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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Humanizing sustainability in organizations: a place for workers’
perceptions and behaviors in sustainability indexes?

S�ılvia Lu�ısa,b and Inês Silvac

aUniversidade Lus�ofona de Humanidades e Tecnologias de Lisboa, Escola de Psicologia e Ciências da Vida, HEI-Lab, Lisboa,
Portugal; bCentro de Administraç~ao e Pol�ıticas P�ublicas, Instituto Superior de Ciências Sociais e Pol�ıticas, Universidade de Lisboa,
Lisboa, Portugal; cIscte-Instituto Universit�ario de Lisboa, Lisboa, Portugal

ABSTRACT
The triple bottom line is at risk of being reduced to an accounting tool rather than serving
as a paradigm for organizational sustainability. To be successful, approaches promoting
organizational sustainability should be humanized, that is, to further incorporate measures
of perceptions and behaviors toward the environment, the economy, and the society in their
frameworks and/or indexes of sustainability. The first goal of this work is to illustrate the
importance of adopting this approach by assessing employees’ perceptions and behaviors of
a banking institution highly committed to sustainability, focusing on the environmental bot-
tom line. The second goal is to contribute to understanding of the antecedents of decisive
perceptions (perceived organizational support toward the environment) and behaviors
(organizational citizenship behavior toward the environment) by exploring if and/or how the
relation between them is moderated by organizational policies, middle-management sup-
port, and employees’ social norms. Data analyses of an online questionnaire (N¼ 145)
showed that employees’ perceptions and behaviors were above average and allowed tailor-
ing intervention strategies to further promote environmental sustainability. The results fur-
ther evinced that middle-management support strengthened the relation between
perceived organizational support and organizational citizenship behaviors toward the envir-
onment. Organizational policies had a small moderating effect that became non-significant
when management support was taken into account, and employees’ social norms toward
the environment had no effect. This work describes a humanized and successful way of pro-
moting sustainability in organizations through the dynamization of sustainable policies, proc-
esses, and practices by middle managers.
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Introduction

In 1994, John Elkington published his seminal work
“Towards the Sustainable Corporation: Win-Win-
Win Business Strategies for Sustainable
Development” and coined the famous triple bottom
line concept. The triple bottom line was conceived
to encourage corporations to focus not only on the
financial value that they add, but also on their
environmental, social, and economic impacts
(Elkington 1994). Almost 25 years later, Elkington
did a “recall” of this concept (Elkington 2018).
Despite the rapid growth of the sustainability sector
in terms of profit, neither the environmental threats
nor the societal problems have diminished. The tri-
ple bottom line became part of the business lexicon
and has fueled well-known platforms to create
indexes like the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
and Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes (DJSI),

thereby influencing corporate accounting, stake-
holder engagement, and, increasingly, organizational
strategy. Yet, as Elkington (2018) described, the tri-
ple bottom line appears to have been reduced to
metrics, to an accounting tool, rather than an actual
framework or paradigm to promote sustainability.

We argue that, in order to be successful, frame-
works promoting organizational sustainability
should be humanized, that is, they should attempt
to further incorporate stakeholders’ (e.g., employees,
managers, external stakeholders) perceptions toward
sustainability and assess their impacts on (un)sus-
tainable behavior. In turn, such humanization would
contribute to assessing if sustainability was success-
fully being promoted in the organization. In this
article, as a first goal, we substantiate this idea by
analyzing the perceptions and behaviors of employ-
ees of an organization highly committed to
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sustainability, focusing on the environmental bottom
line of the concept.

Organizations are shaped by what people believe
in and how they act. When it comes to promoting a
sustainable approach, understanding individual per-
ceptions and behaviors in a given topic is crucial.
For instance, measures of an organization’s indirect
greenhouse-gas (GHG) emissions might be related
to the implementation of greener technology and
reduction in the use of private transportation.
However, this measure by itself provides no infor-
mation on the employees’ attitudes toward the
environment, on the willingness to use greener tech-
nology, and/or on the desire to use carpooling
schemes that might be available in the organization.
Such information would allow problems to be iden-
tified and tailored interventions to be prepared to
successfully promote sustainability.

Of relevance, humanizing sustainability in organi-
zations is not a new conceptualization. The human
part is acknowledged in the social bottom line or,
using other terminology, in the people part (Fisk
2010). A significant body of research illustrates the
role that people might have in this process (e.g.,
Neessen et al. 2021; Bianchi et al. 2022) and how it
can be measured (Francoeur et al. 2021), among
other factors. However, until now, the people litera-
ture has not been linked to current indexes of sus-
tainability and, therefore, has not been applied
systematically to promote organizational sustainabil-
ity. To this end, it is important to include measures
of perceptions and behaviors toward the environ-
ment, the economy, and the society in which an
organization is embedded in current organizational
frameworks and/or indexes of sustainability.

The second goal of this study is to illustrate how
including perceptions and behavioral measures
toward the environment can promote organizational
sustainability. Accordingly, we analyze the role that
drivers from different structural organizational levels
(e.g., organizational policies, middle-management
support, and employees’ social norms) might have
on the relation between the employees’ perceived

organizational support and their behaviors. Hence,
this study simultaneously contributes to an import-
ant issue in the people literature: understanding the
interrelationships between the organization-level
antecedents of perceived organizational support and
organizational citizenship behavior toward the
environment among employees and middle manag-
ers. For example, will employees switch off their
cameras during virtual calls to save energy if they
believe that behavior is valued? Is this more likely to
occur when they understand organizational policies
on virtual calls and energy saving, when managers
recall that switching the cameras off is a valued
behavior, or when employees see most of their co-
workers endorsing switching off the cameras?

The present study was conducted in a large bank-
ing institution, with approximately 18,000 collabora-
tors. As highlighted by Fisk (2010), one of the main
drivers toward sustainability is the fact that individ-
uals are increasingly seeing companies as less trust-
worthy, irresponsible, greedy, and inhumane, mainly
due to climate change and economic downturn.
This could easily apply to the stereotyped view of a
bank. Nevertheless, the organization in question is
highly aware of its social, economic, and environ-
mental responsibilities and has been developing sev-
eral sustainablity projects in recent years such as
reducing operational costs, encouraging energy inde-
pendence, and mitigating its ecological footprint. In
fact, this organization aims to become a reference in
the sustainability area and to have more informed
and environmentally responsible employees and out-
sourcers. Overall, these efforts have materialized in
the successful reduction of carbon-dioxide (CO2)
emissions, along with less energy and water con-
sumption and waste production, among others. In
addition, this organization has heavily invested in
the renewal and clear communication of its environ-
mental policies, encouraging and fostering
“moments of reflection,” in an attempt to motivate
its employees to become greener and find a better
way to change current environmental behavioral
paradigms. It is no surprise that the organization’s
efforts have been acknowledged by important sus-
tainability indexes over the last several years such as
the DJSI and the Standard Ethics European
Banks Index.

We thus strongly believe that this organization
provided the ideal context to carry out the objec-
tives of this research which were namely: (1) to
explore the perceptions and behaviors of the
employees of an organization highly committed
toward environmental sustainability and (2) to test
if employees who perceive the organization to be
environmentally supportive engaged in more volun-
tary pro-environmental behaviors. Additionally, we

Perceived
organizational support

toward the
environment

Organizational
citizenship behaviors

toward the
environment

- Organizational policies (H1)
- Middle management support (H2)
- Social norms (H3)

Figure 1. Theoretical research model: effect of perceived
organizational support on organizational citizenship behav-
iors toward the environment, moderated by organizational
policies toward the environment, middle-management sup-
port toward the environment, and co-worker’s social norms
toward the environment.
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also wanted to explore if this effect is moderated by
perceived organizational policies, management sup-
port, and social norms (Figure 1). In the next sec-
tions, we present the arguments that support our
theoretical vision.

Perceived organizational support toward the
environment increases organizational
citizenship environmental behaviors

Researchers have studied the drivers of corporate
responsiveness to environmental issues, illustrating
the role of social judgments and managers’ percep-
tions (Rivera-Camino 2012), the determinants of
green-product consumption (Testa et al. 2021), and
how ecological values influence job-seekers’ attrac-
tion to organizations and intentions to pursue such
opportunities (Hanson-Rasmussen and Lauver
2017). Despite this growing body of research, in
comparison less work has focused on what drives
employees to engage in pro-environmental behaviors
within organizational settings (Lo, Peters, and Kok
2012) or analyzed the antecedent drivers of institu-
tional, middle management, or employee action
(Norton et al. 2015; Paill�e and Raineri 2015). As
such, several barriers remain that impede employees
from pursuing more sustainable alternatives inside
their organizations (Yuriev et al. 2018).

Despite this general characterization, the matter
of employees’ pro-environmental behaviors has been
gaining more attention recently (e.g., Aslam et al.
2021; Ciocirlan 2017). As noted by Temminck et al.
(2015), research in the environmental management
literature appears to have favored technological
innovations, formal management systems, and
standards and procedures or managerial decision
making. However, most pro-environmental behav-
iors at work, such as switching off cameras during
virtual calls, separating waste, or carpooling rely on
voluntary commitment and are not necessarily
required or formalized by an organization (Boiral
2009). Such actions are everyday discretionary
behaviors that employees perform to preserve
resources at work but are not expressly recognized
by a formal reward system. These activities have
been defined as organizational citizenship behaviors
toward the environment (Boiral 2009) and are char-
acterized by employees engaging in voluntary and
unrewarded environmental actions that go above
and beyond their job requirements. No matter how
small the employees’ sustainable behaviors might be,
over time and with a cumulative effect, they can
influence the environmental sustainability path that
the organizations follow in the future (Lamm, Tosti-
Kharas, and Williams 2013).

Naturally, identifying and understanding the
determinants of organizational citizenship behaviors
is a topic of upmost relevance (e.g., Afshar, Rivas,
and Vilela 2021; Afshar, Maghsoudi, and Shafighi
2021; Akterujjaman et al. 2021; Boiral and Paill�e
2012; Lamm, Tosti-Kharas, and Williams 2013;
Neessen et al. 2021; Temminck, Mearns, and Fruhen
2015; Tosti-Kharas, Lamm, and Thomas 2017). A
crucial aspect is to understand whether efforts to
reduce the environmental impacts of organizations
are appreciated (or not) by their employees, as this
recognition will influence their behaviors. Another
is to comprehend what might undermine or
reinforce such understanding. Studies show that per-
ceived organizational support, that is, employees’
general beliefs about how much the organization
appreciates their contributions, might have a pre-
eminent role in motivating them to act more sus-
tainably. Lamm, Tosti-Kharas, and King (2015) first
showed that when employees feel environmentally
supported, they performed more ecological actions,
going beyond what was expected of them. Since
then, many studies have illustrated the relevance of
perceived organizational support toward the envir-
onment in promoting pro-environmental behaviors
(Testa et al. 2020), and identified the importance of
specific factors, such as work meaning (Bhatnagar
and Aggarwal 2020) and organizational commitment
(Temminck, Mearns, and Fruhen 2015). For
example, drinking from reusable bottles might not
raise questions since it does not interfere with work.
However, regarding other actions (e.g., switching off
cameras during virtual calls), employees might not
be sure if their organization encourages them as
they can interfere with communication among
teams and thus diminish the effectiveness of nonver-
bal interaction. In the latter case, it is important to
know what type of information employees rely on
more to determine how to behave.

In this article, we analyze three sources of infor-
mation that can moderate how employees perceived
organizational support toward the environment
influences organizational citizenship behaviors
toward the environment, namely: organizational pol-
icies, middle-management support, and social
norms. These moderator variables derive from dif-
ferent structural levels of the organization and
mechanisms of influence, making their differenti-
ation in research important. Organizational policies
derive from an organizational level and tend to exert
top-down influences through formal organizational
channels. Middle management is likely to operate
both by formal organizational channels and by lead-
ership effects (i.e., social influence). Social norms
diffuse at an individual level by informal social
influence processes.
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Organizational policies

The role of organizational policies is complex as
they only have the strength to motivate pro-environ-
mental behaviors if they are explicit, well communi-
cated, and directed toward the environment or
specific pro-environmental behaviors (Ramus 2001).
Employees are more likely to engage and participate
in ecological matters when they believe the organ-
ization has a strong environmental commitment and
concern (Cantor, Morrow, and Montabon 2012).
The policies established in an organization’s stra-
tegic plan should be environmentally supportive and
encouraging, as a way of increasing the likelihood of
employees engaging in more pro-environmental
behaviors while at work (Ramus and Steger 2000).

The mere knowledge of the existence of green
policies has the capacity to facilitate personal and
voluntary commitment toward managing an organi-
zation’s environmental impact (Lo, Peters, and Kok
2012). By communicating this commitment through
sustainability policies, organizations send a clear
message that they want and value environmentally-
friendly actions (Paill�e and Raineri 2015; Ramus and
Steger 2000). Therefore, we expect that organiza-
tional policies toward the environment will increase
the effect of perceived organizational support toward
the environment on organizational citizenship
behaviors (H1).

Middle-managers support

The impact that managers’ support, as well as their
leadership skills, have on ecological initiatives has
been well documented in the literature (Diwan,
Lundborg, and Tamhankar 2013; Erdogan, Bauer,
and Taylor 2015; Han, Wang, and Yan 2019;
Priyankara et al. 2018; Ramus and Steger 2000).
More than two decades ago, Ramus and Steger
(2000) demonstrated that by making time, investing
in behavioral training, and sharing information,
managers can provide their employees with the right
context, conditions, and resources needed to achieve
autonomation and capacity for change within the
organization. Moreover, the authors also showed
that the discretion with which managers decide (or
not) to encourage environmental protection is quite
significant in stimulating (or inhibiting) participa-
tion in sustainable workplace activities (Ramus and
Steger 2000). Likewise, Ramus (2001) identified five
behaviors that have the greatest impact on employ-
ees’ willingness to act in an environmentally-friendly
way, namely (1) encouraging sustainable initiatives
and demonstrating openness to new ideas and
enterprises; (2) developing skills and allocating time
and resources to employees; (3) practicing open
communication, using a participatory leadership

style, and establishing a nonhierarchical approach;
(4) rewarding and recognizing good practices; and
(5) managing objectives and responsibilities by shar-
ing decision-making processes with employees.

Notably, leadership processes appear to be quite
relevant in this regard. Han, Wang, and Yan (2019)
have focused on the role of responsible leadership
(i.e., a type of leadership that aims to achieve har-
mony between humans and nature) and the need to
strengthen this competence to promote organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors toward the environment.
As for Gurmani et al. (2021), they illustrated that
environmental transformational leadership – includ-
ing idealized influence, inspirational motivation,
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consider-
ation – increased the meaningfulness of work and
organizational citizenship behaviors toward the
environment.

Nevertheless, most studies on organizational
change have not differentiated between the layers of
management and have solely focused on upper
management, underestimating the role that middle-
management support might have in the promotion
of environmental policies (Holmemo and Ingvaldsen
2016). In fact, recent literature reviews (e.g.,
Reynders, Kumar, and Found 2022) demonstrate
that middle managers promote continuous improve-
ment and guide the transition toward an environ-
mentally sustainable organization through
managerial and progressive actions, modeling and
maintaining a continuous improvement-oriented
culture by engaging and inspiring employees. Thus,
understanding the role that middle managers might
have on promoting organizational citizenship behav-
ior is particularly important.

Middle managers hold an ideal position to pro-
mote both a formal and informal structure of an
organization. They are representatives of the organ-
ization and responsible for transmitting information
to each level of the hierarchy. Hence, they should be
able to strengthen an organization’s design by dem-
onstrating its authority, but also by assembling the
resources needed to promote spontaneous moments
of cooperation between employees. In this approach,
middle managers influence employees by becoming
partners of the top of the organization, by attending
to the objectives of the system, and by considering
employees’ needs. This action can promote greater
internal coherence, mobilize the middle of the hier-
archical structure, and develop at the same time a
generalized capacity of influence (Fullan 2015).
Middle managers are expected to have greater
knowledge of the organization’s position regarding
sustainability concerns, retaining a broader control
or discretionary power to act accordingly
(Robertson and Barling 2013). Their level of support
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can be decisive in solving problems or overcoming
difficulties associated with the complexity and diver-
sity of environmental management (Paill�e and
Raineri 2015). In this sense, Aslam et al. (2021) con-
tend that middle managers need to be aware of their
organization’s environmental initiatives, possess
environmental management skills, and have know-
ledge regarding environmental issues and environ-
mental problem-solving. In combination, these
capacities can enable middle managers to train, to
motivate, and to engage employees in acting in a
pro-environmental manner at work.

Thus, we expect that middle-management sup-
port on environmental concerns increases the effect
of perceived organizational support toward the
environment on organizational citizenship behav-
iors (H2).

Co-workers’ social norms

The pro-environmental behaviors of employees are
also influenced by their co-worker’s social norms.
Social norms represent an individual’s expectation
about which behaviors and attitudes are appropriate
in a certain context and emerge through social
influence processes (Lu�ıs and Palma-Oliveira 2016).
These dispositions establish the proper patterns of
behavior and define the group and it’s actions
(Mcdonald and Crandall 2015). Norms can be
framed in multiple subtypes, but the most common
are descriptive norms (i.e., what is typically done)
and prescriptive (i.e., what should be done; Cialdini,
Reno, and Kallgren 1990). The way employees
behave inside of the organization, as well as what
they (de)value, pervasively influences the beliefs and
actions of others. This information can have a con-
siderable impact on greener behaviors for several
reasons: to fit in among colleagues, to build and
strengthen relationships with others, to behave
according to what is expected, and to preserve a
positive self-concept (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004;
Farrow, Grolleau, and Ibanez 2017).

Recent studies have tended to focus more on the
impact of social norms on organizational citizenship
behaviors at a management level (e.g., Akterujjaman
et al. 2021; Cordano and Frieze 2000; Paill�e, Boiral,
and Chen 2013; Ramus and Steger 2000) than at a
co-workers level (Testa et al. 2020). Testa et al.
(2020) have shown that the social norms of co-
workers toward environmental issues can increase
organizational citizenship behaviors toward the
environment with this effect mediated by one’s atti-
tudes toward these issues.

Co-workers often engage closely with one another
and therefore are expected to easily infer social
norms from their group. Thus, it is expected that

individuals who perceive organizational support also
take more initiative to perform sustainable actions
when their co-workers behave pro-environmentally
and value the environment. The last hypothesis of
the study is that co-workers’ environmental social
norms increase the effect of perceived organizational
support toward the environment on organizational
citizenship behaviors (H3).

Materials and methods

Sample determination

A priori analyses of statistical power were carried
out to determine the adequate sample size, for a .05
alpha using the GPower software (Faul et al. 2007).
The total sample required for a linear regression
model with two predictors was 107 participants
(simple moderation models to test hypothesis), and
129 participants with four predictors (for an
exploratory moderation model with three modera-
tors), to find medium effects. We sought to recruit
participants who shared the same context in order
to reduce the presence of confounding variables. To
this end, we conducted a critical sampling process
of employees from the same organization, combined
with snowball sampling to increase the
response rate.

Participants and procedure

The organization in question was invited to partici-
pate in the study and provided its informed consent.
We sent an invitation to participate by e-mail to
employees from the same department and geograph-
ical zone in Portugal. A total of 145 individuals
agreed to join in the study by answering the online
questionnaire. More than half of the respondents
were men (57.2%), with a mean age of 46.7 years
(SD ¼ 9.29; ages between 22 and 60 years). The vast
majority had a higher-level education degree, either
bachelor’s or master’s (73.8%) and 20% had
medium-level education (6.2% choose not
to respond).

Measures

The original questionnaire comprised 38 items
organized into five sections in the following order:
perceived organizational support toward the envir-
onment, organizational policies, management sup-
port, social norms, and organizational citizenship
behaviors toward the environment. All measures in
the questionnaire were validated in previous studies
as indicated in the sections below and were first
translated to Portuguese and back translated to
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English. To ensure the reliability of the scales we
calculated their internal consistency (a).

Perceived organizational support toward the
environment

Perceived environmental support from the organiza-
tion was measured using the scale developed by
Lamm, Tosti-Kharas, and King (2015). This measure
includes five items using a Likert-type scale, ranging
from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”).
Examples of items are “My organization encourages
me to reduce the use of non-renewable resources”
and “My actions toward the environment are appre-
ciated by my organization.” The items were aggre-
gated into a composite measure with adequate
consistency (a¼ 0.72).

Organizational policies

The measure developed by Ramus and Steger (2000)
was used to appraise the organization’s environmen-
tal policies. Thirteen items assessed whether the
employees were aware of the existence of environ-
mental policies (e.g., “My organization has environ-
mental policies”) and their perception of the
organization’s commitment to those policies (e.g.,
“My organization considers environmental aspects
in decisions that are taken”). Participants indicated
their responses on a Likert-type scale ranging from
1 (“totally agree”) to 5 (“totally disagree”). We
aggregated the items into a composite measure with
excellent internal consistency (a¼ 0.93).

Management support

Middle-management support of pro-environmental
behaviors was measured using the scale developed
by Raineri and Paill�e (2016) and included five items
based on the previous environmental behaviors
identified by Ramus (2001) as, for example, “My
superior encourages environmental initiatives” and
“My supervisor ensures that I develop skills to man-
age environmental aspects.” Items were assessed on
a Likert-type response scale, ranging from 1
(“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). The

items were aggregated into a composite measure
with excellent internal consistency (a¼ 0.95).

Social norms

To evaluate social norms, more specifically the
social information that co-workers convey to each
other, we adapted the measure by Lu�ıs and Palma-
Oliveira (2016). We focused on the descriptive and
prescriptive norms associated with the organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors toward the environment
using four items (e.g., “My co-workers behave in a
pro-environmental way” and “My co-workers value
pro-environmental behavior”). Responses entailed a
Likert scale, ranging between 1 (“strongly disagree”)
and 5 (“strongly agree”). The items were aggregated
into a composite measure with excellent internal
consistency (a¼ 0.94).

Organizational citizenship behaviors toward the
environment

The scale used to measure organizational citizenship
behaviors was originally developed by Boiral and
Paill�e (2012) and shortened by Raineri and Paill�e
(2016). The short scale, with seven items, comprises
three dimensions: ecological initiatives, involvement
in sustainable projects, and environmental assistance
(e.g., “Encourage my colleagues to adopt more
environmental behaviors” and “Volunteer for proj-
ects or activities related to environmental issues in
my organization”). The response scale ranges
between 0 (“certainly not”) and 10 (“certainly yes”).
The items were aggregated into a composite meas-
ure with excellent internal consistency (a¼ 0.94).

Results

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS and
AMOS software, with a 95% confidence interval
(CI). Descriptive analyses are presented in Table 1.
The mean results of perceived organizational sup-
port toward the environment, organizational poli-
cies, middle-management support, social norms, and
organizational citizenship behaviors toward the
environment were relatively high, that is, above the
midpoints of the scales. One sample t-tests were

Table 1. Central tendency measures, mean tests against the midpoint of the scale, and correlations between the
study variables.

Measures Scale Mean (SD) t

95% CI bounds Correlations (Pearson R)

Lower Upper 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

1. Perceived organizational support 1–5 3.53 (0.73) 8.61��� 0.41 0.65
2. Organizational citizenship behaviors 0–10 5.95 (2.31) 4.81��� 0.56 1.34 .52���
3. Organizational policies 1–5 3.34 (0.82) 5.03��� 0.21 0.48 .70��� .61���
4. Middle management support 1–5 3.05 (1.09) 0.50 �0.13 0.22 .69��� .64��� .78���
5. Social norms 1–5 3.35 (0.87) 4.71��� 0.20 0.50 .59��� .47��� .60��� .61���
���p < .001.
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conducted to assess the mean differences between
the midpoints of each scale and the mean responses
of the participants. Results show that all variables,
except management support, were above
the midpoints.

Employees perceived medium organizational sup-
port toward the environment and reported having
had the opportunity to perform some organizational
citizenship behaviors toward the environment. They
also indicated knowing that the organization had
environmental policies and believed it to be com-
mitted to them. Employees also agreed that their co-
workers acted in pro-environmentally ways and
appreciated when others also acted in the
same manner.

All study variables were strongly correlated (see
Table 1). Of importance, and in accordance with
previous research, the data show that the more
employees perceive organizational support toward
the environment, the greater number of organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors toward the environment
they performed while working. In addition, higher
perceived organizational support was also related to
a higher knowledge of environmental organizational
policies, to stronger support of pro-environmental
behaviors by managers, and to more pro-environ-
mental social norms from co-workers.

Moderation effect of organizational policies

Our research models had no latent variables.
Accordingly, to test for moderation and conditional
processes, we used the PROCESS macro for SPSS
(Hayes 2018) which is based on ordinary least
square regression and path analysis. The number of
bootstrap samples for percentile bootstrap CIs was
5,000. The interpretation of the models was based
on (1) the percent of variability of organizational
citizenship behaviors toward the environment
explained by the model; (2) the F value, which is
the result of a test where the null hypothesis is the
regression coefficient of the model (organizational

citizenship behaviors), indicated by b, is equal to
zero; and (3) the associated p value. The value of b,
the unstandardized regression coefficient, is also
presented and indicates the size and direction of the
effect that perceived organizational support toward
the environment has on organizational citizenship
behaviors, as well as the t statistic that allows us to
calculate the p value and the 95% CI, the range of
values that likely contains the true value of b. To
explore the nature of the moderation effects that
were found, we used simple slope analysis to probe
the effects of perceived organizational support
toward the environment on organizational citizen-
ship behaviors within low values of organizational
policies/management support/social norms (16th
percentile), average values (50th percentile), and
high values (84th percentile).

Determination of model-data fit was additionally
calculated using AMOS, based on multiple fit indi-
ces as the chi-square (v2) statistic is typically influ-
enced by a number of factors and cannot be used as
a sole indicator for model-data fit (Hu and Bentler
1999), namely the normed-fit index (NFI, values in
the range .80–.90 indicate a tolerable fit, and values
higher than .90 indicate an excellent adjustment);
the comparative fit index (CFI, values higher than
0.9 being indicators of a good fit, while values
higher than .95 represent an excellent fit); and the
root mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA,
values inferior to .08 indicate an acceptable fit and
values lower than .05 indicate an excellent fit).

The hypothesis that organizational policies
toward the environment increase the effect of per-
ceived organizational support toward the environ-
ment on organizational citizenship behaviors (H1)
was partially corroborated. This model significantly
explained 40% of the variability of organizational
citizenship behaviors toward the environment,
F(3,132) ¼ 29.27, p< .001. Although the correlation
between behaviors and perceived organizational
support toward the environment was not significant
in this model, b ¼ �1.15, t ¼ �1.25, p ¼ .212,

Figure 2. Graphical representation of the moderation effect (simple slopes) of organizational policies toward the environment
(left) and middle-management support toward the environment (right) on the relationship between perceived organizational
support toward the environment and organizational citizenship behaviors toward the environment.
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95% CI [–2.96, 0.66], the moderation effect was
marginally significant, b¼ 0.48, t ¼ �1.92, p ¼ .058,
95% CI [–0.02, 0.97], meaning that the perception
of more organizational policies toward the environ-
ment increased the positive effect of perceived
organizational support on organizational citizenship
behaviors. In this regard, simple slope analyses
showed that the correlation between these variables
was only significant when the individuals’ percep-
tion of organizational policies was high, b¼ 0.87,
t¼ 2.42, p< .017, 95% CI [0.16, 1.60]. The three
regression lines representing the correlation between
perceived organizational support and organizational
citizenship behaviors when individuals’ perception
of organizational policies was high, average, and low
are illustrated in Figure 2.

As could be anticipated from the previous analy-
ses, the fit of this model was not very good. The v2

test was significant, suggesting that the predicted
model and the observed data diverged, v2(1, 145) ¼
10.45, p< .001 and the RMSEA value was .26 (not
below the acceptable value of .08), although the NFI
of .94 (higher than .90) and the CFI value of .94
(higher than 0.90) suggested a good model fit.

Moderation effect of management support

The hypothesis that management support increases
the effect of perceived organizational support toward
the environment on organizational citizenship
behaviors was corroborated (H2). This model sig-
nificantly explained 45% of the variability of organ-
izational citizenship behaviors toward the
environment, F(3,132) ¼ 36.13, p< .001. The rela-
tion between organizational citizenship behaviors
and perceived organizational support toward the
environment was negative and marginally significant
in this model, b ¼ �1.12, t ¼ �1.79, p ¼ .076, 95%
CI [–2.34, 0.12]. However, the moderation effect
was significant and positive, b¼ 0.49, t ¼ �2.73,
p ¼ .007, 95% CI [0.13, 0.84], meaning that the per-
ception of management support toward pro-envir-
onmental behaviors increased the positive effect of
perceived organizational support on organizational
citizenship behaviors. Simple slope analyses showed
that the correlation between these variables was only
significant when the individuals’ perception of man-
agement support was high, b¼ 0.94, t¼ 2.69,
p< .008, 95% CI [0.24, 1.63]. The three regression
lines representing the correlation between perceived
organizational support and organizational citizen-
ship behaviors when the individuals’ perception of
management support was high, average, and low are
illustrated in Figure 2.

The fit of the second model was very good. The
v2 test was not significant, suggesting that the

predicted model and the observed data did not
diverge, v2(1, 145) ¼ 2.01, p ¼ .156. The NFI was
.99 (higher than .90) and CFI was also .99 (higher
than .95), yet the RMSEA value was .08 (at the limit
of the acceptable value of .08). As all indices suggest
excellent model fit, the RMSEA indication of poor
model fit might be due to the sample size and not
to the quality of the model. Researchers suggest that
RMSEA values often falsely indicate a poor fitting
for models with small degrees of freedom and sam-
ple size (Kenny, Kaniskan, and McCoach 2015; Lai
and Green 2016).

Moderation effect of social norms

The hypothesis that co-worker’s environmental
social norms increase the effect of perceived organ-
izational support toward the environment on organ-
izational citizenship behaviors was refuted (H3).
This model significantly explained 31% of the vari-
ability of organizational citizenship behaviors toward
the environment, F(3,132) ¼ 19.88, p< .001.
However, neither the relation between organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors and perceived organiza-
tional support toward the environment nor the
moderation effect were significant.

We performed additional analyses to understand
whether the prescriptive and descriptive norms
functioned as moderators and these effects were also
not significant. Likewise, prescriptive and descriptive
norms considered individually did not have a sig-
nificant impact on the relationship between the per-
ceived organizational support and organizational
citizenship behaviors toward the environment.

Combined effects of organizational policies and
management support

An exploratory model that included both organiza-
tional policies and management support did not add
much to the simple moderation models (R2

change ¼
3.6%, F(2,130) ¼ 4.53, p ¼ .012. This model signifi-
cantly explained 48% of the variability of organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors toward the environment,
F(5,130) ¼ 23.93, p< .001, but the relation between
organizational citizenship behaviors and perceived
organizational support toward the environment
were not significant, b ¼ �1.24, t ¼ �1.40, p ¼
.165, 95% CI [–3.00, 0.52]. The moderation effect of
organizational policies went from marginally signifi-
cant to not significant, b ¼ �0.19, t ¼ �0.47, p ¼
.641, 95% CI [�0.98, 0.60], whereas the moderation
effect of middle-management support remained sig-
nificant, b¼ 0.64, t¼ 2.12, p ¼ .035, 95% CI
[0.44, 1.23].
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This result indicates that organizational policies
by themselves have no impact when management
support is taken into account. Consequently, we fur-
ther tested if the effect of perceived organizational
policies on perceived organizational support toward
the environment could be explained, i.e., mediated,
by management support. It might be more difficult
for employees to perceive organizational support
toward the environment transmitted by formal
(“direct”) channels of communication, particularly
in large organizations, than “indirectly” through
middle management. Data analysis confirmed this
theoretical assumption. A model entering manage-
ment support as a mediator of the relation between
perceived organizational policies and perceived
organizational support toward the environment
explained 54% of the variance of perceived organiza-
tional support, F(2,140) ¼ 83.68, p< .001 (see
Figure 3). The mediation effect (indirect effect) of
management support on the relation between organ-
izational policies and perceived organizational sup-
port toward the environment was significant, 0.26,
95% CI [0.12, 0.41].

The fit of this mediation model was good. The v2

test was significant, suggesting that the predicted
model and the observed data did not diverge, v2(1,
145) ¼ 10.45, p< .001. The NFI was .96 (higher
than .90) and CFI was also .96 (higher than 0.95)
but, again, the RMSEA value was not below the
acceptable value of .08 (.26), likely because of the
sample size.

Discussion and concluding remarks

The ultimate goal of this work was to contribute to
the inclusion of perception and behavioral measures
toward the environment, the economy, and the soci-
ety where an organization is embedded, in the cur-
rent organizational frameworks and/or indexes of
sustainability. The continuous assessment, reporting,
and intervention at this human level could then
contribute to the challenges posed by what achieving
sustainability truly means.

This study provides a practical example of what
could be done with this type of information at the

environmental bottom line, supporting the import-
ance of humanizing sustainability in organizations.
First, it illustrated the positive effect that such an
approach can have in a banking organization that
was already strongly committed to environmental
sustainability. The environmental perceptions and
behaviors of employees were, as could be expected,
above average. Nevertheless, the study results clearly
showed that future organizational efforts to promote
environmental sustainability would benefit from
focusing on increasing middle-management support
toward the promotion of environmental issues. We
analyzed under which conditions perceived organ-
izational support toward the environment enhanced
employees’ pro-environmental behaviors.
Moderation analyses showed significant increases
linked to middle-management support. Considering
that management support was the only study vari-
able that was not above the midpoint of the scale,
these analyses direct us to how to promote percep-
tions and behaviors toward sustainability (in par-
ticular toward the environmental bottom line of
sustainability). An intervention on middle-manage-
ment support toward the environment would be
highly appropriate given that, when selecting the
targets for behavioral interventions, one should con-
sider whether there is room for a change, and the
relative weight of the variables in predicting the
behavior (e.g., Fishbein and Ajzen 2010).

Second, this study provides an important contri-
bution to research on the inter-relationships
between employees, middle management, and
organizational level antecedents of organizational
support and behavior. A fundamental role emerged
for middle management, as management support
strengthened the relation between perceived organ-
izational support toward the environment and
organizational citizenship environmental behaviors.
The effect of organizational policies toward the
environment was null when middle-management
support was taken into account, which is aligned
with the results of the literature review by Reynders,
Kumar, and Found (2022).

Data suggests that individuals engage more in
voluntary sustainable behaviors if they perceive their

1.04***

Organizational 
policies 

Middle 
management 

support 

Perceived 
organizational 

support 

0.25** 

 0.70*** (0.37***) 

Figure 3. Indirect effect of middle-management support toward the environment on the relation between perceived organiza-
tional policies toward the environment and perceived organizational support toward the environment. The coefficient for
organizational policies and perceived organizational support controlling for management support is shown in parenthesis. All
values represent unstandardized coefficients. ��p < .010, ���p < .001.
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organization to be environmentally supportive.
Paill�e and Mej�ıa-Morelos (2014) demonstrated that
employees perform these behaviors as a way of
rewarding the organization’s recognition of their
environmental contributions. Considering that per-
ceived organizational support explains a significant
part of the variation of organizational citizenship
behaviors toward the environment, it is important
to identify the factors that contribute to this effect.
In this study, middle-management support had the
greatest impact. Thus, when organizations want
middle managers to contribute to organizational
citizenship behaviors, they should ensure that the
middle managers feel supported and valued, as well
as acknowledging their efforts. It should be said, as
Ramus (2001) highlights, that middle managers will
only focus their energy on encouraging their teams
to be more environmentally informed and account-
able if they perceive that the organization truly cares
about these issues. Organizations that adopt envir-
onmental policies also typically engage different
management levels in relevant decision-making
processes and openly communicate this commit-
ment, sending a clear message to managers (and
other employees) that they appreciate the sustain-
able initiatives, which in turn motivates them to
enact a larger number of actions. In fact, research
demonstrates that these variables – the support and
organizational policies of middle managers – com-
plement each other because employees must receive
consistent information from the organization.
Conflicting messages can result in dissatisfaction
and/or lack of motivation to act in a sustainable
way (Ramus 2001).

In sum, the main managerial implication of this
study is that middle managers should function as
gatekeepers when it comes to the enactment of
organizational policies toward the environment.
Organizations need to recognize staff members of
this rank as change agents when environmental sus-
tainability policies are implemented and engage
them in the processes that lead to the development
and implementation of the policies. As described by
Holmemo and Ingvaldsen (2016), middle managers
have linking functions, combining micro and macro
information, and bridging policies from the top
with reality from the bottom. Bypassing them in the
decision-making process is strongly inadvisable.

The social norms of co-workers had no impact
on the relation between perceived organizational
support and organizational citizenship behaviors
related to the environment. One possible interpret-
ation for this result is that individuals might not
consider that the behaviors of their co-workers are
trustworthy, as they share the same hierarchical pos-
ition. This explanation is supported by the fact that

social norms among co-workers did have a direct
influence on employees’ organizational citizenship
behaviors (even though it did not have the expected
moderating effect). Employees who perceived that
their co-workers demonstrated and acted in a pro-
environmental way also performed a larger number
of organizational citizenship behaviors. In the focal
organization, policies, management support, and
social norms were aligned. However, incongruences
between these variables can act as a barrier to the
performance of pro-environmental behaviors and
need to be considered when promoting sustainabil-
ity (McDonald, Fielding, and Louis 2014; Newell
et al. 2014; Yuriev et al. 2018). In other words, if
one’s co-workers have no environmental concerns
or demonstrate few pro-environmental behaviors, is
middle-management support going to be enough to
change prevailing patterns? Intervention programs
should aim to increase the degree to which employ-
ees identify with the organization and to enhance
the quality of the relation with their supervisors as
research indicates that in such conditions individu-
als are more likely to perform organizational citizen-
ship behaviors (G€otz, Donzallaz, and Jonas 2020).
This is an avenue worth pursuing for
future research.

It should also be noted that the application by
organizations of eco-efficiency concepts to reduce
consumption and emissions of GHGs contributes to
achieving several of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (specifically 7, 13, 14, and 15)
and constitutes a strong driver for progress toward
the environmental and climate-change targets set
out in the Paris Agreement. Some organizations
have already committed to these environmental
goals. It is within this framework that we should
attempt to understand – and value – the results that
employees who feel that the organization monitors,
supports, and appreciates their sustainability contri-
butions will engage in more sustainable behaviors.
In this way, this research identifies a humanized
way of increasing this effect, through the communi-
cation and dynamization by middle management of
sustainable policies, processes, and practices.

In closing, we must acknowledge some limita-
tions of this study. The work reported here has a
correlational design. Accordingly, even if the rela-
tions between variables are supported by existing lit-
erature, it is not possible to establish pathways of
causality. In addition, the study focused on one of
the areas of sustainability: the environment. It would
be crucial to combine all three bottom lines in the
future. Nonetheless, our research highlights the
importance of further assessing perceptions and
behaviors to successfully promote sustainability,
illustrating their relevance in an organization that
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was already strongly committed to such objectives.
The evolving character of the sustainability context
constantly challenges even the best concepts.
Humanizing sustainability matters to ensure that
policies and metrics continue to be meaningful and
translated into practice.
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