
Descriptors Proposed indicators 

Relational 
capital 

i) stakeholder relations; 
ii) strategic alliance with 
incubators or companies; 
iii) collaboration with uni-
versities; 
iv) management reputa-
tion. 

i) the number of contracts, facilitations and 
agreements concluded with public and private 
entities;
ii) the number of projects carried out with the 
support of incubators or other entities (venture 
capital); 
 
iv) existence of contracts and agreements with 
universities or research centres; 

v) the number of publications or research activ-
ities carried out on the subject of the spin-off. 

Source: our elaboration 
 
Moving to structural capital descriptors and indicators, we defined the 

following (Tab. 5): 
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Table 5 - Structural capital framework 
IC 

component 
Descriptors Proposed indicators 

Structural 
capital 

i) intellectual property 
rights; 
ii) databases; 
iii) procedures; 
iv) research and develop-
ment. 

i) revenues from the strategic use of in-
tellectual property assets.  
ii) the number of databases purchased. 

iii) the number of certifications and/or 
organisational models. 

iv) amount of funding for research and 
development 

Source: our elaboration 
 

The success of KIOs, including research spin-offs, is highly dependent on 
the continuous and effective management of their IC (Hormiga et al. 2011). 
Thus, the suggested dashboard, derived from the set of these indicators, can 
help to understand which elements of IC to consider and develop to carry out 
better planning and control, both in the exploitation and exploration perspec-
tive, thereby also enriching the existing literature on the topic. 

In existing spin-offs, this framework should be used initially to monitor 
the level of ambidextrous IC achieved. Then, it could be used to plan how to 
improve the level of ambidextrous IC by setting new objectives for the next 
period. In new spin-offs, it should be used from the outset to plan in order to 
have an optimal combination of ambidextrous IC and subsequently to moni-
tor and set new objectives. In a KIO, indeed, only planning and controlling 
the combination of IC to achieve ambidexterity makes it possible to survive 
the first few years. Thus, by giving attention to the presence of ambidextrous 
IC in all business processes, it is possible to improve business performance 
and, consequently, decrease the failure and closure rate (Turner et al., 2015; 
Presenza and Pretuzelli, 2019). 

This planning and control tool could allow higher efficiency and survival 
rate since it combines short- and long-term goals. These indicators have been 
developed considering the characteristics of spin-offs and IC in research 
spin-offs and are applicable to all research spin-offs without specific condi-
tions. Additionally, with appropriate adjustments, it is possible to generalize 
them to KIOs. 
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5. Conclusions 
 

Entrepreneurial universities as intermediaries that manage and enhance lo-
cal IC allow the learning region growth (Trequattrini et al. 2018b). Links be-
tween professors and company representatives have already emerged in the 
last century, in many forms of commercialization of scientists’ intellectual 
products, such as contracts, conventions, and donations. Today, the current 
phase of academic entrepreneurship development is characterized by the insti-
tutionalization of innovative tools that allow universities and firms to have a 
strong leadership role in their respective contexts (Trequattrini et al., 2008). In 
this scenario, research spin-offs are KIOs that contribute to the valorisation of 
IC in universities. Analyzing data about research spin-offs available on Netval, 
it is possible to note the high closure rate, approximately 72%, from 2000 to 
2019, and the literature review shows a literature gap about this topic. Thus, 
our research aimed to answer the following two research questions: i) What is 
the level of awareness on the topic of planning tools and practices and control 
by people with an apical role in research spin-offs? and ii) What are the main 
indicators spin-offs should consider to adequately address the stages of plan-
ning and management control, in the perspective of the ambidextrous IC? 

Focusing on RQ1, results show a high level of awareness of the im-
portance of ambidexterity planning and control in spin-offs but a low appli-
cation of planning and control methodologies. Moving to RQ2, on the basis 
of the answers received, we suggest a framework of planning and control 
composed of descriptors and indicators of ambidextrous IC to manage short 
and medium-long-term goals simultaneously. 

Thus, these findings and the suggested framework provide insight into 
how the application of ambidextrous IC in planning and control can increase 
the survivability of spin-offs, thanks to the attention to both the future, typi-
cal of spin-offs and start-ups, and the present, necessary to go beyond the 
pre-seed phase. Skills to succeed in the present are different from those in 
the medium-long-term and being oriented to both the present and the future 
allows one to be competitive in the current marketplace, where efficiency, 
cost, and dynamic innovation are key assets, and to develop new products 
and services for new and emerging markets, where speed, flexibility, and 
experimentation are key elements (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996).  

This study confirms the crucial role of planning and control knowledge im-
plementation in KIOs (Muchmore et al., 2018). Furthermore, we corroborated 
previous research (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; Benner and Tushman, 2003; 
Mahmood et al., 2021) on how in contexts where it is crucial to balance short-
term and long-term objectives, and where intangible capital is the key corporate 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli.  
E’ vietata la Riproduzione dell’opera e la sua messa a disposizione di terzi, 

sia in forma gratuita sia a pagamento. 
Il documento può essere concesso in licenza individuale o istituzionale.



Fabio Nappo, Federico Schimperna, Maria Schimperna 

216 

resource, being able to develop ambidextrous IC (and thus planning and con-
trol) could be useful to increase the survival rate of spin-offs and combine short-
term and long-term objectives. Additionally, our framework broadens the one 
by Mahmood et al. (2021), because, on one side, it is adapted to particular start-
ups with a high closure rate, i.e. research spin-offs, and, on the other, it also 
provides indicators on the basis of which to plan and control IC in KIOs. 

This research has several theoretical and practical implications. Particu-
larly, in the theoretical perspective, it contributes to the literature on planning 
and control (Marasca et al., 2013; Muchmore et al., 2018; Lombardi et al., 
2021a), on issues affecting spin-offs (Stoneman, 1995; Oakey et al., 1996; 
Breznitz et al., 2008; Hall and Rosenberg 2010; Baldini, 2010; Iacobucci et 
al., 2010; Rasmussen et al., 2011) and on the ambidextrous organization (Park 
et al., 2019; Huang et al., 2021; Mahmood et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021). 
Additionally, these results can be useful for academic researchers and practi-
tioners. Specifically, this research provides them with a tool that could be use-
ful for improving the survival rate of their research spin-offs. Furthermore, it 
provides a planning and control tool that can also be applied in other contexts 
characterised by the need to balance exploitation and exploration. 

However, this research has a main limit due to the restricted sample that 
answered the questionnaire, limiting the possibility of generalising the re-
sults and investigating in detail any geographical differences. Overcoming 
this limitation will be the starting point for future research. 
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Abstract 

Over the past few decades, European institutions and policymakers have promoted 
gender diversity in management and strategic leadership roles. 
Prior literature has highlighted the importance of board gender diversity; neverthe-
less, previous studies have mainly focused on the private sector, while the public 
sector – particularly the healthcare sector – remains under-investigated. 
Hence, to fill this gap, the present paper aims to examine the impact of board gender 
diversity on Italian public health outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic to ad-
dress the calls for more excellent representation of women in leadership roles. 
The research methodology uses an OLS linear regression model to examine the re-
lationship between the number of women in top positions in Italian Healthcare Or-
ganizations (roles of general, administrative, and health managers) and their finan-
cial and non-financial performance. 
Results show that women’s involvement in governance positively impacts the per-
formance of Italian healthcare organisations, while no significant association has 
emerged regarding non-financial performance. 
This study could represent a starting point for implementing measures that focus on 
the health sector. The sector has been experiencing a severe crisis for years and, 
therefore, needs innovative strategies for its relaunch. 
 
Keywords: Board Gender Diversity, Public Healthcare Organizations, Financial 
Performance, Non-financial Performance, Italy, COVID-19. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The present study aims to analyse the issue of gender diversity in Italian 

healthcare organisations by investigating the relationship between gender di-
versity – understood as the presence of women in the three top governance fig-
ures of healthcare organisations – and financial and non-financial performance. 

The healthcare sector needs creative approaches and methods to deal with 
its changing and unstable environment, especially in light of the recent 
COVID-19 pandemic (Vrontis et al., 2022; Fissi and Grazzini, 2021). The 
board and the managerial leaders of Healthcare Organisations (HCOs) rep-
resent the main actors that can reduce this uncertainty and adequately man-
age the organisation’s relations with its external environment (Reguera-Al-
varado et al., 2017). In fact, according to a broader definition of Corporate 
Governance, HCOs’ board of directors must balance the need to maintain 
adequate financial performance with the primary objective of their commu-
nity’s well-being (De Regge and Eeckloo, 2020). 

Within these premises, gender diversity played a relevant role among the 
various aspects relevant to this purpose. Given its importance as the central 
governance mechanism (Uyar et al., 2020), gender balance on boards of di-
rectors is widely promoted by various national and international regulatory 
provisions and recommendations. Moreover, it represents one of the primary 
objectives of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development of all United 
Nations member countries. The presence of women in top management and 
governance roles of HCOs would be desirable because the dynamic and in-
clusive leadership and the diversity of knowledge and skills ensured by the 
presence of women in the HCOs’ governing boards may represent a leading 
factor in improving financial (Reguera-Alvarado et al., 2017). 

The literature emphasises the importance of gender diversity on company 
boards, highlighting how their presence positively influences social respon-
sibility and economic performance. However, previous studies have mainly 
focused on the private sector, while only a few studies analysed this relation-
ship in the public sector (Naranjo-Gil et al., 2008; Abor, 2017; Saporito et 
al., 2019; Büchner et al., 2014; Tartaglia-Polcini et al., 2021; Naciti et al., 
2021; Arena et al., 2019; Sicoli et al., 2021; Aversano et al., 2023). 

Therefore, the present paper addresses the call for more excellent repre-
sentation of women in leadership roles by exploring the impact of gender 
diversity on public HCOs` outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

To this aim, the study focuses on 150 Italian public HCOs. The research 
methodology is based on an OLS regression model to test the association be-
tween the presence of women in top positions (role of general, administrative, 
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and health manager) in Italian HCOs and their financial and non-financial per-
formance. 

Our results show that although women are underrepresented in the strate-
gic management of Italian public HCOs, their involvement in governance 
positions positively affects HCOs’ financial performance. On the other hand, 
no significant association has emerged between women’s presence at gov-
ernance positions and HCOs’ non-financial performance. 

The paper presents several novelties. First, unlike the previous studies, 
which mainly focused on a single dimension of performance (financial or 
non-financial), this paper aims to extend our knowledge of the role that gen-
der diversity in HCOs’ governance mechanisms plays in driving both finan-
cial and non-financial performance.  

The second novelty of the paper is that the analysis has been carried out 
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The third novelty is that this is 
the first study to use the Compensation Mobility Index as a proxy for finan-
cial performance. 

This article contributes to the existing academic literature on corporate 
governance, providing empirical insight into the beneficial effects of board 
diversity in an under-explored context such as healthcare. 

The results could also have practical and theoretical implications. This 
research could help standard-setters and practitioners identify performance 
indicators and governance dimensions. Academics could also benefit from 
this research, which can be used as a reference for developing similar anal-
yses in private HCOs or different geographical contexts. 

The present study is structured as follows: the first section presents the 
literature review about performance measurement and board gender diversity 
in the healthcare sector; the second section illustrates the research hypothe-
sis; the third outlines the research context; the fourth section describes the 
data set and the research method, while the remaining sections discuss the 
findings and conclusions. 

 
 
2. Literature review 
 
2.1 Performance management in the Healthcare sector 
 

In recent decades, several European countries have undergone a modern-
isation process in their public administration (PA) sector, changing how they 
operate and organise their systems (Vinci et al., 2022). In the New Public 
Management wave (Hood, 1995), private-inspired theoretical principles and 
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operational tools were introduced to lead a process of “corporatisation” of 
PA. The aim is to make the PA more responsive to citizens’ needs, making 
it leaner and more competitive. Within the public sector, HCOs have also 
been involved in a profound process of change as a response to the more 
pressing need for performance monitoring and measurement as well as to the 
intense environmental, economic, political, and social pressures (Tartaglia-
Polcini et al., 2021; Pavan et al., 2019). 

The need to guarantee high levels of performance and respond to stake-
holders’ expectations about the delivery of high-quality services are the main 
motivations behind HCOs’ transformation process (Cavicchi and Vagnoni, 
2017). HCOs have to be transparent and accountable to their stakeholders, and 
in particular to taxpayers and the government (Purbey et al., 2007), for the 
performances achieved and the use of public resources (Andrades-Peña et al.,  
2021; Pavan et al., 2019). Accordingly, HCOs must appropriately balance the 
need to maintain adequate levels of economic-financial performance with the 
primary objective of caring for their patients’ healthcare (De Regge and Eeck-
loo, 2020). As a result, HCOs have begun to emphasise the efficiency and ef-
fectiveness of public service delivery and the increased need for performance 
measurement (Cifalinò and Vendramini, 2015; Capalbo et al., 2023). 

More recently, with the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a growing 
need for performance measurement systems in the healthcare sector (Betto 
et al., 2022). Following these circumstances, many researchers have become 
increasingly interested in the role of Performance Measurement Systems 
(PMS) in the healthcare sector (Capalbo et al., 2023).  

It should be emphasised that applying a PMS and interpreting the results 
must consider the peculiarities of healthcare organisations’ management. For 
example, Chang (2006) studied the responses of local health authorities to 
the performance measures indicated by the central government. His research 
has shown that health authority managers perceive the indicators chosen by 
central governments as a top-down control mechanism, unable to capture the 
factors that influence local performance. 

In light of these difficulties, the study of Cifalinò and Vendramini (2015) 
evidenced that Italian local health units still use performance measures little. 
Also, Giuffrida’s (2000) study discovered that local healthcare organisations 
were less effective than other HCOs. 

Although several studies have focused on the predominant use of eco-
nomic-financial indicators to measure corporate performance, it is worth 
pointing out that HCOs’ performance is characterised by a multidimensional 
profile. Thus, several studies on PMS in the healthcare sector highlighted the 
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need for a multidimensional perspective that goes beyond the traditional fi-
nancial measures and challenges the complexity of HCOs (e.g., Handler et 
al., 2001; Purbey et al., 2007; Yang et al., 2009; Nuti et al., 2013., Yuen et 
al., 2012; Vrontis et al., 2022; Aversano et al., 2024).  

In Italy, some authors have recognised health mobility as a financial HCO 
performance metric that is relevant to evaluating the quality of HCOs 
(Posteraro, 2017; Gigio et al., 2018; Porcu, 2007; Cinquini et al., 2005; Ci-
nelli et al., 2021).  

Posteraro (2017) analysed the causes and effects of health mobility in It-
aly. He concludes that most patients’ movements between regions are related 
to hospitalisations carried out to obtain better service than those within the 
region of residence, where these are also available but are considered not 
sufficiently reliable. The effect is economic since it raises their need to com-
pensate for the costs incurred for services rendered to citizens in different 
regional areas other than those receiving per capita regional funding. Gigio 
et al. (2018) compared the mobility of patients in various Italian regions in 
2014, concluding that passive mobility tends to reflect, above all, the lower 
quality, actual or perceived, of the respective health systems. Porcu et al. 
(2007) presented a method of analysing Sardinia’s active and passive extra-
regional health mobility in 2001-2004. The analysis has shown that health 
mobility is linked to efficiency indicators. Cinquini et al. (2005) analysed the 
HCOs’ performance in the Tuscan region in the year 2004, using the com-
pensation index – which expresses the attraction or the drain of resources as 
a percentage of total production costs – as economic performance indicator. 
Lastly, Cinelli et al. (2021) evaluated Italian regional mobility for the year 
2019 using different variables. The authors recognised health mobility 
among the leading indicators of managerial effectiveness. 

 
2.2 Corporate Governance and Gender Diversity in Healthcare Organ-
izations 

 
Corporate Governance is a critical driver of accountability and transpar-

ency in the healthcare sector. Managers who control the organisations are 
accountable to those who contribute resources and to all stakeholders, such 
as employees, suppliers, customers and the community (Brennan, 2021).   

In recent years, HCOs have faced pressing challenges. The months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, especially in the acute phases of increased infections 
and hospitalisation, were and still are periods of intense and absolute man-
agement responsibility (Longo and Ricci, 2020). In particular, the urgency 
has imposed fast and autonomous choices by HCOs’ strategic governance 
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(Longo and Ricci, 2020). Within these premises, board gender diversity has 
become a lever to improve organisations’ performance by enhancing prob-
lem-solving abilities and internal process efficiency (Büchner et al., 2014; 
Rainero et al., 2019; Lu and Herremans, 2019).   

Various national and international regulatory provisions and recommen-
dations widely promote gender balance on the board of directors. The in-
creasing proliferation of gender-oriented reforms has effectively facilitated 
women’s involvement in the managerial positions of PSOs (Borgonovi and 
Catuogno, 2021). 

In 2020, the European Commission launched a new strategy for the next 
five years based on the Sustainability Goal 5, “Gender Equality,” set out in the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted by the United Nations 
(UN, 2015), highlighting the need for the growth of the “pink quotas” in all 
positions of responsibility both in the political and economic field (EC, 2020). 

Accordingly, in the document “A Union of Equality: Gender Equality 
Strategy 2020-2025” (EC, 2020), the European Commission restates that in-
clusion and diversity are essential elements to create innovative approaches 
aimed at improving all companies’ performance, generally contributing to 
the growth of the European economic system (EU, 2020). The European 
Commission also urged the European Parliament and all Member States to 
adopt measures that increase the gender balance in all management and lead-
ership positions (EC, 2020). 

Also, the literature emphasises the importance of gender diversity in 
healthcare leadership positions, highlighting how their presence can represent 
a crucial success factor for productivity, innovation, and overall performance 
(Fusco et al., 2021; Paoloni et al., 2021; El Chaarani and Raimi, 2022). 

Some authors underline the importance of women in governmental posi-
tions (task forces, legislation of public expenditures) for managing the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Van Daalen et al., 2020; Leung et al., 2020; Martínez-
Córdoba et al., 2021). 

Van Daalen et al. (2020) provided quantitative data on task forces organ-
ised to prevent, monitor, and mitigate COVID-19 and found that, in global 
health governance, collective efforts in policymaking continue to overlook op-
portunities to create inclusive and comprehensive decision-making. The 
COVID-19 pandemic response needs the inclusion of diverse perspectives, ex-
periences, and expertise in global health leadership. Leung et al. (2020) ana-
lysed the impact of gender equity on public health outcomes using the COVID-
19 pandemic as its research setting. The results show that gender equity and 
the proportion of women in the legislature on public health expenditure signif-
icantly impact the number of diagnosed and critical cases, thus confirming the 
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importance of women’s role in managing public health outcomes. Lastly, Mar-
tínez-Córdoba et al. (2021) analysed the effect of female leadership on deci-
sion-making during the pandemic. Findings show that the qualities of women 
who show temperance and moderation in government actions when facing 
risky situations may be the cause of more efficient management. In fact, during 
the management of the pandemic, countries led by women are more efficient 
than those led by men. (Martínez-Córdoba et al., 2021). 

 
 
3. Theoretical Background 
 

Despite the lack of a single model that can explain the impact of women 
in management positions on corporate performance (Tartaglia-Polcini et al., 
2021), the Resource Dependence Theory (RDT) is widely considered to be 
an appropriate theoretical reference for explaining the relationship between 
HCOs’ board gender diversity and their performance (Pfeffer and Salancik, 
2003; Abor, 2017; Reguera-Alvarado et al., 2017; Uyar et al., 2020; Tar-
taglia-Polcini et al., 2021).  

The RDT defines an organisation as an actor operating within an open sys-
tem with which it interacts to acquire and exchange resources that it needs to 
create value for its stakeholders (Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003). However, this 
relationship creates uncertainty and dependence between the organisation and 
the external environment in which it operates and draws the necessary human, 
strategic, and financial resources to survive (Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003). Ac-
cording to the RDT, the board and the managerial leaders of the organisation 
represent the main actors able to reduce this uncertainty and adequately govern 
the relations with the external environment to obtain a continuous flow of re-
sources (Reguera-Alvarado et al., 2017; Aversano et al., 2023).  

There are usually a variety of backgrounds and expertise represented on hos-
pital boards (Abor, 2017), and each director or manager has unique character-
istics and skills. Therefore, increasing gender diversity – by appointing a more 
significant number of women to the board – allows the company to grow and 
make the general stock of knowledge, skills, expertise, and professional skills 
available more heterogeneous (Lu and Herremans, 2019; Uyar et al., 2020).  

Thus, according to this theoretical perspective, the increase in gender di-
versity on the board and in top management positions is a fundamental driver 
for obtaining the critical resources for the survival and success of the organ-
isation and, consequently, for the achievement of superior performance 
(Reguera-Alvarado et al., 2017). 
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Following this theoretical perspective, several studies empirically inves-
tigated the relationship between the presence of women on HCOs’ boards or 
top management positions (e.g., Chief Executive Officer – CEO) and their 
financial and non-financial performance (Naranjo-Gil et al., 2008; Abor, 
2017; Saporito et al., 2019; Büchner et al., 2014; Tartaglia-Polcini et al., 
2021; Naciti et al., 2021; Arena et al., 2019; Sicoli et al., 2021). 

Naranjo-Gil et al. (2008) showed how, in Spanish public hospitals, hetero-
geneity in the composition of top corporate management fosters strategic 
change and higher level of performance. Abor’s (2017) study – conducted on 
a sample of 100 Ghanaian hospitals – also highlighted the need to increase the 
presence of women in governance and management leadership positions of 
healthcare organisations to achieve higher performance levels. On the other 
hand, the study by Saporito et al. (2019) highlighted the benefits and effective-
ness of women’s transformational leadership in the healthcare sector. Further-
more, it shows that this leadership style is presumed to harbour economic and 
non-economic benefits (i.e., the effectiveness of health care delivery).  

In Germany, Büchner et al. (2014) highlighted how the gender diversity 
of HCOs’ government affects the effectiveness of the strategies implemented 
and reflection on financial performance, measured as ROI. 

Tartaglia-Polcini et al. (2021) analysed the association between the pres-
ence of women in top positions and financial performance in the context of 
Italian HCOs. Their findings show that a more expansive presence of women 
in managerial positions positively impacts financial performance, measured 
as ROA. Naciti et al. (2021) investigated the relationship between gender 
diversity and Italian HCOs’ financial performance. The evidence showed a 
significant relationship between gender diversity and economic-financial 
performance, measured as the “solvency index,” a measure of an organisa-
tion’s ability to meet short-range obligations. Sicoli et al. (2021) conducted 
a study on a sample of a group of 39 Italian HCOs to assess whether the 
presence of women on the boards of directors affects company performance. 
The results suggest that the presence of women is positively related to the 
performance index, measured as ROE.  

El Chaarani and Raimi (2022) conducted a cross-sectional survey em-
ploying a model to predict multivariate causal relationships between diver-
sity, entrepreneurial innovation, and performance of the Lebanese healthcare 
sector during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results show that gender diver-
sity is a crucial success factor for workforce performance, as it can increase 
both process and organisational innovation and improve organisational per-
formance and patient satisfaction. 

Differently, Arena et al. (2019) conducted a study on a sample of 102 
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HCOs in 2015, examining the possible association between the presence of 
women in top management teams and financial and non-financial perfor-
mance. The study highlighted a negative relationship between gender diver-
sity and the non-financial performance of HCOs, while no significant asso-
ciation has emerged about financial performance. 

Lastly, Vrontis et al. (2022) analysed 48 Lebanese HCOs during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Their study reveals that dynamic managerial innova-
tive practices positively impact competitive advantage and non-financial per-
formance. 

Accordingly, based on the above arguments, this study aims to contribute 
to the existing literature by answering the following research question: 

 
RQ: Does board gender diversity affect healthcare organisations’ finan-

cial and non-financial performance?  
 
To answer the research question, the following hypotheses have been posed: 
 
H1: Board gender diversity of HCO positively affects HCO’s financial 

performance. 
H2: Board gender diversity of HCO negatively affects HCO’s non-finan-

cial performance.  
 
This study focuses on a sample of Italian public HCOs. The Italian Na-

tional Health System (INHS) was considered an appropriate research context 
to be investigated as, in recent years, it has been affected by several NPM-
based reforms that have resulted in a redesign of the internal governance 
mechanisms of public HCOs (Vinci et al., 2022) and have promoted HCOs’ 
strategic management as a crucial actor in decision-making system (Manes-
Rossi et al., 2020) 

The following section illustrates the structure and the peculiarity of the 
Italian National Health System. 

 
 
4. Setting the context: The Italian National Healthcare System 

 
As a result of the NPM movement in the 1990s, the Italian National 

Healthcare Service (INHS) has been transformed by regionalisation, mana-
gerialism, and quasi-markets (Anessi-Pessina and Cantù, 2017).  

Regionalisation led the INHS to be organised into two levels: (i) the na-
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tional government; and (ii) 20 regional governments (including two autono-
mous provinces). The national government is responsible for the definition 
of the “essential level of care” (Livelli Essenziali di Assistenza, LEA) and 
the distribution of tax revenues destined for the public funding of HCOs (Ma-
nes-Rossi et al., 2020). The regional governments are given significant au-
tonomy and responsibility as they define the health policies at the regional 
level and are responsible for monitoring the quality of health services pro-
vided at the local level by healthcare organisations (Anessi-Pessina and 
Cantù, 2017). The growing need to verify the correctness of the management 
of health resources has led to the introduction of the model of Fiscal Feder-
alism (Law 133/99), which requires the regional governments to finance their 
health service directly with their taxes (Villa, 2011).  

As HCOs are financed in proportion to the volume of services produced, 
they have become more accountable for their services and their ability to 
improve the care experience by keeping the per capita costs of health low 
(Gartner and Lemaire, 2022). In this context, a phenomenon that often in-
creases costs without changing the quality of care is health mobility 
(Zuccatelli, 2012). Health mobility is a right of citizens who can turn to any 
HCO, without territorial constraints, to seek an answer to their health needs 
(Posteraro, 2018; Porcu, 2007). 

In Italy, the phenomenon of health mobility is constantly increasing. It is 
an indirect indicator of the quality of the INHS, and it has significant conse-
quences (economically, financially, and socially) (Posteraro, 2018). From a 
financial point of view, every patient who receives care from an HCO in a 
region different from his area of residence generates an income for the des-
tination HCO and a cost of the same amount for the HCO of origin, leading 
the region of residence to pay the service to the one who takes care of the 
patient (Anessi-Pessina et al.; 2012, Posteraro, 2018).  

Since the d.lgs. 502/92, and, later, with d.lgs. 229/99, the compensation 
of health mobility has been an essential element in recognising the compel-
ling attractiveness of the best-performing regions and measuring the produc-
tion capacity of individual HCOs (Brenna and Spandonaro, 2015). It is con-
sidered one of the indicators of managerial efficacy; therefore, it can be used 
to assess the quality of health services offered by different structures or re-
gions, considering the mobility choices of patients as a proxy of the reputa-
tion of the same (Cinelli et al., 2021). The service’s functioning and opera-
bility on the territory are strongly conditioned by the quality of health poli-
cies and governance processes defined at the regional level (Villa, 2011). 

From a structural point of view, the INHS includes the following HCOs: 
Local Health Authorities (LHAs), Hospital Enterprises (HEs), University 
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Hospitals (UHs), University Hospitals integrated into INHS (UHIs), Na-
tional Hospitals for Scientific Research (NHSRs), and National Hospitals for 
Scientific Research Foundations (NHSRFs).  

Italian HCOs’ strategic management involves three different positions as 
defined by the Italian Law 502/92: General Manager (GM), the Chief Exec-
utive Officer (CEO), and the Chief Health Officer (CHO) (Anessi-Pessina 
and Cantù, 2017; Nicolò et al., 2022). Each of these directors has specific 
tasks and competencies. The GM is responsible for the general performance 
of HCOs and the relations with external stakeholders. The CEO is responsi-
ble for all administrative procedures and supervises the operational tasks as-
signed to subordinate managers (Manes-Rossi et al., 2020; Naciti et al., 
2021). Lastly, the CHO is a health professional responsible for the proce-
dures related to health protocols (Manes-Rossi et al., 2020; Naciti et al., 
2021). 

In Italy, HCOs include  
 
 

5. Research Methodology 
 

In this section, we describe the sample, the data collection, and the em-
pirical model employed in this study. 

 
5.1 Sample Selection, data sources, and data collection 
 

The list of Italian public HCOs was extracted from the open data section 
of the Italian Ministry of Health website1. As a result, a database containing 
data about the Italian public HCOs up to 2021 has been created. The initial 
sample comprised 200 Italian Public HCOs: 99 LHAs, 53 HEs, 17 UHs, 9 
UHIs, 18 NHSRs, and 4 NHSRFs. 

The following phase consisted of collecting governance, board gender di-
versity, financial and non-financial performance data necessary to test the 
hypotheses. First, governance information (General Manager, Chief Execu-
tive Officer, Chief Health Officer) and information about Localisation, Type, 
Size, and Age were gathered from the official websites of the sampled HCOs. 
Second, data about financial and non-financial performance were retrieved 
from the official financial statements based on accrual accounting published 

 
1 Source: https://www.dati.salute.gov.it/dati/elencoDataset.jsp?menu=dati, accessed on 

June 2022. 
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by HCOs on their websites in a specific section called “Transparent Admin-
istration” (“Amministrazione Trasparente”).  

The data collection refers to 2021 because it is the last year that allowed 
us to capture the highest number of observations. As a result of this phase, 
50 HCOs were erased from the initial sample because of the unavailability 
of financial data. Accordingly, the final sample comprises 150 units: 80 
LHAs, 39 HEs, 13 UHs, 6 UHIs, 9 NHSRs, and 3 NHSRFs (see table 1).  

 
Table 1 – Sample description 

Italian Public HCOs Code Number % 
Local Health Authority LHA 80 53% 
Hospital Enterprise HE 39 26% 
National Hospital for Scientific Research NHSR 9 6% 
National Hospital for Scientific Research’s 
Foundation

NHSRF 3 2% 

University Hospital UH 13 9% 
University Hospital Integrated into INHs UHI 6 4% 
Total 150 100% 

Source: author’s elaboration 
 
5.2 Empirical Models 

 
Two OLS regression models were estimated to assess the extent to which 

the selected explanatory variables affect the financial and non-financial per-
formance of the sample of 150 Italian public HCOs. 

In addition, the effect of three control variables likely to influence HCOs’ 
performance has been tested to enhance the regression model’s accuracy and 
minimise biases.  

 
Financial performance = β0 + β1 (GM) + β2 (CEO) + β3 (CHO) + β4 

(Localisation) + β5 (Type) + β5 (Size) + β6 (Age) + ɛi. 
 
Non-financial performance = β0 + β1 (GM) + β2 (CEO) + β3 (CHO) + 

β4 (Localisation) + β5 (Type) + β5 (Size) + β6 (Age) + ɛi. 
 
- β0 is the constant, and εi is the error or disturbance terms of HCOs. 
 
The Compensation Mobility Index was used as a proxy of financial per-

formance. The compensation mobility index was constructed as a ratio ob-
tained by dividing the balance of active and passive mobility – related to the 
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hospital, outpatient, and rehabilitation activities – and the total cost of pro-
duction and expresses the attraction or drain of resources in terms of percent-
age of total production costs. The ratio considers both mobility in regional 
compensation and invoicing directly between healthcare companies (Cin-
quini et al., 2005). 

The Compensation Mobility Index is a representative financial indicator 
of the HCOs’ efficiency and effectiveness. Accordingly, this index has been 
used by Cinquini et al. (2005) as the proxy of the HCOs’ financial perfor-
mance, allowing them to examine the degree of achievement of the manage-
ment economic equilibrium. 

The investment in Staff training was used as a proxy for non-financial 
performance. Research focusing on implementing the balanced scorecard in 
HCOs (Voelker et al., 2001; Gurd and Gao, 2007; Betto et al., 2022) indi-
cates that staff training is a typical non-financial indicator included in the 
learning and growth perspective. 

The three independent variables (β1–β3) represent the proxy of Gender 
diversity. Gender diversity in top governance positions was measured by 
three distinct binary variables (Tartaglia Polcini et al., 2021; Nicolò et al., 
2022). Therefore, to consider the peculiarities and relevance of the govern-
ance structure of Italian HCOs, we evaluated the women’s representation in 
each of them by using three variables: 
- GM = General Manager. This variable is dichotomous and takes the value 

(1) if a woman holds the position of General Manager and (0) otherwise. 
- CEO = Chief Executive Officer. This variable is dichotomous and takes 

a value of (1) if a woman holds the position of Chief Executive Officer 
and (0) otherwise. 

- CHO = Chief Health Officer. This variable is dichotomous and takes the 
value (1) if a woman holds the Chief Health Officer position and (0) oth-
erwise. 

Furthermore, the proxies of the control variables (β4–β6) are the following: 
- Localisation was proxied by a dichotomous variable equal to (1) if the 

HCO is in the South of Italy and (0) if not (Pizzi et al., 2021; Nicolò et 
al., 2022). 

- Type was computed by a binary variable equal to (1) if the HCO is an 
LHA and (0) otherwise. 

- Size was measured as the natural logarithm of the number of hospital beds 
(Andrades-Pena et al., 2020; Arena et al., 2021). 

- Age was measured as the natural logarithm of the difference between 
2021 and the year of the foundation of each HCO (Shahzad et al., 2019., 
Tartaglia Polcini et al., 2021).  
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6. Findings 
 
6.1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis 
 

Table 2 shows the results of descriptive statistics for the independent var-
iables, outlining minimum, maximum, and mean values, as well as the stand-
ard deviation. 

 
Table 2 – Descriptive statistics 

Continuous variables Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Compensation Mobility Index -11.180 6.921 0.116 1.213 

Training 0 1083321022 7554868.66 88428070.97 

Size 102 9415 894.74 987.422 
Age 1 94 17.31 16.64 

Dummy variables YES NO 
  No. % No. % 

General Manager 34 23% 116 77% 
Chief Executive Officer 59 39% 91 61% 
Chief Health Officer 57 38% 93 62% 
Localisation 41 27% 109 73% 
Type 80 53% 70 47% 

Source: author’s elaboration 
 
As shown in Table 2, the proportion of women employed in the three 

governance positions analysed is low. For example, only 23% of general 
managers, 39% of chief executive officers, and 38% of chief health officers 
are women. Thus, women are underrepresented in the strategic management 
of Italian public health companies.  

Moreover, while the Size variable varies from a minimum of 102 to a 
maximum of 9415, presenting an average value of 894.74, the Age has an 
average of 18.313, with a minimum of 2 and a maximum of 95. Regarding 
the Localisation and the Type variables, findings indicate that 27% of the 
HCOs are in the south of Italy, and 53% are LHAs. 

Table 3 and Table 4 present the Pearson correlation matrix for the de-
pendent and independent variables. All the correlation values are below the 
critical threshold of 0.8, indicating no severe multicollinearity problems 
(Farrar and Glauber, 1967).  
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Table 3 – Correlation Analysis (Financial performance) 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Compensation Mobility In-
dex 

1 
-,001 ,147 -,135 -,248** -,144 -,050 -,030 

General Manager  1 ,020 ,068 ,028 -,153 -,106 -,029 
Chief Executive Officer     1 -,152 -,013 -,096 -,137 -,049 

Chief Health Officer       1 -,011 -,141 -,004 ,046 

Type         1 -,056 ,043 -,176* 

Localisation           1 -,174* ,314** 

Size             1 -,152 

Age             1 

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 (two-tailed) 

Source: author’s elaboration 
 
 
Table 4 – Correlation Analysis (Non-financial performance) 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Training 1 -,044 ,101 -,064 ,077 -,051 -,002 -,104 
General Manager   1 ,020 ,068 ,028 -,153 -,106 -,029 
Chief Executive Officer     1 -,152 -,013 -,096 -,137 -,049 

Chief Health Officer       1 -,011 -,141 -,004 ,046 

Type         1 -,056 ,043 -,176* 

Localisation           1 -,174* ,314** 

Size             1 -,152 

Age             1 

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 (two-tailed) 

 
6.2 Regression model 

 
Table 5 shows the results of the first OLS regression model. The regres-

sion model assumptions were tested for heteroskedasticity (white test) 
(Mertens, 2017). The white test provided p-values that were not significant, 
thus eliminating heteroskedasticity problems. 

The regression model is statistically significant (p-value < 0.01) with an 
adjusted R2 value of 0.08. 
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Table 5 – Regression Analysis (Financial performance) 

 Coefficient Std.Error T-statistic p-value Sig 

const 1,31212 0,786784 1,668 0,0976 * 

General Manager −0,0575442 0,116122 −0,4955 0,6210  

Chief Executive Officer 0,236298 0,136938 1,726 0,0866 * 

Chief Health Officer −0,365307 0,251209 −1,454 0,1481  

Type −0,626336 0,204850 −3,058 0,0027 *** 

Localisation −0,483343 0,357474 −1,352 0,1785  

Size −0,0934718 0,0977292 −0,9564 0,3405  

Age −0,0259604 0,0860396 −0,3017 0,7633  

Mean dep. variable  0,118655 Std dev. Dep. Variable  1,213428 

Sum of squared residuals  191,4635 Regression std error  1,161178 

R2  0,127286 Adjusted R2  0,084265 

F (7, 71)  3,786454 P-value(F)  0,000850 

Notes: The asterisks indicate statistical significance at the following levels: *10%; **5%; 
***1% 
White test: T statistic: LM = 34.812; p-value = p(χ2(30) > 34.812) = 0.249539 (no het-
eroskedasticity)  
Source: author’s elaboration 

 
The findings show that the Chief Executive Officer is the only variable 

that statistically (at a 10% level) significantly impacts financial performance. 
On the other hand, the Chief Health Officer and the General Manager do not 
affect financial performance. Therefore, our hypothesis is only partially con-
firmed.  

Financial performance is also negatively and statistically correlated with 
HCOs’ type. This result pinpoints that LHAs perform worse economically 
than other types of HCOs. 

Table 6 shows the results of the OLS regression model tested for non-
financial performance. The regression model assumptions were tested for 
heteroskedasticity (white test) (Mertens, 2017). The white test provided p-
values that were not significant, thus eliminating heteroskedasticity prob-
lems. The regression model is not statistically significant (p-value > 0.05).  

According to the results, the variables General Manager, Chief Executive 
Officer, and Chief Health Officer do not significantly impact HCOs’ non-
financial performance. Thus, our second hypothesis has to be rejected. 
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Table 6 – Regression Analysis (Non-financial performance) 

 Coefficient Std.Error T-statistic p-value Sig 

const 3,47737e+07 3,97696e+07 0,8744 0,3834  

General Manager −1,11809e+07 1,16050e+07 −0,9634 0,3370  

Chief Executive Officer 1,56532e+07 1,58652e+07 0,9866 0,3255  

Chief Health Officer −8,51127e+06 8,85122e+06 −0,9616 0,3379  

Type 1,12650e+07 1,14191e+07 0,9865 0,3256  

Localisation −6,29814e+06 6,59940e+06 −0,9544 0,3415  

Size −1,78662e+06 2,98142e+06 −0,5993 0,5500  

Age −8,19908e+06 8,46599e+06 −0,9685 0,3345  

Mean dep. Variable   7554869 Std dev. Dep. Variable  88428071 

Sum of square residuals  1,13e+18 Regression std error  89258764 

R2  0,028990 Adjusted R2 -0,018876 

F(7, 142)  0,145540 P-value(F)  0,994280 

Notes: The asterisks indicate statistical significance at the following levels: *10%; **5%; 
***1% 
White test: T statistic: LM = 15.1653; p-value = p(χ2(30) > 15.1653) = 0.988771 (no het-
eroskedasticity)  

 
 
7. Discussion 

 
In line with prior literature (Naranjo-Gil et al., 2008; Abor, 2017; Saporito 

et al., 2019; Buchner et al., 2014; Tartaglia-Polcini et al., 2021; Naciti et al., 
2021), the results of our study suggest that greater female involvement in the 
governance of HCOs’ leads to a more remarkable ability to achieve good 
financial performance. 

During COVID-19, the INHS has been governed by an organisational 
culture that is “mission-driven,” guided by a sense of urgency for institu-
tional purposes’ achievement, for which new and fast decisional processes 
are activated (Longo and Ricci, 2020; Vinci et al., 2022).  

In the acute stages of the pandemic, the CEO often had to decide very 
soon and alone in conditions of objective stress and operational overload 
(Longo and Ricci, 2020; Fissi and Grazzini, 2021). Our empirical results 
show that women CEOs have shown courage, decision-making power, and 
substantial foresight in their choices despite uncertain information frame-
works in perpetual change (Longo and Ricci, 2020), improving, as a conse-
quence, organisational financial performance.  
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Additionally, in line with the Resource Dependence Theory, the women 
on the board have managed the uncertain environment derived from COVID-
19 by balancing the primary objective of their community’s well-being with 
the need for adequate financial performance. 

 Unlike the positive correlation with board gender diversity, financial per-
formance is negatively and statistically correlated with the type variable. 
This result pinpoints that LHAs perform inferior to other HCOs in economic-
financial terms. This result is in line with the studies of Cifalinò and Ven-
dramini (2015), Chang (2006), and Giuffrida et al. (2000). 

The negative relation between LHAs and financial performance can be 
justified by the assumption that in LHAs, there is little use of performance 
measures (Cifalinò and Vendramini, 2015). This can be explained by the re-
sults of Chang (2006), whose study shows that LHA managers perceive the 
performance indicators chosen by central governments as a top-down control 
mechanism. Also, in his research, Giuffrida (2000) found LHAs less efficient 
than other HCOs. 

As we can see from the results, LHAs are less attractive and have an in-
ferior compensation mobility index. 

Regarding non-financial information, the study shows that women in the 
positions of General Manager, Chief Executive Officer, and Chief Health 
Officer do not affect HCOs’ non-financial performance.  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, managers focused more on financial 
performance than on other aspects, such as investing in staff training. 

 
 

8. Conclusions 
 

In recent years, gender diversity has assumed ever greater importance, 
prompting institutions and policymakers from all over the world to issue reg-
ulatory measures and recommendations – both supranational (European Un-
ion) and national (see the examples of Norway, Italy, Belgium, and France) 
– to reduce the glass ceiling that for many years has separated women from 
both economic and political roles of responsibility. 

The debate on the potential of gender diversity has also matured rapidly 
among academics who have brought to light numerous empirical studies to test 
the impact of women’s presence in governance or the leading positions of man-
agerial responsibility on the financial performance of public and private organ-
isations. However, the attention of the latter has been mainly dedicated to the 
private company sector, while that of public companies – despite the im-
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portance that women can assume in overcoming the resistance to change typ-
ical of such companies and favoring the adoption of optics oriented towards 
an extended performance concept – has been neglected for a long time. 

Starting from these premises, the present study has tried to fill this gap, 
contributing to the existing literature through the empirical analysis of the 
potential relationship between the presence of women in the governance of 
a sample of 150 organisations belonging to the Italian public healthcare sec-
tor and the financial and non-financial performance, assuming the theoretical 
perspective of the RDT.  

These results highlight how the presence of female CEOs of Italian public 
HCOs may positively influence their financial performance. In contrast, gen-
der diversity in the corporate governance of Italian public HCOs does not af-
fect their non-financial performance. Thus, considering our results, our analy-
sis supports the expectation that, in the healthcare sector, women’s involve-
ment in governance has a positive effect on the HCO’s financial performance.  

From the point of view of the practical implications, this study follows 
the same path as policymakers and regulators who have been working for 
years to promote gender equality at an economic and political level. Our 
study can be a starting point for implementing measures that focus on the 
public sector, particularly the health sector, which has been experiencing a 
severe crisis for years and needs innovative strategies for its relaunch. 

Therefore, this study wants to stimulate the sector operators to effectively 
include women in the leadership positions of the Italian public HCOs, allow-
ing the production of the various effects demonstrated by previous studies. 

However, this study is not free from limitations that may represent start-
ing points for future research. First of all, the study was conducted over a 
single year. Future studies could expand the analysis over several years by 
verifying - through a longitudinal study - the impact of board gender diver-
sity on the performance of healthcare organisations. Secondly, the analysis 
is limited to a sample of HCOs belonging to the Italian healthcare sector. 
Future research could compare European countries while considering the ex-
isting differences in the theoretical, social, and economic background. 
Thirdly, this study uses the compensation mobility index and investment in 
staff training as a proxy of performance; future studies could use different 
indicators as a proxy of performance. 
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