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ABSTRACT  

Lo scopo del lavoro è analizzare l'evoluzione del concetto di 

sostenibilità e il ruolo centrale delle organizzazioni pubbliche per lo 

sviluppo sostenibile. Oggigiorno la sostenibilità è in prima linea in 

molte organizzazioni. La recente evoluzione del ruolo delle 

organizzazioni pubbliche ha portato al riconoscimento dell’aspetto 

sociale e ambientale delle loro attività e alla necessità di cercare una 

crescita sostenibile. C'è una disgiunzione tra il ruolo del settore 

pubblico nello sviluppo sostenibile e la sua reale partecipazione. La 

ragione di ciò è la difficoltà di integrare le esigenze delle diverse 

culture coinvolte. Questo studio analizza un modello che spiega come 

la sostenibilità possa aiutare a migliorare la qualità della vita dei 

cittadini. Il documento esplora il legame tra cultura e sostenibilità per 

organizzazione pubblica. Questa ricerca ritiene che l'obiettivo dello 

sviluppo sostenibile sia quello di soddisfare le esigenze di base e 

migliorare la qualità della vita, senza compromettere la qualità della 

vita delle generazioni future. Si puntualizza inoltre che lo sviluppo 

sostenibile offre l'insieme più appropriato di valori per la creazione e 

il mantenimento del valore pubblico. 

The aim of the paper is to analyze the evolution of the concept of 

sustainability and the central role of the public organizations for the 

sustainable development. Nowadays sustainability is at the forefront 

of many organization’s agenda. The recent evolution in the role of 

public organizations has led to the recognition of a social and 

environmental aspect to their activities which obliges them to seek 

sustainable growth. There is a disjoint between the public sector’s 

central role in sustainable development and its actual participation in 

the endeavor. The reason behind this is the difficulty in integrating the 

numerous needs of citizens and requirements of different cultures. 

This study analyses a model that explains how sustainability can help 

to improve the quality of the life of citizens. The paper explores the link 

between culture and sustainability from a public organization 

perspective and it examines how culture must be integrated within 

public sector organizations planning. This research considers that the 

goal of sustainable development is to enable all people to satisfy their 

basic needs and enjoy a better quality of life, without compromising 

the quality of life of future generations. We argue that sustainable 

development offers the most appropriate set of values for the creation 

and maintenance of public value. 
 

Keywords: Sustainability, public sector, development, quality of life, 

well-being
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1 – Defining sustainability. Literature review  

The paper aims to analyze the evolution of the concept of sustainability and the contribution of the 

public organizations for the sustainable development. In order to understand the evolution of the 

concept of sustainability, we consider essential to remind some of the leading events that have 

improved the succession of the different definitions of sustainability in the different areas. 

Thanks in part to the effects of the energy crisis, at the start of the 1970s an important report 

entitled “The limits to growth” (Meadows et al, 1972) originated the international debate on how 

man should intervene to create a curve of logistic accommodation to resources in order to limit 

exponential growth in population, food, industrial production, energy consumption, CO2 

emissions, etc., and thus avoid a catastrophe. 

The nature of the debate shifted from ‘limits to growth’ to the concept of ‘sustainable 

development’ with the publication of the report: “World Conservation Strategy” (1980) by the 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN). 

During the 1980s and ‘90s serious environmental problems, such as the reduction in the ozone 

layer and climate changes, caused a greater focus on the concept of ‘sustainable growth’. 

Nevertheless, the literature at that time still concentrated mainly on humanity’s condition, 

recognizing man’s dependence on nature. 

The definitions of sustainability found in the literature are numerous and controversial, and 

these can be divided into three main areas (Mebratu, 1998): 

a) institutional version: these represent definitions by international bodies; 

b) ideological version, based on ideologies such as liberation theology, radical feminism and 

eco-socialism; 

c) academic version, which can be attributed to conceptualizations by economists, ecologists 

and sociologists. 

The most relevant and quoted definition is the one from the report entitled, “Our Common 

Future”, published by the WCED (institutional version):  

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987). 

In a subsequent interesting adaptation by the Commonwealth of Australia, ‘ecologically 

sustainable development’ was described as:  

“development that improves the total quality of life, both now and in the future, in a way that maintains 

the ecological processes on which life depends” (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992). 

The modern concepts of sustainability began to take shape during the 1990s, after which there 

was a growth in the number of definitions in various contexts, even economic, with the introduction 

of ‘ecological economics’. 

Recent years have seen a proliferation in the business and management literature, with an 

explosion even of the international literature, in which sustainability is the main theme and is used 

to describe problems related to technology, economic development and managerial approaches in 

various areas such as ‘sustainable technology’, ‘sustainable economics’, ‘sustainable business’ and 

‘sustainable agriculture’. 

Thus, in order to progress toward ensuring a sustainable economy, various key areas have been 

explored, such as environmental effects and the consequences for nature from unconstrained 
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economic growth, along with the prospects for economic activity that takes greater account of the 

social and environmental consequences of market behavior (Lovins et al, 2007). 

Sustainability is usually defined as: 

“... a broad interpretation of ecological economics where environmental and ecological variables and issues 

are basic but part of a multidimensional perspective. Social, cultural, health-related and monetary/financial 

aspects have to be integrated into the analysis” (Söderbaum, 2008).  

Referring to the definition by the “Brundtland Commission” (WCED, 1987), Adams (2006, p. 1) 

observes:  

“Over these decades, the definition of sustainable development evolved. … This definition was vague, but 

it cleverly captured two fundamental issues, the problem of the environmental degradation that so commonly 

accompanies economic growth, and yet the need for such growth to alleviate poverty”.  

With regard to the economics of production units, sustainability means adequately sustaining 

businesses, avoiding periods of instability and discontinuity, and allowing economic activity to 

survive over time (Papagiannis, et als., 2018). The basic idea is that sustainability interfaces with the 

economy through the social and ecological consequences of economic activities (Daly and Cobb, 

1989). 

As Costanza e Patten (1995) emphasized, taking the meaning of sustainability from biology, 

where the term originated:  

“Biologically, sustainability means avoiding extinction and living to survive and reproduce. 

Economically, it means avoiding major disruptions and collapses, hedging against instabilities and 

discontinuities. Sustainability, at its base, always concerns temporality, and in particular, longevity”. 

There have thus followed many definitions of sustainability with regard to the economic sphere. 

We can mention several recurring aspects of the definition of this term (Vos, 2007): 

1) it refers to a way of observing environmental problems in relation to the economy and 

society; 

2) the interconnections are usually described as a triangle, a ‘three-legged stool’; or overlapping 

circles in a Venn diagram, where the three elements can be diversely described as the economy, 

environment and society or equity, ecology and the economy (as in Figure 1);  

3) despite the fact the specific elements and their relevance can change, what distinguishes 

sustainability is the observation of the systemic connections and the idea that the constituent 

elements should be mutually sustaining and reinforcing; 

4) the focus on intergenerational equity; that is, guaranteeing to future generations the same 

conditions available to the present generation; 

5) a final aspect shared by the various definitions, and which differs from the traditional way 

of observing the environment, the economy and society, is the need to go beyond the mere 

compatibility of existing laws and regulations. 

Nevertheless, in general, as Pearce (Pearce, 1989, p. 69) has commented:  

“defining sustainable development is not a difficult issue. The difficult issue is in determining what has 

to be done to achieve sustainable development, assuming it is a desirable goal”. 

Precisely in order to increase the dissemination of sustainable objectives, numerous 

international, national, state and local government protocols and policies, as well as the ‘mission 

statements’ of corporations and NGOs, include a commitment to sustainable development. 
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Based on the guidelines of the “Brundtland Commission” (WCED, 1987), the United Nations has 

defined a series of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to be achieved by 2015. These goals aim 

at economic development and the elimination of poverty, and the objectives include human rights, 

health, education and environmental questions. In this context the:  

“efficiencies of markets, combined with the resources and managerial expertise of large multinationals, are 

considered crucial success factors in achieving these goals” (Seelos and Mair, 2005). 

In addition, the United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan (Annan, 2002), challenged 

business leaders to join an international initiative, the Global Compact, that would bring companies 

together with UN agencies, labor and civil society to embrace a set of shared values and principles 

in the areas of human rights and labor and environmental standards. 

Along with this process to involve firms in promoting sustainable growth, and thanks in part to 

the publication of Elkington (2010), the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) has gained acceptance as a new 

instrument to measure company performance in line with three approaches: economic, 

environmental and social (Hubbard, 2009). 

The positive aspect of the TBL is that it focuses the attention of companies not only on the 

economic value they achieve through their business activities, but also on the environmental and 

social value they produce or possibly destroy (Elkington, 2004). 

This emphasis has led, at the international level, to a considerable effort to define the common 

standards for the drafting of sustainability reports and to identify performance indicators that could 

highlight the value created in the social and environmental areas as well. There have been a large 

number of proposed guidelines for sustainability reporting. 

At present the most complete and adopted guidelines are the: “Sustainability Reporting 

Guidelines on Economic, Environmental and Social Performance” (GRI, 2000), published by the 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), a joint project promoted by research institutes, international 

bodies, environmental and social associations, business coalitions, and certification institutes (Mella 

et al, 2014). 

The GRI guidelines indicate the main topics firms should particularly focus on in their 

sustainability reports and propose performance indicators to communicate the impact of business 

activity based on three areas: 

- economic, which refers to general aspects regarding the sustainability of corporate business 

in the long run; 

- social, which refers to the impact of corporate activity on the firm’s stakeholders; 

- environmental, which includes the evaluation of the impact of processes, products and 

services on natural resources (air, water and soil), biodiversity and human health (Gazzola et al, 

2014). 

According to Vatamanescu et als. (2017) “Sustainability is changing the way life is framed and 

experienced in the 21st century. It integrates concepts and theoretical models barely anticipated and 

discussed in the previous century, which, nowadays, have known an exponential dynamics.” 

Thus today, the goal of sustainability is considered crucial for all organization (Mella, Pellicelli, 

2017, 2014;  Schaltegger, Burritt, 2018), public and private, to achieve competitive advantage and 

solidity in the medium to long term:  

 “there is wide consensus that the idea of sustainability figures as one of the leading models for societal 

development by indicating the direction in which societies ought to develop” (Christen and Schmidt, 2012). 
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Figure 1 – The main representations of sustainability (Source: Author elaboration). 

2 - Methods 

The research methodology is based on the theoretical analysis of available literature on sustainability 

frameworks, as well as methodologies for the integration of development models and decision-

making. 

For the research the authors use some of the basic methods of the scientific research to obtain 

the information necessary to the complex systemic processing of the issue. The methods usually 

complement each other and, in consequence, overlap. The authors predominantly use methods of 

qualitative research.  

The first part is about the literature review. The authors describe and synthesize the literature on 

the topic of sustainability because it is very wide and varied. The literature and definitions research 

were conducted analyzing the lines of thought retrieved in the major and specialized journals. To 

complete the analysis were also considered the actions introduced by supranational and national 

organizations and the best practices implemented by companies. 

The second part is about the development of one model useful for the public organizations to 

improve the quality of the life of the citizens. The model helps to develop the concept of 

sustainability in publicly service organizations and to solve embraces a wide range of complex 

questions from “what is socially and ethically acceptable?” to “how public organizations decide 

what they can afford?”. It is important to ask: “What kinds of investments are most cost-effective to 

improve the quality of the life?” “In what ways does the system deliver good value for the money 

we spend now, and where can we do better?” 

The main contribution of this line of research is to explain the important relation between the 

Five Capital Framework of sustainable development (Porritt, 2007) and the CSR model integrating 

the culture (Mella and Gazzola, 2006). 

3 - Sustainability and five capital model 

Starting from the main representations of sustainability (Figure 1) we can join the Five Capitals 

Framework of sustainable development (Porritt, 2007, p. 139), adapting it for the public sector 

organizations (Figure 2). The model provides a basis for understanding sustainability in terms of the 

economic concept of wealth creation of capital.  
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The Five Capitals’ Model is widely accepted as a practical expression of the principles of 

sustainable development Also public sector organizations use five types of capital to deliver its 

services. A sustainable organization must maintain and where possible enhance these stocks of 

capital assets, rather than deplete or degrade them.  

A community is healthy and sustainable when five kinds of capital are present in people’s lives: 

Natural capital (also referred to as environmental or ecological capital): the quality and 

productivity of the natural environment. It considers any stock or flow of energy and matter that 

yields valuable goods and services. Natural capital is the basis not only of production but of life 

itself. 

Human capital: it consists of health, knowledge and motivation. It considers the life skills, social 

skills and technical skills that give people the self-efficacy to lead autonomous lives. 

Social capital:  it takes the form of structures, institutions, networks and relationships which 

enable individuals to maintain and develop their human capital in partnership with others, and to 

be more productive when working together than in isolation. It includes families, the web of 

voluntary organizations like trade unions, clubs and societies, play groups, Land care groups, and 

so on. 

Manufactured capital: it comprises quality of housing, accessible transport, medical and welfare 

services, food distribution systems, communication infrastructure, and so on. 

Financial capital: access to liquidity, fair wages. Plays an important role in our economy by 

reflecting the productive power of other types of capital, and enabling them to be owned and traded. 

Its value is purely representative of human, social or manufactured capital. 

The Five Capitals Model can be used to allow organizations to develop a vision of what 

sustainability looks like for its own operations and services. This vision is developed considering 

what an organization needs to do in order to maximize the value of each capital (Casalegno, 

Pellicelli, 2008; Mella, Gazzola, 2004; Pellicelli, 2016, 2007).  However, an organization needs to 

consider the impact of its activities on each of the capitals in an integrated way in order to avoid 

‘trade-offs’. Using the model in this way for decision-making can lead to more sustainable outcomes. 

 

Figure 2 - Sustainability and five capital model (Source: Author elaboration). 
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The systems conditions established through these relationships (Figure 2) show that the goal 

may sometimes be achieved at the cost of destruction of value in one or more of the remaining 

capitals (Schienke, 2009). 

4 - Discussion 

The governance paradigms and views of what constitutes a healthy and sustainable society would 

be more effective if cultural dimension were to be included as one of the basic requirements, main 

conceptual tenets and overriding evaluation streams.  

We can define culture as: the “way of life” of a particular set of humans: customs, faiths and 

conventions; codes of manners, dress, cuisine, language, arts, science, technology, religion and 

rituals; norms and regulations of behavior, traditions and institutions. 

Culture is both the medium and the message, the inherent values and the means and the results 

of social expression. Culture enfolds every aspect of human intercourse: the family, the education, 

legal, political and transport systems, the mass media, work practices, welfare programs, leisure 

pursuits, religion, the built environment, and so on (Gazzola et als, 2018). 

In the model of Figure 2 we join the culture because help to achieve the goal (Figure 3). The 

concept of culture is an invaluable tool that has been largely ignored in these attempts to reconfigure 

the ways that public sector organizations plan (Hawkes, 2001). 

Public sector organizations must develop a framework that evaluates the cultural impacts on the 

five capitals and of environmental, economic, and social decisions and plans currently being 

implemented in cities and communities. The public sector is responsible for creating the enabling 

environment for achieving the sustainable goals through incentive structures and regulation 

(Pedersen, Huniche, 2011). A distinct ‘tool set’ help formulate and implement activities by which 

sustainability-based policies and programs are incorporated into public organizations policy. 

Synergy, or generating results that are more than the sum of separate parts, is also a key aspect in 

implementation in that there must be cooperation and coordination among a variety of entities 

oriented towards the same visions and goals (Gazzola, Pellicelli, 2009; Mella, Gazzola, 2015). 

 

 

Figure 3 - The Culture in the Five Capital Model (Source: Author elaboration). 
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The interconnected nature of the five capitals model and the culture support well-being 

(Eckersley, 1999). Where “Well-being, or welfare, refers to the condition or state of being well, 

contented and satisfied with life. Well-being (and so quality of life) has several components, 

including physical, mental, social and spiritual. Well-being and quality of life are also used in a 

collective sense to describe how well a society satisfies people’s wants and needs” (Eckersley, 1998, 

p. 6; Christie and Nash, 1998). 

Sustainable development that consider the five capital and the culture implies the improvement 

of quality of life (Beck et al, 1998) through education, justice, community participation and 

recreation. The social sustainability (Colantonio, 2010) is a fundamental component of sustainable 

development to encompass human rights, labor rights, and corporate governance (Laurent et al, 

2012) that is becoming increasingly entwined with the delivery in sustainable community discourse 

and the urban sustainability discourse. The goals of social sustainability are that future generations 

should have the same or greater access to social resources as the current generation (Mak and 

Peacock, 2011). 

Social sustainability is a life-enhancing condition within communities, and a process within 

communities that can achieve that condition (Davidson and Wilson, 2009). Social sustainability 

developed with the model of Figure 3 can be also defined as the well-being maintenance and 

improvement of the current and future generations (Chiu, 2003). It incorporates equity of access to 

key services (including health, education, transport housing and recreation), as well as equity 

between generations, meaning that future generations will not be disadvantaged by the activities of 

the current generation (McKenzie, 2004; Gazzola et al, 2013). 

5 - Conclusion 

The concept of sustainable development put emphasis on the social and human dimensions that 

inherently broaden the scope of ecological and economic pillars of sustainable development. 

Sustainability is not just about the environment issues such as waste and recycling, energy efficiency, 

water resource, building design, carbon emission but it is also social equity, economic prosperity 

and it includes human development, values and differences in cultures. Environmental issues 

cannot be separated from the wider challenges of social, economic and institutional issues.  

The public sector plays a vital role in developing effective platforms and mechanisms to 

encourage responsible development for the long term. This require a proactive leadership that 

fosters sustainability thinking and acting, along with appropriate guidance, tools, etc.   

Without the engagement of the public sector it will be impossible to create a sustainable society. 

Legislation is gradually pushing public sector organizations in this direction. But there is a good 

case for public sector organizations to take a leadership role on sustainable development, moving 

quicker than legislation requires. Just as leading private sector organizations have found that there 

is a strong business case for sustainable development in enhancing profitability and shareholder 

value, so there is a corresponding public value case for sustainable development. 
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