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ABSTRACT

Objective: The article points to the importance of a culture of sustainability 
in the public sector, emphasising the role of democratic governance and civic 
participation in promoting openness, transparency and accountability as key ele-
ments in building the resilience of public institutions and in adapting to changing 
external conditions. It also explores how integrating the concepts of humanisation 
of work and corporate social responsibility into public sector activities can pro-
mote sustainable leadership and shape employee moral attitudes. In conclusion, 
the article recommends encouraging and supporting sustainable practices and 
attitudes, crucial to effectively addressing contemporary environmental and social 
challenges. It draws attention to the need for further research, particularly of 
an empirical nature, to better understand the impact of global trends on local 
sustainability strategies in the public sector.

Methodology: The focus is on theoretical analysis of literature on sustainability 
and work ethos in the public sector. This study is based on a broad interpretation 
of available sources, aiming to identify the key factors influencing the deve-
lopment of a culture of sustainability in public organisations.

Findings: The main conclusions of the article concern the importance of the ethos 
of the public servant in building a culture of sustainability in the public sector, 
the role of democratic governance and civic participation in promoting sustain-
able practices, and the impact of sustainable leadership and humanisation of 
work on developing a responsible organisational culture.
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Value Added: A culture of sustainability in the public sector is critical in shap-
ing resilient and ethical institutions. The article highlights the importance of 
democratic governance, civic participation, and integrating humanising work 
with public action. It also highlights how sustainable leadership and employee 
involvement in decision‑making processes can contribute to effectively addressing 
contemporary environmental and social challenges. It also points to the need 
for further empirical research to better understand the impact of global trends 
on sustainability strategies in the public sector context.

Recommendations: This comprehensive exploration of sustainability culture in 
the public sector underscores the transformative power of ethical governance, 
participatory democracy, and sustainable leadership in fostering resilience and 
moral integrity within public institutions.

Key words: culture of sustainability, public servant ethos, democratic governance, 
sustainable leadership, humanisation of work, corporate social responsibility, 
public sector

JEL codes: M14, Q01, H83
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Introduction

Considering the increasingly noticeable effects of climate change, growing pub-
lic awareness of the need to protect the environment, and the importance of 
addressing social and ethical issues, the public sector faces the challenge of 
defining new sustainable development paths. These paths should incorporate 
environmental concerns, social responsibility, ethical practices and the well‑being 
of employees and communities. This requires public institutions to implement 
pro‑environmental policies and shape an organisational culture that promotes 
sustainable and ethical attitudes among employees. In such an environment, 
a culture of sustainability in the public sector becomes critical to building resil-
ience, adapting to changing external conditions and promoting the common good.

This article explores the role of the public servant’s ethos in shaping a sus-
tainable culture in the public sector. Focusing on the relationship between 
employees’ professional ethos and public institutions’ management strategies, 
this work seeks to identify the critical determinants of success in implementing 
sustainable activities. Particular attention is placed on the role of democracy 
and its influence on management processes in fostering pro-environmental, 
pro‑social and ethical attitudes in public organisations.

These considerations are based on the belief that the democratisation of 
public management, through a model of public co-management, enables greater 
citizen participation and employee involvement in decision‑making processes. 
Such an approach fosters mutual trust between institutions and the public, and 
shapes an environment where sustainability is treated as a shared goal. The arti-
cle also explores how the humanisation of work and corporate social respon-
sibility can be integrated into public sector operations to promote sustainable 
leadership and build citizenship among employees. The public servant’s ethos 
and a culture of sustainability can work together to create strong, resilient and 
morally responsible public organisations. Recommendations will be made on how 
institutions can promote and support the development of sustainable practices 
and attitudes, which are crucial to effectively addressing contemporary environ-
mental and social challenges.
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In the context of our research on the culture of sustainability related to CSR 
(Corporate Social Responsibility), a comprehensive analysis of the EBSCO data-
base was conducted from 2003 to 2023. This analysis revealed a significant body 
of literature, totalling 120 peer‑reviewed articles that align with the predefined 
search criteria, focusing specifically on the intersection of sustainability culture 
within CSR frameworks.

The search methodology was meticulously designed to exclude any dupli-
cates, ensuring that each identified article provided a unique perspective on 
the subject matter. The review period noted an exceptionally high concentration 
of relevant publications in the final year of the study, signalling an increasing 
academic interest in this area as of 2023. This trend suggests a growing recog-
nition of the importance of sustainability practices within corporate structures, 
highlighting the evolving dynamics of CSR as a critical element of organisational 
strategy and operational execution. This dataset enriches our understanding of 
the current academic discourse on sustainability and serves as a foundational 
base for further empirical studies. It underscores the critical need for ongoing 
research in this area, reflecting broader shifts in corporate governance towards 
more sustainable and ethically oriented practices. The findings from this review 
will contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how corporations can inte-
grate sustainability into their core strategies to foster a culture that supports 
long‑term ecological, social and economic growth. The culture of sustainability 
is closely related to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in various ways. Organ-
isational culture has a significant role in shaping how companies approach and 
implement CSR initiatives. Research shows a strong connection between organ-
isational culture and CSR practices, with cultural values influencing the essence 
of CSR within enterprises (Chmielewska-Muciek & Zinczuk, 2023; Dzage & Pierog, 
2023; Aleksander & Patience, 2023; Ille, 2021). When companies prioritise sus-
tainability as part of their culture, they are more likely to integrate CSR into their 
core business strategies and operations. The implementation of CSR is influenced 
by internal factors such as organisational culture. Organisational culture shapes 
companies’ CSR activities, including values, norms and employee satisfaction 
(Chmielewska-Muciek & Zinczuk, 2023; Marek et al., 2023). Fostering a culture 
that supports sustainability initiatives is essential for companies, as it can lead 
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to a more authentic and effective integration of CSR practices. CSR and sustain-
ability are interconnected concepts that can drive organisational innovation and 
creativity. By embracing CSR practices, companies can develop new ideas and 
products prioritising sustainability and environmental responsibility (Alauddin, 
2023). CSR can also motivate employees to act as stewards of the environment 
and society, leading to the development of green products and services (Alaud-
din, 2023). The culture of sustainability is crucial in driving CSR initiatives within 
organisations. By embedding sustainability values into their organisational cul-
ture, companies can enhance their CSR efforts, drive innovation and contribute 
to long‑term social and environmental impact.

Manifestations of a Sustainable Culture in Organisations
Organisational culture encompasses the shared values, beliefs, norms and 

behaviours that shape the identity and commitment of an organisation’s mem-
bers deeply embedded within an organisation, guiding how tasks are executed 
and problems are perceived (Morelli & Wang, 2020; Kumar, 1999; Sun & Milose-
vic, 2024). It reflects the collective mindset that differentiates group members 
and includes the values, norms, beliefs and customs shared among individuals 
within a social unit (Sun & Milosevic, 2024). It is often likened to the organisa-
tion’s personality, influencing how employees perceive and respond to their 
environment (Balling, 2005).

Additionally, organisational culture represents the pattern of beliefs, values 
and learned coping mechanisms that have evolved throughout the organisation’s 
history, manifesting in its physical arrangements and members’ behaviour (Sun 
& Milosevic, 2024). Essentially, it shapes employees’ thoughts, emotions and 
actions in the workplace, acting as the social adhesive that maintains organisa-
tional cohesion and control through shared values, beliefs, understandings and 
norms (Akpa et al., 2021). Understanding and enhancing organisational culture 
is critical to successful implementation of change and adaptation, as it shapes 
the communication process and influences the outcomes of organisational acti-
vities; this aspect is particularly vital in management processes, especially within 
supranational institutions (Dziedzic, 2020).

A sustainability‑oriented organisational culture refers to shared values, 
beliefs and practices that prioritise and integrate sustainability principles into 
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its core operations and decision‑making processes (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 
2009). This culture emphasises balancing economic, social and environmental 
objectives to achieve long‑term organisational success and positively impact 
society and the planet; it encourages behaviour and strategies that support 
sustainable development, including responsible resource management, stake-
holder engagement and continuous improvement towards reducing ecological 
footprints and enhancing community well‑being (Nurse, 2006). A sustainable 
culture can be defined as an organisation’s recognition of the impact of its acti-
vities on society and the environment and the commitment to minimise this 
impact. It involves embedding sustainability issues and values into the firm’s core 
philosophy and decision‑making processes. A sustainable culture is reflected in 
the practices adopted by the organisation, where everyday conversations and 
decisions are driven by a triple-bottom-line approach (considering economic, 
social and environmental aspects) rather than solely focusing on financial goals 
(Marshall et al., 2015).

Furthermore, a sustainable culture also encompasses preserving tangible 
and intangible cultural elements of society to promote environmental, economic 
and social sustainability. It involves efforts to integrate culture into sustainable 
development strategies and policies, advancing a human‑centred and inclu-
sive approach to development (Opoku, 2015). Integrating cultural aspects into 
research, decision‑making and policy frameworks for environmental sustainabil-
ity is crucial when addressing cultural and social consequences of ecosystem’s 
change (Opoku, 2015).

A sustainable culture is conceived as a central pillar of sustainable deve-
lopment. It includes the protection of cultural identity and the promotion of cul-
tural industries. In the sustainability debate, cultural diversity is also recognised 
as equivalent to genetic diversity. Sustainable culture is fundamentally linked to 
social justice, self‑reliance and ecological sustainability. It emphasises the preser-
vation of cultural identities and the promotion of cultural industries as important 
transitional objectives towards sustainable development (Opoku, 2015).

A sustainable culture is one in which individuals are aware of environmen-
tal challenges, behave sustainably and are committed to a sustainable lifestyle 
(Marans et al., 2015). Self‑construals and human values influence this, and there 
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is constant searching and self‑reflection (Packalén, 2010). The importance of 
intergenerational responsibility in sustainability should be considered in current 
usage (Yudhishthir, 2006). These perspectives collectively highlight the need for 
a cultural shift towards sustainability driven by awareness, values and a commit-
ment to future generations.

It is recognised that cultural goods and services are not mere commodities 
but key catalysts for identity formation, nation‑building and the strengthening 
and broadening of the cultural self‑confidence of post‑colonial societies and 
their diasporas (Nurse, 2006). Additionally, a sustainability culture is positively 
associated with organisational performance and success, making it crucial to 
achieving long‑term goals sustainably (Galpin et al., 2015). Cultural industries 
are considered worthy of investment because of the benefits they bring in new 
forms of employment, production and exports, thereby supporting economic 
diversification and promoting a more competitive platform for development 
(Nurse, 2006). A sustainable culture involves a holistic approach to incorporat-
ing sustainability values, practices and principles into an organisation’s core 
operations and values, focusing on achieving long‑term economic, social and 
environmental viability.

Public Interest in the Context of 
Democratic Attitudes
The legal, systemic and civic environment in which the organisation operates 
determines the quality of the organisation’s functioning in the context of deve-
loping ethical, pro‑ecological and pro‑social attitudes. This is particularly evident 
in the context of the level of development of democracy in the countries where 
the institution is based, as institutions in more developed democracies tend to 
have higher expectations and standards for corporate social responsibility due to 
more robust regulatory frameworks and greater public accountability. Democra-
tisation makes a system or organisation more democratic in structure, operations 
and decision‑making processes. This often involves increasing the participation 
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of individuals in the decision‑making processes, promoting transparency and 
accountability and ensuring the protection of human rights and civil liberties. 
Democratisation can also involve the decentralisation of power, the establishment 
of democratic institutions and the promotion of a culture of democracy within 
society (Birkin, 2003).

Specific measures demonstrating the promotion of transparency and 
accountability in a democratisation process include developing an ethical code 
of conduct, monitoring health and safety compliance and auditing sustainability 
compliance. This modern view determines participation times, which guarantee 
public organisations’ interactivity. They do not impose actions but seek co‑par-
ticipants or organisations involved in creating the world. Relations in the field of 
participation in public management should be based on dialogue, inclusiveness 
of activities and rationalisation of the effects of participation.

In corporate social responsibility, the concept of public interest often appears 
as a pivotal element. This term has different semantic dimensions and derives 
from philosophical thought, denoting a kind of driving force. However, it is pos-
sible to distinguish two primary views on the concept of interest. These views 
shape the public discourse and have significant implications for the business 
sphere, reflecting how enterprises engage with and contribute to societal expec-
tations and norms. Interest in this context recalls concepts such as interest group, 
golden interest or conflict of interest. The meaning of each of these commonly 
known phraseological compounds suggests the question of profit and loss. Nev-
ertheless, the term interest originally referred to the driving force in the context 
of state policy and gained importance in considering human nature. The concept 
of homo economicus refers to a person who is focused on the realisation of their 
interests, and in the sense of homo sociological, they are entangled in the life of 
culture and functions within its norms, values and patterns of behaviour.
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The Ethos of Public Service

The ethos of public service employees is built on a commitment to serving 
society, integrity and accountability for decisions and actions. Compliance with 
the highest ethical standards is essential, translating into citizens’ trust in state 
institutions. In addition, public service employees should be exemplary integra-
tors, promoting transparency and openness in action, which is the foundation for 
sustainable development and the common good. What is essential in the ethos 
of public service are the values presented by members of public administration 
organisations because they perform a service that requires ethical attitudes. 
On the other hand, public organisations can create the attitude of morally respon-
sible institutions.

Table 1 presents key aspects of ethics from the perspective of public admini-
stration employees and the organisations they operate in. It focuses on mutual 
expectations and ethical standards, essential for building trust and accountability 
in public service. The presented dimensions of the work ethics of employees 
and the organisation’s attitudes towards them emphasise the mutual depend-
ence between individual values and organisational culture. An analysis of these 
aspects allows for a deeper understanding of how ethical values affect the func-
tioning of public administration and how they can shape the attitude of institu-
tions as morally responsible.

The ethical behaviour of public administration personnel is crucial to foster-
ing trust and confidence in the government (Fejzullahu & Batalli, 2019). This is 
particularly important in combating corruption and ensuring efficient public ser-
vices (Tanjević, 2016). The transition from public administrator to public servant 
requires a solid ethical foundation (Jie, 2002), and public personnel management 
must prioritise ethical implications to ensure responsible administration (Kel-
lough, 1999).

The public co‑management model was born as part of the public governance 
concept. An essential problem of managing public administration person-
nel has arisen here. This model has a clear shift from bureaucratic and cen-
tralist management towards the  participation and involvement of public 
authorities’ clients. Their activation in the management process may impact 
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the decision‑making process. From a public governance perspective, employees 
contribute more to creating a participatory working climate. This is represented 
in many dimensions of the performance of the service and the approach to 
the profession of a public official.

As part of improving the competencies of employees of sustainable organ-
isations, it is essential to direct the attention of management staff to the com-
munication processes in the organisation. It is necessary to support engage-
ment, the ability to conduct dialogue and to build trust in the organisation’s 
brand, which is sustainable and responsible. For this reason, there is also a gro-
wing interest in responsible and sustainable development concepts in local 
government units. The Report of the World Commission on Environment and 
Development requires the strengthening of natural and social capital, on which 
the future opportunities of local governments to flourish and the development 
of the region in which they operate depend.

Adopting appropriate ethical attitudes in public administration is not only 
a response to the requirements of modern management and directing atten-
tion to communication processes but also the implementation of international 
guidelines for strengthening natural and social capital. Responsible development 
and care for ethical principles are becoming critical in shaping the attitudes of 
the management staff of local government units.

Table 1, which shows the ethical attitudes adopted in public administration, 
reflects these aspirations. It contains a compilation of values and moral stand-
ards essential for building social trust and effective management in the public 
sector. The presented ethical attitudes, such as public service, reliability and 
justice, are the foundation for shaping a responsible, committed and profes-
sional administration capable of carrying out tasks in a manner consistent with 
the expectations of citizens and the challenges of the 21st century. This table is 
a valuable source of knowledge on developing ethical competencies in public 
administration while emphasising their universal character and importance in 
global management and business ethics trends.
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Table 1. Ethical attitudes in public administration

Attitude Features

Accountability Emphasises transparency, responsibility towards the public and 
fulfilling duties with integrity.

Professionalism Adherence to ethical codes, specialisation in skills, unbiased service 
delivery.

Civic Responsibility Fostering trust with citizens, role‑modelling ethical behaviour and 
engaging with the community responsibly.

Justice and Fairness Maintaining impartiality, avoiding conflicts of interest and ensuring 
equal treatment under the law.

Source: Own study after Fetajllahu & Batalli, 2019.

In the management literature, employees’ values and interpersonal skills are 
soft skills, critical determinants of building efficient and responsible work teams. 
A socially accountable employee is a person who has a set of qualities and 
skills, i.e. responsibility for the team and the organisation, logical and analyti-
cal thinking, high competence, precision and prudence in actions and respect 
for universal values. The image of a responsible employee is determined by 
high professionalism, credibility, politeness in behaviour, inspiring respect and 
the ethos of a specialist.

The organisation’s goals can influence job applicants’ moral competence 
assessment (Fousiani et al., 2022). Ethical signals from the organisation can also 
play a role in this assessment, affecting recruitment outcomes (DeGrassi, 2009). 
However, the use of pre‑employment tests to evaluate competence may be 
limited by the candidates’ test‑taking skills (Weksler & Zik, 2022). Finally, the fit 
between the moral values of the organisation and the applicant can significantly 
impact the applicant’s decision to apply (Scott, 2000). These findings highlight 
the complexity of assessing moral competence in job applicants and the need 
for a multifaceted approach.

Each industry and profession determines exemplary features, which con-
sist of the predispositions of its representatives, requirements and a specific 
workshop of values, which can be defined as a professional ethos. Accord-
ing to the  Oxford English Dictionary ethos is “the  moral ideas and atti-
tudes that belong to a particular group, society or person” (https://www.

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/ethos
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oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/ethos). The ethos of an entre-
preneur is reminiscent of an attitude based on respect for employees, the envi-
ronment and customers, and the ethos of an employee is based on respect for 
the boss, customers and co-workers.

Table 2. Desired Employee Ethics Profile

Scope Characteristics

Knowledge

Developing mental competence and innovative mindsets
Originality of dealing with problems
Knowledge sharing
Sensitivity to problems

Abilities
Shaping tolerance, sensitivity and empathy
Flexibility and understanding in the process of operation
Turning skills into values

Interoperability
Team solidarity, team protection
Taking care of the community and its reputation
Commitment and openness to others and ideas

Source: Own study after Grabus & Zasadzka, 2012.

As illustrated in Table 2, the key aspects of the desired employee ethics profile 
are essential for fostering a culture of sustainability in public sector organizations. 
Different organisational cultures define the value of an employee in various ways. 
Kanchana (2013) emphasises the importance of value congruence between 
individual and organisational values, while Bhattacharya (2015) highlights the sig-
nificance of a match between an employee’s dominant values and organisational 
arrangements. McKinnon et al. (2003) further explore the association between 
organisational cultural values and employee responses, finding that these values 
may be more influential than the fit between culture and employee preferences. 
Kucharska and Włodzicz‑Giegiel (2017) underscore the role of organisational 
culture in enhancing employee loyalty, commitment and job satisfaction, which 
in turn can improve overall organisational performance. Values are a conscious 
idea of what is desirable and what a person may consider valuable. Therefore, 
objects are helpful in the economic dimension, patterns of behaviour and rules 
in a philosophical sense, or norms in a sociological context.

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/ethos
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Table 3. Employee-to-value relations

Attitude Employee reaction

Positive
Employees are the bearers and implementers of the central values, 
automatically fulfilling expectations resulting from their own will and 
treating values as their own.

Socialising
A sense of duty drives employees to pursue values. They do not treat 
them as their own, but social coercion provides them with a sense of 
obligation to specific values.

Negative

Employees fear sanctions, forcing them to act with respect for 
values. However, they are instead characterised by a lack of internal 
identification with them or even an aversion to them. Social autonomy 
is a phenomenon that manifests itself in the face of employees not 
recognising the obligation to accept social sanctions, and they do not 
even feel fear of not complying with them.

Source: Own study after Bodanko, 2002.

The employee’s relationship to the organisation’s values may be associated with 
deeply identifying with its moral codes. Still, it may also take on other attitudes, 
such as complete negation and rejection. However, in sustainable organisations, 
employees need to understand the intellectual achievements of civilisation based 
on respect and care for social issues.

Ethical issues in the workplace affect both the  individual attitudes of 
employees and entire management structures. Everything within the organi-
sation – from decision‑making through stakeholder relations to the execution 
of tasks – reflects the values and ethical norms adopted in each corporate cul-
ture. Employees who do not base their actions on solid moral foundations can 
contribute to developing undesirable practices that harm the organisation and 
society. Suppose they do not have a solid ethical foundation. In that case, they 
may engage in pathological practices, reap their benefits at the organisation’s 
expense or not care about the general good, ecological or social issues. Several 
factors can trigger these behaviours.

Table 4 presents several factors that can lead to unethical practices in 
the workplace. These include bullying, patronising, professional fears, opportu-
nities for abuse, greed and even justifying one’s actions – all of which have deep 
roots in the human psyche and organisational structure. Understanding and 
addressing them is crucial in building an organisational culture based on ethics 
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and responsibility. Based on the research of K.S. Pickett and J.M. Pickett (2002), 
this table is an essential tool for managers and HR employees for identifying and 
counteracting unethical behaviour, strengthening the organisation’s integrity.

Table 4. Factors of unethical behaviour

Factor Description

Bullying Pressure from external or non‑organizational individuals can be 
natural or imaginative

Protection
Engaging in promoting the interests of people outside 
the organisation (stakeholders, other organisations, institutions, 
business and lobbying communities, private individuals)

Occupational anxiety Fear of losing positions, customers, contracts or criticism from 
the boss

Bargain Belief in the weakness of the control system

Greed Personality trait, addiction outcome, lack of self-control

Justification Psychological motives, e.g. denying bad practices and looking for 
excuses

Source: Own study after Pendse, 2011.

Unethical behaviour of employees, caused by the lack of a solid moral founda-
tion, can have far‑reaching negative consequences, both for the organisation 
and the broader social good. Therefore, identifying and addressing unethical 
factors such as bullying, patronising, occupational anxiety and greed is a crucial 
challenge for managers and HR professionals. By leveraging the knowledge in 
Table 3, based on Pendse (2011) research, organisations can more effectively 
counteract unethical practices while shaping ethical attitudes in the workplace, 
which is essential for building trust, integrity and the long‑term value of any 
organisation.

Organisations should focus on several integrated strategies to foster whis-
tleblowing and combat nepotism effectively while promoting sustainability. 
Establishing anonymous whistleblowing mechanisms, such as secure hotlines 
or online platforms managed by third parties, ensures protection against retali-
ation, encouraging employees to report unethical practices without fear. Along-
side this, defining and enforcing transparent recruitment and promotion policies 
based strictly on merit is crucial. This approach prevents nepotism and ensures 
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that all employment decisions are accountable and fair. Regular ethics training 
for all staff is essential, emphasising the importance of integrity and the nega-
tive impacts of unethical behaviours like nepotism. Independent audits should 
complement these training sessions to monitor policy compliance and assess 
the effectiveness of training programs. Additionally, integrating sustainability 
into organisational ethics can further enhance this framework. By linking ethical 
behaviour with sustainable business practices, organisations can demonstrate 
how fair employment and transparent management create a just workplace 
and contribute to long‑term business sustainability. This holistic approach builds 
trust and enhances corporate reputation, fostering a culture of integrity and 
responsibility.

Ethical Practices in the Public Sector

Today’s public sector faces significant challenges in integrating sustainable and 
ethical practices that reflect both societal expectations and environmental imper-
atives. While traditional business models, such as Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), have been scrutinized due to various economic disruptions and ethical 
lapses (Raczkowski et al., 2016), it is crucial to underscore the role of ethical 
practices within public institutions.

There are parallels and differences in how ethos manifests in the public and 
private sectors. Both sectors value principles like transparency, responsibility and 
sustainability. However, the public sector uniquely emphasises civic responsibility, 
reflecting its role in serving the community and managing public resources. This 
ethos is foundational in shaping public servants’ attitudes and behaviour, pro-
moting fairness, integrity and a commitment to the public good. In this context, 
sustainability is an environmental concern and an ethical imperative. It inte-
grates into the organizational culture, fostering an ethos of responsibility among 
employees. For instance, the humanisation of work, which includes recognising 
the employee as a central subject and promoting work‑life balance, aligns with 
sustainable leadership principles. This approach supports the development of 
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civic virtues such as altruism and conscientiousness, essential for public sector 
employees who serve the community (Choi & Hyun-Ju, 2021). When considering 
the future organisation, it is important to revisit the concept of the humani-
sation of work, which emphasises sustainable and responsible organisational 
management. This concept includes several key features: recognising individuals 
as central to the work process, overcoming the traditional divide between physi-
cal and mental labour, advocating for shorter working hours, promoting the con-
tinuous exchange of positions, encouraging employee participation in techno-
logical and social process controls, increasing leisure time and valuing work as 
a measure of human worth (Klimek, 2006 after Atamańczuk). This comprehensive 
view aligns with the ethical and sustainable ethos needed in the public sector, 
underscoring the importance of fostering a culture that respects both the work-
force and societal values. An organisation’s ethical culture significantly influences 
its employees’ ethical behaviour, fostering a work environment that prioritises 
public value and responsible conduct (Sami et al., 2016). This ethical framework 
is increasingly being integrated into public sector operations, as seen in adopting 
sustainability policies and practices demonstrating a slow but emerging trend 
towards integrating environmental, social and economic dimensions. Further-
more, social responsibility (SR) is not only a moral obligation of organisations 
but also a strategic imperative that enhances employees’ well‑being and fosters 
a positive workplace environment, thereby supporting the overarching goals 
of ethical governance and public service (Bocean et al., 2022). The following 
table illustrates initiatives that underscore the public sector’s commitment to 
sustainable and ethical practices, highlighting employee ethos’s role in fostering 
a sustainability culture.

http://values.﻿An
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Table 5. Examples of fostering employee ethos in the public sector, crucial in developing a sus-

tainable culture

Initiatives for 
Sustainable 

Practices
Description and Impact

Urban Forest 
Strategy (City 
of Melbourne)

According to the City of Melbourne (2021), Melbourne’s strategy to 
expand urban greenery addresses environmental issues like air quality 
and urban heat and actively involves city employees. By educating and 
engaging public servants in the strategy, the initiative fosters a sense 
of stewardship and responsibility towards the city’s ecological health. 
This involvement helps embed a robust environmental ethos within 
the workforce, which is crucial in nurturing a culture of sustainability 
within the public sector (City of Melbourne, 2021).

Green Fund 
for Warsaw

Launched by the Warsaw City Council, this initiative aims to enhance 
the city’s green infrastructure through various nature‑based solutions. 
The fund supports projects like creating new parks, planting trees, 
establishing pollinator meadows and renovating existing parks to improve 
biodiversity, manage water sustainably and enhance soil permeability. 
This initiative is a part of Warsaw’s broader efforts to adapt to climate 
challenges and improve the ecological connectivity and liveability of 
the urban environment (Zarząd Zieleni Miejskiej m.st. Warszawy, 2022).

Public Sector 
Sustainability 
Plan 
(Singapore)

According to the National Climate Change Secretariat (2017), this 
initiative showcases how setting clear sustainability targets for energy, 
water consumption, waste reduction and green procurement within 
public sector operations can foster an environment of responsibility and 
awareness. The plan includes specific training for government employees, 
emphasising the critical role of each individual in achieving broader 
environmental goals. This helps cultivate a culture where sustainable 
practices are valued and integrated into daily activities, shaping the public 
sector’s ethos around ethical environmental responsibility (National 
Climate Change Secretariat, 2017).

Source: Own study.

As Table 5 demonstrates, sustainable public sector initiatives address immedi-
ate environmental challenges and have a crucial role in shaping organisational 
culture. These efforts are instrumental in building an ethos of responsibility and 
sustainability among employees, essential for long‑term environmental and 
societal benefits. Integrating sustainable and ethical practices within the public 
sector addresses immediate environmental challenges and is critical in shaping 
a culture of responsibility. This ethos is vital for the long‑term societal benefits 
and community well-being. Public sector organisations must continue developing 

http://m.st
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strategies that align with ethical and environmental objectives, ensuring a future 
where people and the environment are respected and valued.

Summary

The article presents the importance of a culture of sustainability in the public 
sector, emphasising the role that the ethos of a public service employee has in 
shaping ethical, pro‑ecological and pro‑social attitudes. The analysis showed that 
democratic governance and citizen participation can significantly contribute to 
developing sustainable practices in public institutions while promoting open-
ness, transparency and accountability. Sustainable leadership and humanisation 
of work have been identified as critical elements in building an organisational 
culture that supports sustainable development and strengthens public trust in 
state institutions.

Nevertheless, this study faces some limitations. The first is that it focuses 
mainly on the theoretical analysis of literature, which may not fully reflect 
the complexity and diversity of the practical challenges of implementing sustain-
able actions in different institutional contexts. In addition, the lack of empirical 
case studies limits the ability to precisely understand how theories translate into 
practical actions and the actual effects of the changes.

Therefore, future research should focus on empirical analysis of specific use 
cases of sustainable practices in the public sector. It will be essential to exam-
ine how public institutions at different levels adapt and implement sustainable 
development strategies and what the effects of these actions are in the long 
term. In addition, it will be essential to understand how employees and manag-
ers perceive their role in fostering a culture of sustainability and what obstacles 
they face in achieving these goals. Finally, future research may also consider 
the impact of global trends and policies on shaping local sustainability strategies 
in the public sector, allowing for a better understanding of the international 
environmental and social action context.



Justyna Dziedzic

93

References

Akpa, V. O., Asikhia, O. U., & Nneji, N. E. (2021). Organizational culture and organizational 

performance: A review of literature. International Journal of Advances in Engineering and 

Management (IJAEM), 3(1), 361–372.

Aleksander, A., & Patience, I. N. A. (2023). Ethical management as a way to corporate social 

responsibility – analysis of case studies. Scientific Papers of Silesian University of Technol-

ogy. Organization and Management Series, 189, 1–22. http://dx.doi.org/10.29119/1641-

3466.2023.189.1.

Alauddin, M. (2023). Corporate social responsibility and ambidextrous green innovation: 

The role of green creativity as mediator. Pakistan Journal of Commerce and Social Sciences, 

17(2), 214–239.

Atamańczuk, K. Humanizacja stosunków pracy – idea czy rzeczywistość? cz. II. Portal Kra-

jowego Ośrodka Wspierania Edukacji Zawodowej i Ustawicznej. www.koweziu.edu.pl.

Balling, R. (2005). Diagnosis of Organizational Cultures. Transactional Analysis Journal, 35(4), 

313–320. https://doi.org/10.1177/036215370503500404.

Bhattacharya, A. (2015). Work‑Value Orientation: Perspective to Analyze Employee 

Responses. In Proceedings of the International Conference on Management, Leadership 

and Governance (pp. 428–436). Academic Conferences International Limited. https://doi.

org/10.4018/978-1-4666-7470-7.ch020.

Birkin, F. (2003). Ecological accounting: new tools for a sustainable culture. The Inter-

national Journal of Sustainable Development & World Ecology, 10(1), 49–61. https://doi.

org/10.1080/13504500309469785.

Bodanko, A. (2002). Wartości w realizacji koncepcji Local Governance, after: P. Sztompka 

(2012). Socjologia. Analiza społeczeństwa. Kraków: Wyd. Znak.

Bocean, C. G., Nicolescu, M. M., Cazacu, M., & Dumitriu, S. (2022). The role of social 

responsibility and ethics in employees’ well-being. International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 19(14), 8838. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19148838.

Choi, Hyun‑Ju (2021). Effect of Chief Executive Officer’s Sustainable Leadership Styles on 

Organization Members’ Psychological Well‐being and Organizational Citizenship Behavior. 

Sustainability, 13(24), 13676. https://doi.org/10.3390/su132413676.

City of Melbourne (2021). Urban Forest Strategy. https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au.

http://dx.doi.org/10.29119/1641-3466.2023.189.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.29119/1641-3466.2023.189.1
http://www.koweziu.edu.pl
https://doi.org/10.1177/036215370503500404
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-4666-7470-7.ch020
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-4666-7470-7.ch020
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504500309469785
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504500309469785
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19148838
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132413676
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au


94

Cultivating Sustainable and Ethical Practices in Public Service:  
The Role of Employee Ethos in Shaping Public Sector Culture

Chmielewska-Muciek, D., & Zinczuk, B. (2023). Organizational culture conducive to 

the implementation of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in the enterprise. Scientific Papers 

of Silesian University of Technology. Organization and Management Series, 178, 177–189. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.29119/1641-3466.2023.178.9.

Dzage, E. J., & Pierog, A. (2023). Corporate social responsibility and sustainability in the con-

text of change – influence of the stakeholder theory. SEA – Practical Application of Science, 

11(33), 153–164. https://seaopenresearch.eu/Journals/spas/.

DeGrassi, S. W. (2009). The Effect of Ethical Signals on Recruitment Outcomes: Two Studies 

with Convergent Results. Doctoral dissertation. Texas A&M University. https:/ /hdl.handle.

net/1969.1/ETD – TAMU-2009-08-7113.

Dziedzic, J. (2020). Kultura organizacyjna a unijny sektor audiowizualny. Międzykulturowe 

aspekty zarządzania w instytucjach UE. Warszawa – Łódź: Społeczna Akademia Nauk.

Ethos. In Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries. https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/defi-

nition/english/ethos. Access: 21 August 2024.

Fetajllahu, A., & Batalli, M. (2019). The role of ethics in public administration. SEER: Journal 

for Labour and Social Affairs in Eastern Europe, 22(3), 267–278.

Fousiani, K., van Prooijen, J.-W., & Armenta, B. A. (2022). Appearing competent or moral? 

The role of organizational goals in the evaluation of candidates. Frontiers in Psychology, 13. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.923329.

Fejzullahu, A., & Batalli, M. (2019). The ethical behaviour of public administration personnel 

is crucial to fostering trust and confidence in the government. Journal of Public Administra-

tion and Governance, 9(2), 33–45.

Galpin, T., Whittington, J. L., & Bell, G. (2015). Is your sustainability strategy sustaina-

ble? Creating a culture of sustainability. Corporate Governance, 15(1), 1–17. https://doi.

org/10.1108/CG-01-2013-0004.

Grabus, M., & Zasadzka, J. (2012). Inicjator zmian. Jakie kompetencje powinien mieć pra-

cownik strategiczny? Personel i Zarządzanie, 5, 62–64.

Ille, C. (2021). Crystallising a concept: A bibliometric analysis of corporate social responsi-

bility and sustainability. Annals of Faculty of Economics, 1(1), 101–113.

Jie, B. (2002). A view on administration ethics through administrative personnel’s role tran-

sition. Journal of Public Administration and Policy Research, 1(2), 23–29.

Kanchana, K. (2013). Values that Make Employees more Valuable in the Organization – A Con-

ceptual Analysis. International Journal of Educational Research and Technology, 4(4), 41–44.

http://dx.doi.org/10.29119/1641-3466.2023.178.9
https://seaopenresearch.eu/Journals/spas/
http://hdl.handle.net/1969.1/ETD-TAMU-2009-08-7113
http://hdl.handle.net/1969.1/ETD-TAMU-2009-08-7113
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/ethos
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/ethos
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.923329
https://doi.org/10.1108/CG-01-2013-0004
https://doi.org/10.1108/CG-01-2013-0004


Justyna Dziedzic

95

Kellough, J. E. (1999). Reinventing public personnel management: Ethical implications for 

managers and public personnel systems. Public Administration Review, 59(3), 208–217.

Klimek J. (2014). Etyka biznesu. Teoretyczne założenia praktyka zastosowań. Warszawa: Difin.

Kucharska, W., & Włodzicz-Giegiel, A. (2017). Company Culture, Knowledge Sharing and 

Organizational Performance. The Employee’s Perspective. In Proceedings of the 18th Euro-

pean Conference on Knowledge Management (Vol. 1). Barcelona, Spain.

Kumar, H. (1999). Organizational Culture in Action. Sage Journals, 3(1). https://doi.

org/10.1177/0971890719990107.

Linnenluecke, M. K., & Griffiths, A. (2009). Corporate sustainability and organisational 

culture. Journal of World Business, 45(4). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2009.08.006.

Marans, R. W., Callewaert, J., Shriberg, M. (2015). Enhancing and Monitoring Sustainability 

Culture at the University of Michigan. In Leal Filho, W. (Ed.), Transformative Approaches to 

Sustainable Development at Universities. World Sustainability Series. Cham: Springer. https://

doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-08837-2_12.

Marek, A., Grzesiuk, K., & Berke, S. (2023). Is it worthwhile to be responsible? The impact 

of company’s internal CSR on employees’ satisfaction. Scientific Papers of Silesian Uni-

versity of Technology. Organization and Management Series, 187, 419–442. http://dx.doi.

org/10.29119/1641-3466.2023.187.22.

Marshall, D., McCarthy, L., McGrath, P., & Claudy, M. (2015). Going above and beyond: how 

sustainability culture and entrepreneurial orientation drive social sustainability supply chain 

practice adoption. Supply Chain Management: An International Journal, 20(4), 434–454. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/SCM-08-2014-0267.

McKinnon, J. L., Harrison, G., Chow, C. W., & Wu, A. (2003). Organizational culture: Asso-

ciation with commitment, job satisfaction, propensity to remain, and information sharing 

in Taiwan. Journal of International Business Studies, 11(1), 25–44.

Morelli, M., & Wang, M. (2020). Impacts of Organizational Culture. International Journal of 

Managerial Studies and Research, 8(7), 95–99. https://doi.org/10.20431/2349-0349.0807012.

National Climate Change Secretariat (2017). Public Sector Sustainability Plan 2017–2020. 

National Climate Change Secretariat, Singapore. https://www.nccs.gov.sg/media/publica-

tions/public-sector-sustainability-plan/.

Nurse, K. (2006). Culture as the fourth pillar of sustainable development. Small States: 

Economic Review and Basic Statistics, 11, 28–40. https://doi.org/10.14217/smalst-2007-3-en.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0971890719990107
https://doi.org/10.1177/0971890719990107
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2009.08.006
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-08837-2_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-08837-2_12
http://dx.doi.org/10.29119/1641-3466.2023.187.22
http://dx.doi.org/10.29119/1641-3466.2023.187.22
https://doi.org/10.1108/SCM-08-2014-0267
https://doi.org/10.20431/2349-0349.0807012
https://www.nccs.gov.sg/media/publications/public-sector-sustainability-plan/
https://www.nccs.gov.sg/media/publications/public-sector-sustainability-plan/
https://doi.org/10.14217/smalst-2007-3-en


96

Cultivating Sustainable and Ethical Practices in Public Service:  
The Role of Employee Ethos in Shaping Public Sector Culture

Opoku, A. (2015). The Role of Culture in a Sustainable Built Environment. In Chiarini, A. (Ed.), 

Sustainable Operations Management. Measuring Operations Performance. Cham: Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-14002-5_3.

Packalén, S. (2010). Culture and sustainability. Corporate Social Responsibility: Discourse, 

Narratives and Communication, 17(2), 118–121. https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.236.

Pendse, S. G. (2011). Ethical hazards: A motive, means, and opportunity approach to curb-

ing corporate unethical behavior. Journal of Business Ethics, 107(3), 265–279. https://doi.

org/10.1007/s10551-011-1037-0.

Pickett, K. H. S., & Pickett, J. M. (2002). Financial crime investigation and control. John 

Wiley & Sons.

Raczkowski, K., Fijałkowska, J., & Sułkowski, Ł. (2016). Comparative critical review of cor-

porate social responsibility business management models. International Journal of Contem-

porary Management, 15(2), 123–150.

Sami, A., Jusoh, A., Mahfar, M., Qureshi, M. I., & Khan, M. M. (2016). Role of ethical 

culture in creating public value. International Review of Management and Marketing, 6(S4), 

255–261. https://doi.org/10.4467/24498939IJCM.16.014.5554.

Scott, E. D. (2000). Moral Values Fit: Do Applicants Really Care? Teaching Business Ethics, 

4(4), 405–435. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1009879924388.

Sun, S., & Milosevic, D. (2024). Organizational culture and its themes. International Journal 

of Business and Management, 3(12).

Tanjević, N. (2016). Public administration employees’ ethics and its importance for reduction 

of corruption. Trendovi u poslovanju, 4(1), 79–89. https://doi.org/10.5937/trendpos1601079T.

Weksler, R., & Zik, B. (2022). Informative tests in signaling environments. Theoretical Eco-

nomics, 17(3), 977–1006. https://doi.org/10.3982/TE4461.

Yudhishthir, I. (2006). Sustainability Requires Cultural Learning. Museums & Social Issues, 

1(2), 221–224. https://doi.org/10.1179/msi.2006.1.2.221.

Zarząd Zieleni Miejskiej m.st. Warszawy (2022). Zielony Fundusz dla Warszawy. https://

zzw.waw.pl/zielony-fundusz/.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-14002-5_3
https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.236
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-1037-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-1037-0
https://doi.org/10.4467/24498939IJCM.16.014.5554
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1009879924388
https://doi.org/10.5937/trendpos1601079T
https://doi.org/10.3982/TE4461
https://doi.org/10.1179/msi.2006.1.2.221
http://m.st
https://zzw.waw.pl/zielony-fundusz/
https://zzw.waw.pl/zielony-fundusz/

