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Abstract

The objective of this study is to identify the components of sustainable organizational culture with a social
responsibility approach and to develop a conceptual model for its explanation within Iranian public service
institutions. This study employed a qualitative methodology using grounded theory. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with managers, employees, and cultural policy experts in llam Province.
Sampling was purposive with snowball technique, and data analysis was conducted through open, axial,
and selective coding procedures. A total of 745 open codes were extracted and classified into six main
categories: core phenomenon, causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies,
and consequences. The core category was identified as “sustainable organizational culture,”
encompassing elements such as ethical leadership, social responsibility commitment, transparency,
stakeholder engagement, sustainability education, and local community support. The results suggest that
establishing a sustainable organizational culture requires the dynamic interaction of structural, behavioral,
and contextual elements. Success is achieved when sustainability is embedded in leadership practices,
employee values, and organizational policies. The proposed model provides a localized framework for
implementing sustainability in public institutions.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
In the era of escalating environmental degradation, social inequalities, and economic uncertainties,
sustainability has become a central concern for organizational theorists and practitioners alike.
Within this evolving context, organizational culture is increasingly recognized as a strategic enabler
of sustainability efforts. The concept of sustainable organizational culture is not merely about
implementing green practices but embodies deeply embedded values, beliefs, and behaviors that
promote social responsibility, environmental consciousness, and long-term resilience (Fietz &
Giinther, 2021; Kantabutra, 2021). Numerous studies underscore the critical role of cultural
transformation in achieving sustainability goals, asserting that without a cultural shift, sustainable
development initiatives often remain superficial or fail entirely (Ketprapakorn, 2022; Vodonick, 2018).
In recent literature, the convergence of organizational culture and corporate social responsibility
(CSR) has emerged as a crucial thematic area. CSR is no longer a peripheral function but a core
aspect of business strategy, particularly in sectors with direct public engagement. Scholars have
argued that embedding CSR within the organizational culture not only enhances ethical practices
but also improves performance, brand image, and stakeholder trust (Ahsan, 2024; Gonzalez-
Rodriguez et al., 2019). Moreover, organizations with a sustainability-oriented culture are better
equipped to navigate environmental uncertainties and complex stakeholder expectations (Arabeche
et al., 2022; Assoratgoon & Kantabutra, 2023). In this vein, the alignment between cultural values and
sustainability principles becomes a competitive advantage and a moral imperative.
The theoretical framing of sustainable culture emphasizes leadership, employee engagement, policy
consistency, and strategic alignment. Research indicates that transformational leadership plays a
catalytic role in fostering a shared vision for sustainability and driving cultural change from the top
down (Hristov & Chirico, 2023; Renalwin, 2025). At the same time, grassroots engagement from
employees and middle management is essential for operationalizing these values in daily practices
(Kumar, 2025; Moskovich, 2023). The interrelationship between internal culture and external CSR
activities further enhances organizational legitimacy, public image, and social impact (Khalili et al.,
2023; Muralidhar et al., 2024).
Despite these theoretical advancements, empirical insights into how sustainable organizational
culture is constructed—especially in public sector organizations of emerging economies—remain
limited. The complexity increases when factoring in contextual variables such as legal frameworks,
economic pressures, stakeholder expectations, and technological capacity (Mingaleva et al., 2022;
Shin et al., 2023). While some models attempt to describe general patterns of cultural sustainability,
there is a pressing need to develop localized, context-sensitive models that reflect the realities of
specific institutional environments (Ghaedamini Harouni et al., 2023; Nishitha & Kavitha, 2024). This
study addresses this gap by constructing a grounded theory model of sustainable organizational
culture with a social responsibility approach, using qualitative data from healthcare administrators
and cultural policymakers in the Iranian context.
Methods and Materials
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This study adopted a qualitative approach using grounded theory methodology based on the Strauss
and Corbin model to identify, categorize, and conceptualize the components of sustainable
organizational culture in relation to social responsibility. The research population included senior
managers, operational staff, and policy experts in the Social Security Organization of llam Province,
Iran. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling techniques, and data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews supported by literature reviews and focus
group discussions. The data analysis followed the three-step coding process of grounded theory:
open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The analysis sought to extract core categories,
causal conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences leading to the emergence
of a central paradigm model.

Findings

The analysis yielded a total of 745 open codes, categorized into six major conceptual domains: core
phenomenon, causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences.

Core Phenomenon: The central concept identified was “sustainable organizational culture,”
consisting of organizational commitment to environmental protection, social equity, community
engagement, and transparency. Elements such as sustainable programs, social project participation,
environmental responsibility, and local community support were subsumed under this core category.
Causal Conditions: Leadership ethics, organizational values, and employee belief in CSR formed
the primary causal factors. Subcategories included resource allocation, setting CSR objectives,
ethical and value-based leadership, participatory governance, and accountability mechanisms.
Contextual Conditions: These referred to the environmental and structural factors influencing
culture formation, such as social norms, public belief in sustainability, cultural diversity, legal
requirements, market competition, and economic status. Cultural awareness and environmental
regulation were seen as key facilitators.

Intervening Conditions: External and internal barriers such as changes in regulations, economic
instability, competition, employee resistance, and lack of infrastructure were identified as variables
moderating the relationship between conditions and outcomes.

Strategies: Organizations employed diverse strategies to foster sustainability culture: enhancing
communication networks among stakeholders, capacity-building through training workshops, CSR
policy formulation, and participatory planning.

Consequences: The outcomes of adopting a sustainability-oriented culture included increased
employee commitment and satisfaction, improved public trust and organizational reputation,
enhanced service quality, reduced costs, and higher financial performance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that the development of a sustainable organizational culture with a social
responsibility approach is a multidimensional process shaped by leadership commitment, employee
beliefs, environmental factors, and institutional constraints. The centrality of “sustainable
organizational culture” as the core phenomenon underscores the integrative role that cultural values
play in aligning CSR initiatives with organizational identity and operations. This aligns with previous
research that positions culture as a strategic resource in embedding sustainability across
organizational functions.

The identified causal conditions highlight the indispensable role of leadership in modeling values and
allocating resources for CSR. Ethical and transformational leadership was found to be particularly
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influential, echoing findings from prior studies emphasizing top-down cultural transmission.
Employee belief systems and sense of responsibility also proved to be critical for the internalization
of sustainability values. These outcomes reinforce the argument that sustainability is not merely an
external mandate but must be grounded in internal conviction.

Contextual factors such as legal frameworks, cultural expectations, and economic environments
were shown to significantly influence the feasibility of culture transformation. These elements reflect
the complex interplay between institutional forces and organizational agency, suggesting that any
model of sustainability culture must be tailored to the local context. Intervening conditions such as
technological limitations and policy instability act as critical barriers, and overcoming them requires
strategic foresight and organizational agility.

The strategies identified in this study point to the importance of stakeholder collaboration, training,
and clear policy direction in fostering sustainable behavior. In particular, cross-sector partnerships
and inclusive governance mechanisms were seen as instrumental in expanding the reach and impact
of sustainability culture. Training programs aimed at enhancing knowledge and skills around CSR
were especially effective in equipping employees with the tools needed for sustainable practice.
Finally, the consequences of developing a sustainable organizational culture were observed across
psychological, social, reputational, and financial dimensions. Increased employee motivation,
stakeholder satisfaction, and improved financial outcomes demonstrate that cultural sustainability is
not only an ethical obligation but also a driver of organizational excellence. These findings affirm the
hypothesis that culture and CSR are mutually reinforcing constructs that, when aligned, yield long-
term organizational benefits.

Overall, the research contributes a nuanced, empirically grounded model for understanding how
sustainable organizational culture is constructed and operationalized within a specific public sector
context. It offers a theoretical framework that integrates structural, behavioral, and contextual
dimensions, providing a valuable reference for scholars and practitioners committed to embedding
sustainability in organizational life.
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