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Introduction: This study employed a systems thinking approach to explore the complex and dynamic interactions between sustainability initiatives, and employees' subsequent perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors. It aims to address limitations in existing literature, arising from methodological approaches that fail to capture the nuances in employees' responses, and a lack of knowledge integration.

Methods: Insights from neo-institutional theory, sensemaking, and attribution theory were integrated with findings from 46 previous studies and 50 empirical qualitative data points though Causal Loop Diagrams (CLDs) to reveal feedback mechanisms and temporal dynamics that potentially shape employees' responses to sustainability initiatives.

Results and discussion: Two main reinforcing feedback loops were identified: one supporting continued engagement and implementation of sustainability initiatives, and another hindering initiatives through negative perceptions. A balancing loop revealed how increasing employee knowledge, experience and scrutiny can lead to more critical perceptions over time. The analysis suggests that more symbolic sustainability initiatives can foster initial employee engagement and support for future sustainability implementation in the early stages of a sustainability journey. However, this initial positive momentum can be fragile and transition into a "vulnerability period", where initial enthusiasm may transition to frustration if perceived impacts do not meet employees' growing expectations. This potential progression follows a “Fixes that Fail” systems archetype.

Conclusion: In this study, the use of CLDs provides a more temporally-bound and integrated understanding of employees' responses to sustainability initiatives. Therefore, this study challenges the simplistic dichotomy of positive versus negative effects of sustainability initiatives, revealing a more nuanced interplay between individual differences and organizational factors in shaping progressive employee (dis)engagement. Ultimately, the findings suggest that symbolic initiatives are not inherently bad, but sustaining employee engagement requires organizations to “walk their talk” by implementing consistent initiatives whose perceived impact can withstand increasing employee scrutiny.
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1 Introduction

Employees play a vital role in advancing an organization's commitment to the environment and society. They not only help to implement and advocate for sustainability initiatives but also encourage future efforts. Frequently, they also experience the impacts and changes these initiatives bring or the consequences of the their absence (Süßbauer et al., 2019; Onkila and Sarna, 2022). This dual role of employees as both drivers and recipients of sustainability efforts highlights their significance as key internal stakeholders in driving change toward sustainability and fostering a culture of environmental and social responsibility within the workplace. The growing recognition of the importance of employees in an organization's sustainability journey has led to increasing research focused on exploring how employees affect and are affected by sustainability initiatives (Onkila and Sarna, 2022; Aguinis et al., 2024).

A growing body of research focuses on understanding the effects of corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives on employees' outcomes (Donia et al., 2017; De Roeck and Maon, 2018; Glavas and Kelley, 2014). Current studies have investigated an impressive number of variables, broadly categorized into employees' perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors toward CSR, which are influenced by individual, organizational, and system-level factors (Aguinis et al., 2024; De Roeck and Maon, 2018). Two recent review papers provide a detailed overview of the topic, including the limitations of this body of research (Yassin and Beckmann, 2024; Aguinis et al., 2024).

Despite the acknowledged complexity of employees' responses to sustainability initiatives, limitations in methodology and knowledge integration continue to exist (Rupp et al., 2024). Most studies in the field of micro-CSR have investigated this topic using a linear approach, mainly quantitatively and through a cross-sectional design (Akhouri and Chaudhary, 2019; Onkila and Sarna, 2022). According to a recent literature review, approximately 80% of the studies in the field were based on quantitative or mixed methods in 2023 (Yassin and Beckmann, 2024). Additionally, studies that employ such a research approach tend to investigate relationships between variables that represent either positive or negative employees' responses toward CSR, with a predominant focus on variables that represent positive, or highly valued, attitudes and behaviors. This poses important challenges to academic understanding for two reasons. First, although cross-sectional studies often generate repetitive and comparative findings, the results provide a one-time snapshot of the moment of measurement, thus failing to capture the nuances and changes in employees' perceptions (Akhouri and Chaudhary, 2019; Yassin and Beckmann, 2024; Onkila and Sarna, 2022). Second, the literature often overlooks negative outcomes, with most previous studies investigating and interpreting employees' responses to sustainability initiatives as either positive or negative (Aguinis et al., 2024). This approach fails to recognize the complexity and potential nuances involved in the process, resulting in a limited and unrealistic understanding about the impacts of sustainability-oriented initiatives on employees' perceptions and outcomes (Babu et al., 2020; Yassin and Beckmann, 2024).

To address these gaps associated with methodology and knowledge integration, this study employs systems thinking lenses and tools to integrate insights and capture the dynamic complexity of the relationships between employees and sustainability initiatives. By doing so, this study provides a more temporally bound, nuanced, and integrated understanding of the topic. Based on 50 empirical data points obtained through semi-structured interviews and qualitative survey (QS) responses, and supported by 46 previously published research papers, this study answers the following research question: how can employees' perceptions, attitudes and behaviors regarding sustainability-oriented initiatives evolve over time?

This paper is structured as follows: subsection 1.1 outlines the theoretical framework of the study. Section 2 details the research methods employed, while section 3 presents the results. Section 4 offers a discussion and situates the findings within the context of existing research, providing insights to practitioners. Finally, Section 5 concludes this paper with an overview of the results, their main contributions, limitations and suggestions for future research. It is important to note that while existing literature predominantly explores employees' perceptions of CSR (i.e., micro-CSR), this research adopts a broader lens by considering any sustainability initiative that aimed at improving a company's environmental or social outcomes (hereafter also referred to as “sustainability initiatives” or “sustainability practices”). This focus applies regardless of their implementation approach (top-down or bottom-up), alignment with organizational goals, or level of complexity.


1.1 Theoretical foundation

The theoretical framework of this study, illustrated in Figure 1, presents an overview of the interplay between external pressures, organizational responses and employees' outcomes through a systems thinking approach. Therefore, in this section, the rationale that guided the development of the theoretical framework will be outlined. First, basic concepts, tools and notations related to systems thinking are explained, thereby justifying the use of such approach in this research. Then, to guide the readers through the theoretical framework depicted in Figure 1, key insights from neo-institutional theory, attribution theory and micro-CSR literature are gradually elucidated and cross-referenced in both Figure 1 and Table 1.


[image: Causal loop diagram illustrating the dynamics of sustainability initiatives and employees responses. Key elements include “pressure for organizational commitment to sustainability”, “sustainability initiatives” and “employee's perceptions and attitudes about sustainability practices”. Loops labeled B1 and R1 highlight feedback mechanisms that respectively represent how organizations manage external pressure for change and the role of employees in shaping sustainability implementation. ]
FIGURE 1
 Theoretical framework of this study. The link polarity indicates how two variables change in relation to each other, i.e., a positive (“+”) polarity means that the variables change in the same direction, while a negative (“−”) polarity denotes the opposite. Red arrows highlight negative polarity. Double lines perpendicular to the arrows indicate a substantial time delay in that causal relationship.


TABLE 1 Description of feedback loops comprising the theoretical framework of this study.	Feedback loop	Description	Causal relationships	References
	B1 (pressure for change)	Pressure for corporate engagement in sustainability (normative, coercive or mimetic) pushes the organization toward the establishment of sustainability goals and policies, which are then implemented through sustainability practices. Although there is a delay, these practices eventually reveal their real impact, which in turn negatively affects the performance gap and ultimately influences the pressure for corporate commitment to sustainability.	pressure for organizational commitment to sustainability >(+) sustainability goals >(+) sustainability policies >(+) sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) real impact of sustainability practices>(||)(−) performance gap>(||)(+) pressure for corporate commitment to sustainability	Neo-institutional theory (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Meyer and Rowan, 1977), decoupling (Bromley and Powell, 2012)
		Importantly, the time frame and real impact of sustainability practices depend on the degree to which they are symbolic or substantive, according to their complexity, transformative potential and alignment with strategic goals.		
	R1 (shaping sustainability implementation)	Sustainability initiatives are implemented, but there is a lag before their real impact becomes visible and perceived. Employees engage in sensemaking and attribution processes, which inform their perceptions and attitudes about such initiatives, shaping their behavior. Finally, employees' behavior influences the level of support for the implementation of future sustainability practices.	sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) real impact of sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) employees' perceptions and attitudes >(||)(+) employees' behavior >(+) sustainability initiatives	Sensemaking theory, attribution theory and micro-CSR research (Aguinis et al., 2024; De Roeck and Maon, 2018; Weick, 1995; Kelley and Michela, 1980; Aguinis and Glavas, 2019)




1.1.1 Systems thinking as the integrative framework

Despite the intricate dynamics between sustainability initiatives, and employees' perceptions, attitudes and behaviors, this phenomenon has not yet been explored through more integrative, methodological approaches, such as systems thinking. Systems thinking is an interdisciplinary approach that offers insights into how various elements of a system interact with each other over time, instead of focusing on the analysis of individual and isolated elements (Kim, 2000; Richardson, 1995). Consequently, systems thinking approaches are increasingly employed by practitioners and researchers in diverse fields of knowledge to tackle “wicked problems”, such as those related to sustainable development, where trade-offs between economic, environmental and social aspects need to be managed (Williams et al., 2017; Grewatsch et al., 2021). In organizational contexts, systems thinking enables companies to guide organizational transformations in complex environments and anticipate unintended consequences (Bansal and Birkinshaw, 2025; Grewatsch et al., 2021). In research, his approach allows the integration of findings derived from different theories and levels of analysis, accounts for temporal aspects, and illustrates potential behavioral changes over time in the system or problem under investigation. Given these advantages systems thinking serves as a valuable framework to better comprehend interconnected factors influencing employees' perceptions, attitudes and behaviors triggered by sustainability initiatives in the workplace.

Rooted in systems thinking, causal loop diagrams (CLDs) are dynamic thinking tools that visually communicate the dynamic complexity of a problem or system (Kim, 2000; Sterman, 2000). CLDs consist of variables (i.e., dynamic elements) connected by links that represent hypothetical causal connections between variables, which often stem from the mental model of various stakeholders (e.g., employees, managers, and domain experts) and are supported by different degrees of scientific evidence (Sterman, 2000; Uleman et al., 2024). Each causal link is represented by arrows, indicating the direction of the effect, while the link polarity shows how two variables change in relation to each other: a positive (“+”) polarity means that the variables change in the same direction, while a negative (“−”) polarity indicates the opposite. Other important notations in CLDs are delays (||), which represent the relevant time lags in specific links. Additionally, feedback loops are a crucial feature of CLDs, describing sequences of cause-effect relations that begin and end with the same variable, resulting in either reinforcing (“R”) or balancing (“B”) patterns of behavior. Therefore, feedback loops are basic building blocks of dynamic systems (Sterman, 2000; Kim, 2000; Uleman et al., 2024). In this study, CLDs enable the integration of insights from neo-institutional, sensemaking and attribution theories into a unified framework.

Having established the basic concepts of systems thinking and CLD notations, the relevant theories and concepts integrated into the theoretical framework of this study (Figure 1) are presented. First, the nature of sustainability initiatives in organizations is presented, based on insights from neo-institutional theory. Subsequently, the focus shifts to the individual level of analysis, highlighting sensemaking and individual processes, such as motive attributions, that occur when employees are affected by sustainability initiatives.



1.1.2 Balancing external pressure through sustainability initiatives

The current environmental, economic and societal challenges intensify pressures on organizations to commit to principles that embrace not only economic prosperity, but also environmental and social responsibility (Helmig et al., 2016; Lubin and Esty, 2010). According to insights from neo-institutional theory, such pressures stem from coercive, mimetic or normative forces (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983; Bhuiyan et al., 2025). Coercive forces refer to regulations or laws imposed by powerful institutions that force firms to conform to certain standards. Mimetic pressures are related to the firms' inclination to imitate practices of legitimate and successful competitors (e.g., creating sustainability departments). Normative pressures are related to professionalization, and the broadly expected standards, such as international practices or norms on environmental behavior (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983).

To navigate such pressures and maintain legitimacy, companies can adapt their corporate purpose, vision, mission, goals, policies and practices with sustainability principles. However, the character of such actions can range from symbolic to substantive (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Bromley and Powell, 2012). More symbolic actions are legitimacy-seeking. They primarily offer ceremonial signs of corporate engagement with sustainability in short term and are decoupled from strategic goals; therefore, they fail to promote the deep organizational change needed to address pressing sustainability challenges (Truong et al., 2021; Schons and Steinmeier, 2016). Oppositely, more substantive efforts are highly aligned with strategic goals, requiring significant investments of time, resources and organizational commitment. Driven by efficiency and adaptation purposes, such efforts aim to drive meaningful changes in organizational practices. Given the higher level of complexity, the impacts of more substantial actions are delivered in the longer term, gradually decreasing the pressure for corporate engagement with sustainability (Hyatt and Berente, 2017; Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Schons and Steinmeier, 2016). The specific characteristics of sustainability initiatives depend on the time horizon over which their impacts are realized, their transformative potential and their degree of strategic alignment.

In the theoretical framework that guided this study, neo-institutional theory informs about the generic external pressures that drive organizations to invest in sustainability initiatives. The organizational responses to increasing pressures are captured in the balancing feedback B1 (pressure for change), as shown in Figure 1 and summarized in Table 1. Starting with the variable “pressure for organizational commitment with sustainability,” Figure 1 illustrates that, as the pressure for change increases, the organization ideally aligns its purpose, vision and mission more closely with sustainability principles. This drives the establishment of sustainability goals and policies which, in turn, lead to the implementation of sustainability initiatives. The real impact of such initiatives depends on the nature of the sustainability initiatives themselves: the higher the complexity and alignment with strategic goals, the greater their impact. Importantly, while more substantial initiatives are more complex and lead to higher impact, their outcomes take longer to be manifested. In contrast, the symbolic initiatives provide quick wins, but are usually less impactful. This is represented in Figure 1 as a delay (||) between the variables “sustainability initiatives” and “real impact of sustainability initiatives,” and by the variable “transformative potential.” As the impact of sustainability initiatives manifests, the performance gap begins to narrow. In turn, this gradually decreases the pressure for organizational commitment to sustainability, bringing the system to a state of reduced pressure. Ultimately, based on insights from neo-institutional theory, this process demonstrates how organizations respond to pressures and alleviate demands through the implementation of sustainability actions.



1.1.3 Employees' perceptions shape and are shaped by sustainability initiatives

Regardless of the degree of alignment with strategic goals, the successful implementation of sustainability initiatives relies on the active support of individual employees (Süßbauer et al., 2019). Employees—even those whose roles are not explicitly linked to sustainability topics—are increasingly recognized as key internal stakeholders for sustainability implementation, since they can act as implementers, ambassadors or recipients of corporate sustainability practices (Süßbauer et al., 2019). However, the way employees respond to sustainability initiatives depends not only on the practices themselves, but on how employees perceive and interpret them, including the motives attributed to their implementation (Aguinis et al., 2024; Akremi et al., 2018; Vlachos et al., 2017). To express these dynamics, we draw on sensemaking and attribution theories, since both provide interconnected insights and highlight the importance of perception and interpretation in shaping behaviors and decisions (Babu et al., 2020; Kelley and Michela, 1980; Weick, 1995).

Due to the intrinsic complexity and unavoidable tradeoffs associated with sustainability-related topics, sustainability initiatives often trigger sensemaking processes (Aguinis and Glavas, 2019; Hahn et al., 2010; Babu et al., 2020). According to sensemaking theory, when individuals are confronted with complex or ambiguous situations, they engage in sensemaking to understand such events and decrease uncertainty (Weick, 1995). This process happens collectively and individually, in an iterative and retroactive fashion, when employees actively interpret cues from their environment and draw on their previous experiences, social interactions and organizational context to create a coherent comprehension of what happened (Glavas, 2016; Weick, 1995). Informed by such sensemaking process and its consequent narratives, individuals make attributions about the motives behind organizational policies and practices, distinguishing between genuine (i.e., substantial, internally motivated, cause-serving) and self-serving (i.e., symbolic, externally motivated, self-serving) motives (Babu et al., 2020; Kelley and Michela, 1980).

The resulting attributions, narratives and perceptions (hereafter referred to as perceptions) influence employees' attitudes, which refer to negative or positive emotions and beliefs triggered by sustainability initiatives. In turn, the resulting employees' perceptions and attitudes lead to specific behaviors toward sustainability initiatives, including engagement, participation and proactivity (Aguinis et al., 2024). For instance, a time-lagged empirical study demonstrated that positive outcomes for employees occur only when they perceive CSR actions in their organizations as being driven by genuine motives (Donia et al., 2019). Importantly, a myriad of external and individual factors, along with information provided by the organizational context (such as its purpose, vision and mission), influence employees' perceptions of sustainability initiatives. This explains why, inside the same company, employees display varying opinions about such initiatives, which may change over time as new information becomes available or the context changes (Aguinis and Glavas, 2019; Gond et al., 2017).

In summary, employees' perceptions, attitudes and behaviors shape and are shaped by sustainability efforts that take place in their work environment (Aguinis et al., 2024). This interplay between organizational factors and employees' responses is depicted in Figure 1 and summarized in Table 1. Beginning with the variable “real impact of sustainability practices,” the reinforcing feedback loop R1 (shaping sustainability implementation) demonstrates how the real impact of sustainability practices influences employees' perceptions and attitudes toward such practices, thereby shaping their behavior and ultimately impacting the implementation of future sustainability initiatives. Specifically, when the impact of sustainability initiatives is positively perceived, employees' attitudes and behaviors become more supportive, fostering a virtuous cycle that encourages further implementation of sustainability initiatives. Oppositely, negative perceptions lead to attitudes and behaviors that hinder sustainability implementation, creating a vicious cycle that reduces impact and increases pressure for change. Therefore, the feedback loop R1 (shaping sustainability implementation) depicts the self-amplifying role of employees in shaping the success or failure of an organizations' sustainability journey.





2 Methods

This research builds on observations from an in-depth single case study conducted by some of the authors of this paper (CBV, KH, YVM). Designed according to best practices available in literature (Yin, 2018), this case study primarily explored barriers to the implementation of sustainability-oriented projects within a multinational corporation (MNC) involved in the life sciences industry, focusing on the perspectives of employees from enabling functions. Detailed information about the company, sample and context are available in Supplementary material, Section S1, and in Bettker Vasconcelos et al. (2025). The methods employed in this study are presented in the following subsections.


2.1 Primary data collection and description

The collection of primary data involved a multimethod qualitative approach, including semi-structured interviews alongside a qualitative survey (QS) (Das et al., 2022; Mik-Meyer, 2020). This strategy facilitates the exploration of a specific phenomenon from multiple perspectives, minimizing the risk of over-representing the views of a few participants. It also allows researchers to confront and complement the findings from semi-structured interviews. The initial data collection phase, which included semi-structured interviews and a qualitative survey, took place from October to December 2022. Additional semi-structured interviews were conducted between August 2023 and November 2024 to validate and expand findings. This approach enabled the researchers to confirm, expand, and evaluate the temporal consistency of their preliminary findings. The semi-structured interview plans and QS details are available in Supplementary material, Section 1.

The empirical dataset comprised 50 data points, including 9 exploratory semi-structured interviews, 33 valid survey responses and 8 validation interviews. The sample was diverse regarding the participants' roles within the company, their areas of expertise, and years of experience within the organization. Detailed information regarding participants' details is available in Supplementary Table S1. To ensure anonymity, participants' current positions were not revealed. This rich empirical dataset has also supported the development of a separate study (Bettker Vasconcelos et al., 2025). Importantly, research questions, theoretical lenses, and methodologies of these studies are entirely distinct, thereby ensuring the originality and unique contribution of their findings. Additionally, while both studies share part of the empirical dataset, this study also builds on secondary data, as described in the following subsection.



2.2 Secondary data collection and description

A systematic literature review was conducted to validate and complement the primary data. Secondary data was obtained based on the following search string on Scopus: TITLE-ABS-KEY (employee* AND perception OR attribution OR sensemaking OR meaning OR interpretation AND “corporate sustainability” OR “corporate social responsibility” OR “csr” OR “esg” OR “environmental performance” OR “sustainability initiatives” AND symbolic OR substantial OR genuine OR self-serving OR intrinsic OR extrinsic OR greenwashing). The initial search generated a total of 70 results. The exclusion criteria eliminated studies focused on stakeholders other than employees, specific sectors (hotels, public sector and educational institutions), external communication (e.g., reporting), green HR practices, non-empirical research, and those not examining employee perceptions or interpretations of sustainability initiatives. After applying exclusion criteria and reviewing titles, keywords, and abstracts, 37 papers were selected. Additional papers were included through snowball sampling, resulting in a total of 46 studies. An overview of the selected papers is available in Supplementary material, Section 2.1.



2.3 Data analysis

This section describes the gathering and analysis of both primary and secondary data. Figure 2 illustrates the main steps of this process.


[image: Flowchart illustrating the process of creating a causal loop diagram (CLD). Primary and secondary data collection involves interviews, surveys, and literature review. Primary data involves nine semi-structured interviews and expert feedback. Secondary data involves a review of seventy papers, nine included through snowballing, leading to forty-six papers selected. Both data sources contribute to an integrated CLD, which is simplified through identification of feedback loops and system archetypes, resulting in a final CLD and system archetype. Iterative processes and sections referenced are included.]
FIGURE 2
 Diagram representing iterative data analysis and validation process. CLD, Causal loop diagram; SM, Supplementary material.



2.3.1 Primary data

Data gathering, analysis and validation were performed iteratively, as demonstrated in Figure 2. First, primary data obtained through semi-structured interviews and QS responses was analyzed through an inductive approach inspired by Kim and Andersen (2012). Each participants' sentences that suggested causal relationships were inductively coded in the software MAXQDA 2022 (VERBI Software, 2021). Based on the coded textual data, variables representing hypothetical causes and effects were identified, and the polarity of such relationships was also documented. Then, the identified causal links were added to the theoretical framework of this study (Figure 1). This process was performed using the software Vensim® PLE 10.2.1. The resulting Preliminary CLD was refined and iteratively validated throughout 8 validation interviews, as mentioned in Section 2.1. Additionally, such preliminary versions were presented in four distinct scientific events, namely: International Conference on New Business Models (July 2024, Donostia/San Sebastian, Spain); International System Dynamics Conference 2024 (August 2024, Bergen, Norway); 4th Maastricht Observatory on Responsible, Resilient and Sustainable Societies, Economies and Enterprises (MORSE) Academic Conference 2024 (October 2024, Maastricht, Netherlands); 3rd Learning and Innovation for Resilience and Sustainability Symposium (November 2024, Heerlen, Netherlands). Feedback from experts across various disciplines contributed to the validation and the conceptual significance of this study, while experts in SD provided substantial methodological support.



2.3.2 Secondary data

While iteratively refining and validating the preliminary versions of the CLD, the analysis of the 46 selected scientific papers was conducted, with a focus on identifying variables and their relationships. To ensure representativeness and avoid redundancy in literature-derived data, only variables supported by at least two distinct references or associated with at least three other variables were selected for the following data analysis step. In addition, variables expressing similar concepts were merged into a single variable. This process led to the selection of 18 variables and their hypothetical relationships, which were subsequently integrated into the validated version of the Preliminary CLD. This process not only expanded the results of this research but also provided additional validation for some empirically identified causal links, leading to the generation of an Integrated CLD, as mentioned in Figure 2. At this stage, each causal link was associated with its respective source reference, following recommendations available in the literature (Jalali and Beaulieu, 2024).



2.3.3 CLD simplification and interpretation

The Integrated CLD was analyzed with the aid of the software Vensim® PLE 10.2.1, and feedback loops were identified. Each feedback loop was analyzed using an approach inspired by Tomoaia-Cotisel et al. (2021). During this process, the researchers gathered supporting quotes and previous studies that assisted the comprehension of each feedback loop identified, while also indicating relevant temporal aspects. The researchers' reasoning and interpretation were systematically documented to increase the credibility and reproducibility of causal links and feedback loops, thus ensuring a transparent interpretative process. Following the identification and interpretation of feedback loops, variables not associated with these loops were removed from the final diagram to facilitate readability and focus on the main dynamics of the phenomenon under investigation. This process generated the final CLD presented in this study (Figures 3, 4), which was assessed for the identification of system archetypes, i.e., recurring structures responsible for patterns of behavior over time, especially counterintuitive behaviors (Kim, 2000; Wolstenholme, 2003).


[image: A causal loop diagram illustrating the relationship between sustainability initiatives and various organizational factors. Key elements include the real impact of sustainability initiatives, employee perceptions, and engagement. Arrows indicate influences, such as pressure for organizational commitment affecting sustainability goals, which lead to engagement and turnover intention. Concepts like pressure for change, desired performance, and work meaningfulness are also interconnected. Color-coded arrows differentiate positive and negative influences, highlighting points of hindrance, such as frustration and skepticism, impacting engagement and implementation.]
FIGURE 3
 Sustainability initiatives shape and are shaped by employees' perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors, generating feedback loops that either support (R2) or hinder (R3) further sustainability implementation. The link polarity indicates how two variables change in relation to each other. Orange arrows highlight negative polarity. Gray text and arrows refer to the theoretical framework of this study. Double lines perpendicular to the arrows (||) indicate a substantial time delay in that causal relationship.



[image: Causal loop diagram illustrating the relationships between various factors influencing sustainability initiatives. Key elements include knowledge level, engagement, scrutiny level, and perceived and real impacts of initiatives. Arrows indicate interactions and dependencies among these components, emphasizing aspects like individual interest, training, organizational purpose, and policies. Loops labeled B1, B2, R2, R3, and R4 highlight feedback mechanisms, focusing on performance gaps, aiming for excellence, increasing criticism, and pressure for commitment.]
FIGURE 4
 Deeper knowledge in sustainability-related topics increases scrutiny and leads to more critical perceptions of sustainability efforts (feedback loops B2 and R4). The link polarity indicates how two variables change in relation to each other. Orange arrows highlight negative polarity. Gray text and arrows refer to the theoretical framework of this study. Double lines perpendicular to the arrows (||) indicate a substantial time delay in that causal relationship.






3 Results

This section presents the main findings of this study, which result from the integration of insights obtained through semi-structured interviews, QS and systematic literature review into the theoretical framework of this study (Section 1.1, Figure 1). Table 2 lists key variables presented in Figures 3, 4. A detailed description of each variable presented in this paper is available in Supplementary material, Section 3, Supplementary Table S2. Additionally, a summary of each feedback loop is provided in Table 3, containing exemplary quotes and supporting studies.

TABLE 2 Definition of important variables, according to this study's context.	Variable	Definition	References
	Engagement	Enthusiastic and proactive behavior toward sustainability efforts, which allows employees to bring their physical, cognitive and emotional potential to sustainability initiatives. In empirical data, this behavior was identified through expressions of energy, effort, emotional involvement or mental focus regarding the organizational journey toward sustainability or sustainability initiatives themselves.	(Chaudhary, 2020; Kahn, 1990)
	Skepticism and frustration	Sense of doubt and distrust toward the authenticity or effectiveness of organizational claims or actions. In empirical data, this behavior was identified through expressions of doubt, irony, detachment or disappointment toward the organizational journey toward sustainability or sustainability initiatives themselves, especially when initiatives are perceived as futile or expectations are unmet.	Author's elaboration
	Work meaningfulness	Feeling that one's work is significant, purposeful, and makes a positive difference. This attitude was identified in empirical data through expressions of fulfillment or satisfaction regarding one's personal growth, positive impact on others or on the broader contexts (organization, society, environment).	(Chaudhary, 2020; Aguinis and Glavas, 2019)
	Turnover intention	Conscious and deliberate thought of leaving one's current job or organization. This attitude was identified in empirical data through statements that explicitly demonstrate participants' intention to leave their company, department or role.	(Wandycz-Mejias et al., 2025)
	Scrutiny	Critical evaluation of organizational practices, stemming from increased awareness or a desire for transparency and accountability. In empirical data, scrutiny was identified in sentences where participants demonstrate to reflect or question the rationale behind organizational decisions and practices related to sustainability, or critically evaluate their impact in the organization or broader context (environment and society).	Author's elaboration
	Knowledge level	Level of one's understanding, information and expertise regarding sustainability topics. This variable was not directly measured for each participant, but it was included in the CLD based on sentences demonstrating that one's understanding about sustainability evolves over time, affecting how they perceive sustainability efforts in the organization.	Author's elaboration



TABLE 3 Evidence and description of feedback loops and key relationships identified in this study.	Feedback loop	Causal links	Interpretative notes and justification of the relationships between variables
	R2 (supporting engagement and implementation)	Sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) real impact of sustainability initiatives >(||) (+) employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives > (+) work meaningfulness >(+) engagement >(+) sustainability initiatives.	The more positive the initiative is perceived, the more positive employees' attitudes are (e.g., meaningfulness at work). Such positive attitude leads to increased engagement. In turn, a high engagement level, facilitates the implementation of future sustainability initiatives, thereby creating more positive impact and reinforcing positive perceptions.
		Sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) real impact of sustainability initiatives >(||) (+) employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives > (+) work meaningfulness >(−) turnover intention >(−) engagement	Employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives > (+) engagement: previous studies suggest that positive perceptions about CSR (or sustainability initiatives) lead to increased employee engagement (Al-Madadha et al., 2023; Oh et al., 2023; Dong and Zhong, 2022; Hur et al., 2018; Babu et al., 2020; Ahmad et al., 2019; Chaudhary and Akhouri, 2018). This is also demonstrated by participants' perspectives such as: “[regarding initiative of digital files hygiene to save energy] They were only 20, 30 people, and they've reduced [energy use] significantly! They calculated the amount of carbon that they saved. It was pretty significant. (…) [Colleagues are] recalculating that to the broader group, and making those bigger initiatives. I think that can be quite motivating! (…) My personal footprint is significantly lower.” (Val_Interview #18)
 			Employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives > (+) work meaningfulness: previous studies also demonstrate a positive influence of employees' perceptions of sustainability initiatives on work meaningfulness (Chaudhary, 2020; Nejati and Shafaei, 2023). This is also suggested by participants. For instance: “For me, it feels really satisfying if I do something, because just ignoring the problems also doesn't help, right? And if many people do the same things, maybe it helps.” (Interviews >#39)
 			Work meaningfulness >(+) engagement: The relationship between work meaningfulness and employee engagement is also in line with previous studies. According to Kahn (1990), employees vary their engagement levels based on several psychological factors, including the meaningfulness perceived of a certain activity. This is also demonstrated by participants of this study: “People that are interested, really also love to discuss and also love to bring ideas how [the case company] can become more sustainable with small things. Also not related to production processes or things, but also to offices, to reduce for example, garbage.” (Interviews >#39)
 			Work meaningfulness >(−) turnover intention: the negative relationship between work meaningfulness and turnover intention has also been explored in previous studies (Wandycz-Mejias et al., 2025; Sánchez-Cardona et al., 2021). Sentences like the following also suggest that more negative perceptions about sustainability initiatives and lower levels of work meaningfulness may lead to higher intention to quit over time: “Honestly, I will leave the [department X]. (…). I cannot spend my time with superficial [projects]. Then I prefer to be in a function where I can make a difference than just being in the function that sells it nicely. (Val_Interviews > #38)
	R3 (hindering engagement and implementation)	Sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) real impact of sustainability initiatives >(||) (+) employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives >(||)(−) frustration and skepticism >(+) turnover intention >(−) engagement >(+) sustainability initiatives	When employees perceive sustainability initiatives as having little impact, their positive perceptions are decreased. Consequently, frustration and skepticism gradually grow. This leads to higher turnover intention and decreased engagement over time, hindering the implementation of future sustainability efforts and reinforcing negative perceptions. There is growing evidence that symbolic attributions and negative perceptions of sustainability initiatives lead to employees' negative outcomes, including higher turnover intention and decreased engagement (Shahzadi et al., 2024; Robertson et al., 2023; Chen et al., 2023). Besides exemplary quotes presented in Section 3, the following perspective also exemplifies the temporal aspects associated with frustration and turnover intention in the feedback loop R3: “In the first year, I was very excited in [department X] (…) It's starting to increase frustration. Honestly, I will leave the [department X] (…) I cannot spend my time with superficial [projects]. Then I prefer to be in a function where I can make a difference than just being in the function that sells it nicely.” (Val_Interviews > #38).
	B2 (aiming for excellence)	When perceived impact does not outweigh employees' scrutiny level: sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) knowledge level >(||)(+) scrutiny level >(−) perceived impact of sustainability initiatives >(+) employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives >(||)(−) frustration and skepticism >(+) turnover intention >(−) engagement >(+) sustainability initiatives When perceived impact does outweigh employees' scrutiny level: sustainability initiatives >(||)(+) knowledge level >(||)(+) scrutiny level >(−) perceived impact of sustainability initiatives >(+) employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives (+) work meaningfulness >(+) organizational commitment >(+) engagement >(+) sustainability initiatives	Accumulated knowledge over time increases employees' ability to critically evaluate the impact of sustainability initiatives. If the impact perceived is not considered sufficient, negative perceptions, attitudes and behaviors are triggered. Oppositely, if the impact of sustainability initiatives is considered sufficient, positive perceptions, attitudes and behaviors are triggered. This feedback loop is supported by participants of this study and by previous studies (Asante Boadi et al., 2020; Robertson et al., 2023). “The closer people are to the true concept of impact, managing for impact and understanding handprint, footprint topics and what the company actually can achieve and is achieving or doing and also how we are doing it, the more they look at these type of what you call symbolic initiatives as like “What? You're joking”. Yeah, I heard that. I mean, even from some people, like, “yeah, when we run, we run for water. Yeah, that's gonna save the planet”. (…). So it becomes even sarcastic.” (Val_Interview #41)
	R4 (increasing criticism)	Scrutiny level > (−)perceived impact of sustainability initiatives >(−) scrutiny level	The higher the scrutiny level, the lower is the perceived impact of sustainability initiatives. Conversely, when the perceived impact of sustainability initiatives is high, the lower is the scrutiny level. “When it comes to the sustainability you sometimes have the impression we are now trying to incorporate sustainability in every aspect of the company and are coming up with initiatives even if their impact is close to zero. We need to be careful that we are not doing sustainability initiatives for the sake of doing it (…) but to make a real impact. If you are not making any impact with your initiatives, you might as well not do it and focus energy and resources on your role”. (Survey #15)



The analysis of the CLD, derived from the integration of empirical data and prior research findings, reveals the existence of two main reinforcing feedback loops. As depicted in Figure 3, the feedback loop R2 (supporting engagement and implementation) shows that when employees display more positive perceptions about sustainability initiatives their sense of work meaningfulness and engagement increase. This, in turn, increases the implementation of future sustainability practices within the organization and increasing their chances of success. Oppositely, the reinforcing feedback loop R3 (hindering initiatives through negative perceptions) shows that negative perceptions about sustainability initiatives potentially reduce sustainability implementation. The findings indicate that there is an increase in frustration and skepticism when employees perceive sustainability practices more negatively (i.e., initiatives are perceived as symbolic, hypocritical, or having low impact). According to empirical data, this process occurs gradually, as indicated by a delay sign between the variables “employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives” and “frustration and skepticism” (Figure 3). The data also show, these negative attitudes lead to higher turnover intention and lower employee engagement. Decreased employee engagement, in turn, reduces the implementation of sustainability practices, reinforcing negative perceptions and completing the reinforcing loop. The perspective of a participant illustrates this dynamic:

“Lack of focus on topics where they can create significant and sustained impact, in line with company priorities, tends to proliferate actions, reduce impact and hence create frustration and hinder longer term employee engagement.” (Survey #6)

The analysis of the resulting CLD also reveals variables that influence the dynamics of feedback loops R2 (supporting engagement and implementation) and R3 (hindering initiatives through negative perceptions), such as knowledge level regarding sustainability. The data show that, over time, employees increase their expertise about sustainability through training opportunities, direct engagement with sustainability initiatives or role-related involvement. This increase in knowledge and experience levels lead to higher scrutiny of sustainability initiatives, thereby reducing the perceived impact of these initiatives. As a result of the diminishing levels of perceived impact, employees' perceptions gradually become more negative. Therefore, unless employees perceive the impacts of sustainability initiatives as significant or satisfactory, negative perceptions will rise, fostering negative attitudes and behaviors associated with feedback loop R3 (hindering initiatives through negative perceptions) in a reinforcing manner. This overall dynamic is represented in Figure 4, specifically in the balancing loop B2 (aiming for excellence) and R4 (increasing criticism) (Table 3). The viewpoint of a participant in this study illustrates this finding:

“When it comes to sustainability, you sometimes have the impression we are now trying to incorporate sustainability in every aspect of the company and are coming up with initiatives even if their impact is close to zero. We need to be careful that we are not doing sustainability initiatives for the sake of doing it (….). If you are not making any impact with your initiatives, you might not do it and focus energy and resources on your role.” (Survey > #15)

To summarize these dynamics, Figure 5 depicts the interaction pattern between the feedback loops B2 (aiming for excellence) and R2 (supporting engagement and implementation). It shows that the implementation of sustainability initiatives increases employees' engagement (short-term effect), while simultaneously increasing employees' knowledge and experience in sustainability topics. However, higher knowledge and experience levels increase scrutiny regarding the impact of sustainability initiatives, which can unintentionally decrease employees' engagement when the impact of sustainability initiatives is not considered satisfactory (long-term effect).


[image: Causal loop diagram depicting the dynamics of sustainability initiatives. It includes loops labeled B2 and R2, representing “aiming for excellence” and “supporting engagement and implementation” respectively. Arrows connect elements like knowledge level, scrutiny level, real impact, perceived impact, engagement, and pressure for corporate commitment, illustrating interrelationships.]
FIGURE 5
 Fixes that fail: Although more symbolic sustainability initiatives initially boost employee engagement (R2), increasing knowledge and skepticism (B2) can unintentionally decrease engagement if the perceived impact of these initiatives does not outweigh the growing scrutiny. Orange arrows highlight negative polarity.




4 Discussion

Based on the interdisciplinary and integrative perspective of systems thinking, this study relies on the development of CLDs to explore the complex and dynamic relationships between sustainability initiatives and employees' perceptions, attitudes and behavior. To develop the theoretical framework of this study, a CLD was developed to integrate insights from neo-institutional theory, attribution theory and micro-CSR research. The theoretical framework, illustrated in Figure 1, provided a dynamic perspective into the topic and depicted the interplay between external pressures, organizational responses and individual reactions. To address the research question of this study, insights obtained from semi-structured interviews, QS responses, and prior studies were integrated into the theoretical framework (Figure 1), generating the CLD depicted in Figures 3, 4.

The results presented in Figures 3, 4 reveal complex interconnections among the variables and feedback loops associated with employees' responses to sustainability efforts in the workplace (Table 3). The feedback loop R2 (supporting engagement and implementation) represents the virtuous cycle of continued support for sustainability implementation, where employees with positive perceptions about sustainability initiatives support continuous sustainability implementation within the organization, potentially generating more impact and positive perceptions (Figure 3). Oppositely, R3 (hindering initiatives through negative perceptions) demonstrates a vicious cycle of continuous negative perceptions and decreased engagement in sustainability implementation (Figure 3). Additionally, in Figure 4, the feedback loop B2 (aiming for excellence) illustrates how the gradual accumulation of key variables, such as knowledge and experience levels, influences the dynamic interactions between feedback loops R2, R3, and B1.

The interdependencies among these feedback structures, as shown in Figures 3, 4, suggest the existence of a coupled feedback system, where the loops are structurally connected through shared variables, mutually influencing their activation and dominance patterns. Therefore, the system behavior over time depends on which of the feedback loops is more dominant (Richardson, 1995; Sterman, 2000). When examining these findings through the integrated perspective of neo-institutional, sensemaking and attribution theories, it can be suggested that the feedback loop R2 (supporting engagement and implementation) is dominant in the early stages of an organization or individual's sustainability journey. According to neo-institutional theory, more symbolic sustainability initiatives are typically simpler to execute and manifest their effects quickly, allowing companies to manage their legitimacy at short term (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983; Schons and Steinmeier, 2016). At this stage, the implementation of simpler sustainability initiatives, along with limited employee expertise, creates a straightforward environment, in which fewer contradictions and trade-offs are noticed. This can create a temporary sense of achievement among employees, especially those whose roles offer limited involvement with sustainability practices (Sancak, 2023; Stouten et al., 2018). In this context, more uncritical narratives about sustainability initiatives are generated, providing a favorable context for individual attribution processes (e.g., employees are more likely to attribute genuine motives to sustainability initiatives) (Babu et al., 2020). This leads to more positive perceptions, increasing employee engagement, and enhancing their support toward additional sustainability initiatives.

However, the findings suggest that this initial positive momentum is fragile and can transition into a “vulnerability period” (Figure 6). The “vulnerability period” represents a challenging phase, when initial enthusiasm and engagement may decrease while pressure for change increases., In other words, it can be suggested that the dominance of the feedback loop R2 (supporting engagement and implementation) decreases, while there is an increase in the dominance of B1 (pressure for change) (Figure 6). According to this study's findings, the gradual accumulation of employees' knowledge and experience in sustainability efforts is crucial in triggering a transition toward the “vulnerability period.” The “vulnerability period” marks a phase where employees gradually become aware of the potential disconnect between their organization's policies or ceremonial actions (“talk”) and the daily practices that promote substantial progress toward sustainability (“walk”) (Schons and Steinmeier, 2016). As shown in the balancing feedback loop B2 (aiming for excellence) (Figures 4, 5), as employees gradually accumulate knowledge and experience in sustainability-related areas, they tend to perceive the impact of sustainability initiatives with greater scrutiny, being able to identify potential inconsistencies and shortcomings. If there is a perception of disconnection, or if the impacts of more substantial sustainability changes are not yet apparent, employees may engage in collective sensemaking processes to make sense of such a discrepancy. This heightened scrutiny potentially increases ceremonial or external attributions toward sustainability efforts (Lauriano et al., 2022; Babu et al., 2020). Consequently, negative perceptions arise, gradually increasing the dominance of the feedback loop R3 (hindering initiatives through negative perceptions) and leading to a decline in employee engagement. Ultimately, this decline in engagement hinders the overall implementation of sustainability initiatives and reinforces the pressure for organizational commitment with sustainability (B1, pressure for change), as depicted in Figure 6.


[image: Graph showing two oscillating lines over time: a solid line representing employees' perceptions and a dashed line, higher at peaks, indicating pressure for change. Labeled periods include “Short-term Wins,” “Vulnerability Period,” and “Substantial Impact.” Time progresses rightward.]
FIGURE 6
 Potential dynamic behavior over time. The shaded gray background represents the “vulnerability” period, a critical phase where employees' perceptions, attitudes and behavior regarding sustainability initiatives are prone to shifting toward more negative states. This is a conceptual figure.


This dynamic can also be comprehended through the system archetype “Fixes that Fail” (Figure 5), which illustrates that while certain solutions may be effective in the short term, they can lead to unintended long-term consequences (Senge, 2006; Kim, 2000). In this scenario, the long-term negative effects of more symbolic sustainability initiatives can exacerbate pressure for organizational commitment to sustainability. The outcome of this period can influence the sustainability implementation trajectory, leading to either significant improvements in the quality and impact of sustainability initiatives or cycles of diminishing returns and increasing scrutiny (Wolstenholme, 2003).

Interestingly, the “vulnerability period” can also reflect the complexity of implementing more substantial sustainability initiatives. As organizations transition from simpler and short-term solutions to more substantial sustainability changes, employees confront the inherent difficulties associated with the implementation of substantial sustainability changes. This critical period has been acknowledged in the change management literature. Since a sustainability transformation in organizations is a long-term process, previous studies claim that focusing on short-term wins is fundamental for obtaining employees' initial support (Sancak, 2023; Kotter, 2007). However, it is easy to get stuck in this initial stage, since the relative ease and low cost of more symbolic efforts may be prioritized over deeper and more complex ones (Riemer et al., 2025). Consequently, overreliance on short-term wins can lead to misunderstandings that undermine change initiatives (Stouten et al., 2018). Therefore, as the severity and length of this period are context-dependent, it is critical to raise awareness about the differences between short-term wins and long-term expectations to avoid getting trapped into a “Fixes that Fail” dynamics (Sancak, 2023; Senge, 2006). Clear and transparent internal communication is key for maintaining engagement, readjusting trust and aligning expectations among employees (Robertson et al., 2023).

Overall, the findings of this study align with previous research that demonstrates the importance of perceived impact and authenticity of sustainability-focused actions in shaping employees' attitudes and behaviors (Donia et al., 2017). For instance, this study's results resonate with previous work demonstrating that genuine, substantial attributions of CSR are associated with employee engagement, whereas ceremonial attributions trigger negative outcomes, such as cynicism (Shahzadi et al., 2024). However, this research expands on this understanding by suggesting that employees' perceptions may gradually change over time. In this study, the findings indicate that such changes result from the accumulation of knowledge, experience, and subsequent heightened scrutiny levels. This demonstrates the importance of considering temporal aspects, individual and contextual changes when investigating employees' responses to sustainability initiatives.

Additionally, the findings also contribute to the literature by challenging the traditional dichotomy between the positive and negative effects of sustainability initiatives on employees. Instead, this study uncovers a more nuanced interplay between individual processes and organizational factors in shaping progressive (dis)engagement in sustainability. This finding is in line with Hejjas et al. (2019), who suggest employee engagement in CSR as a spectrum rather than a binary state. Similar to their findings, this research acknowledges the individual differences among employees, highlighting that, in certain contexts or at early stages, initiatives perceived as “symbolic” or “ceremonial” by some employees may still generate positive outcomes for others, especially those who are still developing their understanding of sustainability topics or cannot directly work in sustainability through their formal roles. Importantly, this study also highlights the importance of knowledge and experience accumulation in changing employees' perceptions about sustainability initiatives. This finding corroborates previous results of Robertson et al. (2023), who demonstrated the important role of environmental education in mediating turnover intentions resulting from perceived greenwashing. Finally, this study's methodological approach is novel. By integrating insights from neo-institutional, sensemaking and attribution theories into CLDs, this study provides a multilevel perspective on the dynamics of sustainability implementation, therefore providing the foundation for future interdisciplinary and integrative research.

This study also has valuable implications for practitioners, since its findings depict the complexity of implementing sustainability initiatives in organizational contexts while managing stakeholders' expectations and responses. First, practitioners must acknowledge the dual nature of short-term wins, or symbolic sustainability initiatives. This study's findings reveal that while such efforts might be relevant to employees who are not formally involved in sustainability topics through their roles, they potentially hinder the engagement of more critical and more experienced employees. Therefore, consistent, impactful and authentic efforts are necessary to maintain employees' engagement and support in the longer term (Sancak, 2023). Additionally, understanding the dynamic nature of employees' perceptions is key to effective sustainability implementation. The shift in engagement during the “vulnerability period” is a critical phase for management. To navigate this phase, transparent and consistent communication is crucial for realigning expectations and reinforcing trust (Robertson et al., 2023; Sancak, 2023). Finally, the findings of this study also suggest that employees' vigilance and scrutiny are not only a challenge for sustainability implementation, but also an asset to the organization. Creating formal channels for feedback and participation can assist managers in better understanding employees' perspectives. This can serve as valuable input for continuous improvement, and potentially encouraging more plural perspectives about corporate sustainability in organizations (Hahn and Aragón-Correa, 2015).



5 Conclusions

This study provides valuable insights into the complex dynamics between sustainability initiatives and employees' perceptions, attitudes and behaviors in organizational settings. By applying systems thinking lenses and tools, this research reveals a critical “Fixes that Fail” archetype that can undermine sustainability changes in organizational settings. The findings demonstrate that while simple sustainability initiatives, or short-term wins can boost employee engagement and support for future sustainability implementation, this initial enthusiasm can turn into frustration and skepticism as employees become more knowledgeable and critical over time. This creates a “vulnerability period,” where maintaining employees' engagement and support becomes challenging if the perceived impact of sustainability initiatives does not consistently outweigh their growing scrutiny. These dynamics demonstrate that employees' vigilance is a powerful force for pushing an organization toward excellence in its sustainability efforts.

Additionally, this study's findings also provide a more nuanced perspective on more symbolic sustainability initiatives. Results suggest that these symbolic initiatives are not inherently bad. At early stages, initiatives perceived as “symbolic” or “ceremonial” by some employees may still generate positive outcomes for others, especially those seeking meaningful work and engagement in sustainability, but who cannot achieve this directly through their roles. However, to sustain long-term engagement and avoid falling into the “Fixes that Fail” archetype, organizations must deliver consistent, impactful and authentic efforts whose perceived impact withstand increasing employees' scrutiny. Ultimately, if companies fail to deliver substantial sustainability impact, which is in line with their long-term sustainability strategy and goals, initial employee engagement may give way to skepticism and disengagement. This could not only hinder specific sustainability initiatives but also undermine employee trust in the company's commitment to sustainability, potentially leading to systemic failure in achieving broader sustainability objectives. Therefore, this study also corroborates the importance of companies “walking” their “talk.” In summary, it contributes to academia and practice by demonstrating possibly unexpected consequences of sustainability initiatives, challenging traditional dichotomies and providing a more nuanced understanding of progressive employee (dis)engagement. It also addresses literature gaps by adopting a multi-level and integrative systems perspective, taking into account temporal aspects, interconnections and feedback loops.

This research also has limitations, mainly regarding the generalizability of the findings and methodological constraints. While the sample of 42 participants and previous 46 studies is adequate for qualitative analysis, the results obtained cannot be generalized to organizations, regardless of their size and sector. Additionally, the exclusion criteria applied for the selection of secondary data has left important variables out of the CLD presented in Figure 4. Moreover, the CLDs presented in this study did not account for the external context in which the case organization or individuals are situated. Such simplification limits the interpretation of this study's findings. Finally, given the diverse definitions of sustainability initiatives and CSR, participants might have interpreted such terms differently.

Despite these limitations, this study offers prospects for future interdisciplinary research. Future studies could build on the CLD presented in Figure 4 and integrate other theoretical perspectives, additional empirical data and macro-level variables. Analyzing how variables at macro level influence employees' perceptions could substantially expand the current academic understanding of the topic. Additionally, future research could explore how the implementation approach (top-down or bottom-up) influences employees' perceptions, attitudes and behaviors. Finally, researchers are invited to formulate and test simulation models based on the dynamic hypothesis (CLDs) presented in this paper (Sterman, 2000). This would allow for a more rigorous and predictive analysis of feedback loops dominance and behavior over time.
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