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The growing impact of sustainability and impact goals into business strategy has given rise to a new 

role the Impact Manager. Although it is increasingly becoming relevant, the field is not standardized 

yet in terms of role definition, competencies and training. This thesis develops an empirically 

grounded competency framework for Impact Managers through qualitative, interpretivist research. 

The study uses a qualitative, interpretivist as well as an inductive research design guided by 

competency-based, role, and institutional theories. Six interviews with experts and more than twenty 

practitioner's interviews via the PILLARS Project were used to gather data. Five major themes were 

outlined with the help of the Gioia approach, they included defining the scope of impact management, 

core competencies of impact practice, learning pathways, organizational context, and design of 

curriculum. The proposed study is a four-dimensional competency framework that includes systems 

and analytical thinking, ethical and reflective practice, stakeholder engagement, and strategic 

integration. The results demonstrate that experiential, interdisciplinary, and value-based learning are 

the most effective dimensions in helping to develop impact management competencies. The study 

contributes to the theoretical knowledge of the new professional roles of Impact Management in 

business and management and offers practical advice to organizations that plan to design impact 

positions and instructors that create training systems to address the needs of sustainability-focused 

leadership.   
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1  Introduction 

In the contemporary business world, organizations are in a state where their impact goes 

beyond the bottom line. The choices made by businesses, state institutions, and civil-

society actors have quantifiable impacts on society and the planet. Impact is the term refers 

to describe positive and negative changes in social, environmental, and economic effect of 

organizational activities (OECD, 2020; Gibbon & Dey, 2011; Adams et al., 2024).  

Impact Management has become a prominent concept in recent years as organisations aim 

to increase their role in the wider transition towards sustainability, and in the process, needs 

to constantly enhance the process of measuring, managing, and incorporating social and 

environmental value in decision-making (Impact Management Platform, 2023; Impact 

Economy Foundation, 2024; Impact Frontiers, 2022).  

Impact management is “the process by which an entity understands, acts on and 

communicates its impacts on people and the natural environment, in order to reduce 

negative impacts, increase positive impacts, and ultimately to achieve sustainability and 

increase well-being” (Impact Management Platform, 2023).  It is a systematic approach 

to establishing goals, tracking performance, and the learning of outcomes to generate 

positive change (UNDP, 2021). It is largely associated with the core values of 

accountability, transparency and long-term value creation.  

Although the concept of impact management has become popular in recent years, the 

concepts are not novel. Impact management is a recent development in a very ancient history 

of strategies that connect economics with social and environmental responsibility. 

It can be traced back to the Ethical and Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) movement of 

the 1970s, and specifically in the United States, where the decision to invest was sought to 

be founded on moral and social values by ethical investors seeking to act in line with the 

Quaker community. Such initial attempts to prevent damage and later widening to further 

considerations to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as companies started to understand 

that making money was not the only consideration (Elkington, 1997). 

In the 2000s, these concepts evolved further to the concept of corporate sustainability and 

the introduction of impact investing, which focused on creating both financial gains and 
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quantifiable social and environmental impact. This represented a change in the exclusionary 

methods to the active management and measurement of positive and negative results. 

The modern impact management domain gained momentum following the use of the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris agreement in 2015. These worldwide 

systems offered mutual goals and similar lingo, which brought about more cohesion in 

practices of impact. The efforts of the IFCs Operating Principles of Impact Management, the 

Impact Management Project (IMP), and the Impact Management Platform were other efforts 

that added to the formalization and harmonization of impact management strategies. 

Impact management in this sense may well be seen as an evolutionary process that unites 

ethical investment, CSR, sustainability and impact investing into more systematic models of 

managing organizational impacts on people and the planet. 

 Major Historical Events in the Development of Impact Management. 

1970s-1990s: Socially Responsible Investing (SRI) emergence. 

Ethical and socially responsible investment practices came up especially in the United 

States, focusing on the correspondence between investments and social values. These led to 

the wider discussions of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and the part business plays 

in the society. 

2000s-2010s: Impact Investing Development. 

Impact investing grew in popularity as a strategy with both financial and quantifiable social 

and environmental impact, necessitating growing concerns about the global issues, including 

climate change and inequality. 

 2015 -Present: Formalization and Consensus Root Capital. 

The mainstreaming of impact-related practices has been increased through the introduction 

of the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agreement. The major initiatives 

led to increased convergence, such as: 

• Root Capital Efficient Impact Frontier (2015). 

• Operating Principles of Impact Management of the IFC (2018). 
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• The Impact Management Project (IMP) (2019). 

• Impact Management Platform (2023). 

This has made numerous organizations initiate specific sustainability, corporate 

responsibility, or impact roles. These professionals are involved in the designing and 

execution of sustainability, accountability and impact strategies that are used to match 

financial performance with ethical, social, and environmental goals.  The role of 

impact‑related responsibilities has continued to emerge in sustainability and corporate 

responsibility functions as organisations intensify their involvement in social and 

environmental performance (Impact Management Platform, 2023). Practitioner literature 

highlights that Impact Managers translate complex sustainability ambitions into actionable 

plans and ensure that organisational activities generate measurable value for both business 

and society (META Group, 2023). 

 Research Problem and Gap 

In the past few years, organisations have been developing different strategies to measure and 

assess their social, environmental and governance (ESG) impacts. Social impact 

measurement research indicates that there is growing interest in organisations in definition, 

measurement and reporting of social impact. Nevertheless, the central topic of this literature 

is the approach to the practice of measurement, frameworks, and models of reporting, but 

not the practitioners involved in these activities and competencies they must possess (Gibbon 

and Dey, 2011; Schoenherr et al., 2017). Consequently, impact management builds on 

existing knowledge of SRI, ESG and sustainability reporting, and requires the development 

of an integrated set of competencies that clarifies what impact management involves and 

how it should be organised within organisations (Impact Management Platform, 2023; We 

Impact, 2024; Cosmic Gold, 2023). 

In recent year, Impact Management concept is a novel form of a boundary-spanning work 

since it involves the integration of a vast number of disparate forms of knowledge which 

cannot be well-organized within the traditional organizational functions (Albats et al., 2020). 

This introduces a novel cross-functional approach within organisations, creating ambiguity 

about who holds responsibility for impact-related roles. Research suggests that roles related 
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to impact measurement and management might be distributed across different departments, 

such as sustainability reporting functions, strategy functions, finance and investment, 

innovation functions, or stakeholder engagement functions, instead of being in one position 

(Schönherr et al., 2019). 

Research on organizational roles suggests that effective task performance requires clarity of 

responsibilities and boundaries (Abbott, 1988; Bechky, 2003). However, the concept of clear 

boundaries remains contested in impact management. Current literature and empirical 

research confirm that impact remains a distributed set of responsibilities across functions in 

the sustainability, ESG, finance, strategy, and data analytics functions instead of being a role 

or roles (Schönherr et al., 2017). This dispersion makes impact management a field that is 

marked with vague and fluid role lines that need continuous interpretation and bargaining in 

organizations. 

Similar studies on sustainability practitioners provide insights on these dynamics. Gond and 

Moser (2021) indicate that sustainability professionals engage in boundary-spanning 

activities because they convey the demands of stakeholders in organizations. According to 

Wickert and de Bakker (2018), these practitioners are involved in the problem of legitimacy 

and impact although they were assigned roles that cut across different spheres of the 

organization. It has taken decades before the sustainability management occupation 

established its parameters, and the professionals are described as those who possess expertise 

in stakeholder management and ethical arguments (Lespinasse-Camargo et al., 2024). More 

recent sustainability and management education literature highlights the problems of 

emerging competencies and their way of implementation in the traditional sphere of practice, 

including accounting, finance, and management (IFAC, 2024; MacNeil and Khare, 2025). 

The same trends are observed in other areas such as human resource management where role 

definitions became more evident with the creation of competency frameworks and 

professional standards (Ulrich et al., 2008). Whilst sustainability and CSR programmes 

cover some aspects of knowledge related to impact management, they have not been able to 

fully cover the dimensions and competencies required to practice impact management 

especially in the concern of recent advancements in impact measurement and implications 

of impact measurement in the organizational and societal settings (Wiek et al., 2011). The 

measurement of impact literature is still largely engrossed in the methodological and 
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technical progress as opposed to practitioner skillsets and capacities (Gibbon and Dey, 2011; 

Schoenherr et al., 2017). 

The review of existing literature highlights two interconnected gaps that motivate this 

research. The first gap concerns the absence of an empirically grounded competency 

framework for impact management. Although various sustainability competency 

frameworks have been proposed (Wiek et al., 2011; Rieckmann, 2018), they primarily 

address general sustainability literacy rather than the unique, hybrid competencies required 

for impact management practice. These existing models do not capture how practitioners in 

impact-oriented roles must integrate analytical rigour with ethical reasoning, stakeholder 

engagement, and strategic thinking, nor do they explain how these competencies are enacted 

in organisational contexts. As a result, organisations lack clear guidance for defining role 

expectations, identifying appropriate qualifications, developing targeted professional 

development pathways, or evaluating performance. This lack of clarity presents both a 

theoretical limitation—because it is unclear how competencies for emerging cross-

functional roles differ from traditional professional competencies—and a practical 

limitation, because it restricts the development and standardisation of impact management 

as a credible organisational function. 

A second gap concerns the limited understanding of how the boundaries, expectations, and 

scope of impact management tasks are being negotiated within organisations. Current 

research offers little insight into how impact-related responsibilities relate to established 

domains such as sustainability, CSR, finance, and strategy. It remains unclear whether 

impact management should be understood as an extension of sustainability roles requiring 

enhanced analytical capabilities, as a hybrid function drawing together competencies from 

sustainability, finance, data analysis, and strategic management, or as a distributed set of 

responsibilities without fixed organisational boundaries. This ambiguity creates challenges 

for both organisations and practitioners. On one hand, organisations struggle to structure 

impact-related responsibilities coherently; on the other, practitioners navigate uncertain 

expectations and shifting jurisdictions. Existing research has yet to document how these 

roles are interpreted in practice, how organisational context shapes role implementation, or 

what conditions enable or constrain effective impact work. 
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Understanding these dynamics is essential for determining whether impact management will 

eventually consolidate into a distinct occupation or remain dispersed across different 

functions, how organisations should distribute or centralise impact responsibilities, and how 

the role gains legitimacy and recognition within organisational hierarchies. The lack of 

conceptual and structural clarity surrounding impact management therefore represents a 

critical gap in the literature on emerging sustainability-related roles. 

These gaps establish the rationale for the present study. The importance and scope of impact 

management as an organisational role remain insufficiently defined, and little is known 

about the competencies required to perform this work effectively. This research aims to 

identify the core competencies underpinning impact management practice and to examine 

how organisations interpret and operationalise this role. It explores whether impact 

management represents an evolution of existing sustainability roles, a hybrid function 

requiring blended analytical, ethical, and strategic capabilities drawn from multiple domains, 

or a distributed competency area without formalised boundaries. 

Addressing these gaps enables the study to make both theoretical and practical contributions. 

From a theoretical perspective, the research enhances understanding of how new cross-

functional roles emerge and gain legitimacy in response to institutional pressures and 

organisational demands. It contributes to competency-based theory by illustrating how the 

competencies required for hybrid roles diverge from traditional models, and extends role 

theory by describing how practitioners negotiate ambiguous expectations in evolving 

professional domains. Practically, the study offers an empirically grounded competency 

framework that can support organisations in role design, recruitment, performance 

evaluation, and capability development. Although the primary focus is on competencies and 

role boundaries, the findings naturally inform curriculum and training design, offering 

educators evidence-based guidance for preparing future impact professionals. Ultimately, 

the study contributes a clear, empirically supported definition of the competencies and 

organisational role of impact management, thereby advancing both theory and practice in 

this emerging field. 
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 Research Objectives and Questions 

Overall, this study aims to explore and understand the current development of Impact 

Management practice within organization and business focusing on roles, tasks and tools. 

In doing so, the thesis develops a competency framework for the rising cross-functional 

role of impact management within organisational sustainability practice. To achieve this, 

the study adopts a qualitative, inductive, and interpretivist research approach informed by 

primary expert interviews and secondary practitioner accounts from the PILLARS Project. 

The purpose of the framework is to support organisations, educators, and training 

providers in clarifying expectations and developing capability-building interventions.  

In addition to identifying core competencies, the study seeks to understand how the 

boundaries, scope, and organisational positioning of impact management are currently 

interpreted in practice. This dual focus reflects the need to address both the competence-

related and structural ambiguities surrounding this emerging role. 

The research is guided by the following questions:  

 RQ1: What technical, cognitive, interpersonal, and ethical competencies are required for 

effective impact management practice?  

 RQ2: How are the boundaries, expectations, and scope of impact management defined in 

organisations, and how does this role relate to existing sustainability, CSR, finance, and 

strategy functions? 

These research questions relate to two different but complementary aspects of the emergent 

role. RQ1 concentrates on role substance, namely identifying knowledge, skills, and 

competencies defining impactful role practice. RQ2 investigates role position, that is, 

organizational views on role responsibilities, relationship with or beyond extant roles, and 

role location within organizational frameworks. Together, these questions help clarify 

whether impact management functions as an extension of existing sustainability work or as 

a more hybrid cross-functional role integrating capabilities from multiple domains.  

The analysis of qualitative primary data—including both the expert interviews conducted 

for this study and the practitioner interviews from the PILLARS Project (forthcoming)—is 
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guided by the research questions. To supplement these practitioner views, secondary data 

sources in the form of LinkedIn job postings of impact related jobs were utilised to 

contextualise the way organisations describe responsibilities and the required competencies 

at present. The integrated practice will allow identifying not only the technical skills, but 

also the cognitive, ethical, and interpersonal skills needed to implement impact management 

as a new cross-functional role. 

 Significance of the Study 

To investigate and interpret this emerging role, three different theoretical lenses will be 

adopted within the research. The role of competency-based theory (Boyatzis 2008) will act 

as scaffolding in identifying knowledge, skills, and poses necessary within competent 

practice. By applying role theory (Biddle 1986), it will be understood how these roles are 

mediated and normalized within an organization, especially within an emerging role. 

Institutional theory (Scott, 2014) sheds light on how broader societal and organizational 

pressures shape the legitimacy and potential standardization of emerging functions. 

Together, these lenses offer an integrated understanding of how new cross-functional roles 

develop in response to demands for accountability, transparency, and measurable impact.  

The study contributes to bridging a persistent gap between academic literature and 

organizational practice. As outlined in Section 1.1, existing research has not yet produced 

an empirically grounded competency framework for impact management or clarified how 

this work differs from sustainability and CSR roles. Simultaneously, organizations struggle 

to define responsibilities, recruit appropriate talent, and build internal capacity. By 

developing a theoretically informed and empirically grounded competency framework, this 

thesis directly connects academic insights with practitioner needs (Van de Ven & Johnson, 

2006). 

For practitioners and organizations, the study offers several practical contributions. It can be 

seen that the competency framework enables a common understanding on impact-related 

activities and can be used as input for job design, recruitment and selection, performance 

management, and capacity-building activities. It can be ensured that with competencies for 
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operating within the environmental, social, and economic contexts of impact, organizations 

can improve their impact management competencies. 

For educational institutions, the research offers an evidence-based reference point for 

designing curricular components, executive education modules, and professional training 

programs. While education is not the primary focus of the thesis, the identified competencies 

illustrate the hybrid analytical, ethical, and interpersonal capabilities that learning programs 

must address to prepare practitioners for impact management work.  

Overall, the study contributes to both scholarship and practice by clarifying the contours of 

impact management as an emerging cross-functional role. It offers a theoretically based and 

empirically informed framework of competencies that promotes more consistent 

organizational standards and establishes a foundation on which the role might be further 

conceptualized. 

 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is divided into six chapters as presented in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: Structure of Thesis 
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 Chapter 1 provides the introduction of the research topic, rationale of the study, and the 

objectives and research questions. Chapter 2 conducts a literature review on impact 

management, professionalization, and competency development. It also gives the theoretical 

framework that is a combination, of competency-based theory, role theory and institutional 

theory. Chapter 3 illustrates the research design that involves data sources, sampling and the 

thematic analysis process to be applied in interpreting the data. Chapter 4 describes the 

empirical findings by summarizing the themes that appeared during the interviews and 

explaining them using examples of primary and secondary data. Chapter 5 is the discussion 

of the implications of the findings and the proposal of a competency framework of the Impact 

Manager as well as the recommendations on education, practice, and future research. 

Chapter 6 presents the overall conclusions of the study, outlines the key implications of the 

findings, and discusses the limitations of the research as well as directions for future studies.   
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2  Literature Review 

The review will be divided into five sections. The first part describes the main drives of 

impact management and impact related managerial function and roles within business 

organization. The second studies about the evolving Field of Impact Measurement and 

Sustainability Reporting. The third section synthesises current literature and labour market 

evidence to discuss the emerging organisational function-role of the Sustainability Analyst 

and Impact Manager. The fourth expounds some of the major theories, including 

competency-based, role, and institutional, which along with others are the foundation of the 

professionalization of new areas. 

 Drivers of Impact Management and Impact-Related Managerial Functions 

and Roles within Business Organizations 

Impact-related task and function task inside organisations has developed in diverse ways, 

which makes it difficult to define a single approach. Prior studies of sustainability and CSR 

functions show how corporate sustainability managers already operate across compliance, 

transformation and networking activities, reflecting a wide range of expectations and 

practices (Lespinasse-Camargo, 2023). Schaltegger, Girschik, Trittin-Ulbrich, 

and Weissbrod (2024) conceptualise these managers/professionals as “corporate change 

agents for sustainability” and distinguish several archetypes that differ in their positions, 

strategies and competencies when driving change from within organisations. Strategy-based 

studies also suggest that managers of sustainability tend to operate in organisational silos, 

concentrating on environmental compliance or CSR reporting instead of the overall system-

wide effects and long-term value generation (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010).   

Similar to how CSR evolved in the 2000s, when CSR responsibilities were debated between 

cross‑functional integration and departmental ownership and often ended up located in 

specific departments (Risi & Wickert, 2017), impact management tasks and roles appear to 

be following a comparable pattern. The field is experiencing the same tension between the 

ideal of comprehensive organizational integration and the practical reality of departmental 

placement and resource allocation (Lespinasse-Camargo et al., 2024). 
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These developments indicate that new cross-functional tasks spanning finance, investment, 

digitalization, and sustainability have emerged in the last years connected to the UNSDGs 

and Paris Agreement. These frameworks have pushed organisations to understand not only 

environmental compliance but also their broader societal and economic contributions. At the 

same time, institutional pressures—including EU regulatory developments such as the 

Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) (European Commission, 2022), 

investor demands, and regulatory requirements have created the need for professionals who 

can manage and understand ESG and SDG impacts comprehensively. This requires new 

integrative knowledge across finance, economics, sustainability, ecology, and particularly 

digital analytics (Brundiers et al., 2021) competencies that many earlier CSR roles did not 

explicitly require. Consequently, organizations face pressures both to hire new talent and to 

develop existing professionals' capabilities in these hybrid domains.  

Collectively, these discussions indicate how the need for the development of impact-related 

task emerged, mainly to the extent and solve a significant ambiguity of corporate 

sustainability management, in comprehensively defining, locating and understanding 

corporate impacts in society and the planet, and upholding the need for new roles or 

comprehensive impact vision.  

At the same time, research on social, environmental and governance (ESG) impacts and ESG 

practices that already started decades ago with ethical and socially responsible investment 

and sustainability reporting, highlights conceptual and practical tensions that motivate the 

idea of “impact management”. Ebrahim and Rangan (2014) show that a main milestone 

emerged with the growing of social enterprises in 2010s that increasingly seek to measure 

their performance, yet few organisations have systems that capture long-term systemic 

change, as opposed to short-term outputs and outcomes. Maas and Liket (2011) also 

examine the type of social impact measurement and establish that there is a significant 

degree of inconsistency between the different approaches to social impact measurement 

which jeopardizes comparability and reliability of the reported impacts. Kölbel, Busch, 

and Jancso (2020) state that in capital markets, ESG ratings and integration 

practices facilitate risk management to investors, and seldom do they have transformative 

sustainability outcomes. These literary streams hint at that current CSR and ESG procedures 

are not addressing questions of real-life effect fully, which builds the argument on the 
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impact management as a new discipline incorporating accountability, measurement and 

strategy.   

These developments indicate that new cross-functional tasks spanning finance, investment, 

digitalization, and sustainability have emerged in response to the UN SDGs and the Paris 

Agreement (Scheyvens, Banks & Hughes, 2016; Hahn et al., 2018). The external 

institutional pressures of EU policies, especially the Corporate Sustainability Reporting 

Directive (CSRD) (European Commission, 2023; La Torre et al., 2020), the demands of 

investors (Eccles and Klimenko, 2019; Amel-Zadeh and Serafeim, 2018), and regulatory 

expectations have raised the pressure on professionals capable of coping and deciphering the 

effects of ESG and SDG on an integrated scale. This transformation involves integrative 

expertise in finance, economics, sustainability, ecology, and, in particular, data analytics 

(Brundiers et al., 2021; IFAC, 2024) the likelihood of which was not actively demanded in 

the traditional CSR roles (Osagie et al., 2016; Lespinasse-Camargo et al., 2024). As a result, 

organizations are increasingly under pressure to hire new talent as well as to enhance the 

competencies of existing professionals to work in such hybrid environments. 

 The Evolving Field of Impact Measurement and Sustainability Reporting 

Impact management fits into a growing perspective of sustainability reporting and impact 

measurement systems that have been mainly driven by the passed of the EU Corporate 

Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). These models aid in converting complicated 

social and environmental impacts into measurable indicators and official reports 

(Schönherr et al., 2017). The various instrumental frameworks, such as the Global Reporting 

Initiative (GRI), the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB), the International 

Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), and the IRIS+ of the Global Impact Investment 

Network, have reached a common lexicon of non-financial performance. However, 

according to empirical evidence, the existence of several and overlapping standards triggers 

fragmented demand, blurred jurisdictional boundaries, and lack of data quality and inter-

comparability (Bayne, 2022). A large share of businesses accumulating sustainability 

information face challenges in converting the information into material changes in practice 

(OECD, 2020). The International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) was established 

with the purpose of reducing the said fragmentation in terms of integrating financial and 
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sustainability disclosures. However, the accounting scholars argue that standards alone 

cannot ensure substantive effect; the implementation of results depends on how 

the organisational stakeholders understand and act on the information (Adams, Hall, & Xiao, 

2024; Laine, 2024). Therefore, to have effective impact management, it is not only necessary 

to have prescribed frameworks, but also to have a team of professionals who can 

understand, contextualise, and communicate complex impact data.  

This need is supported by academic research. According to Adams (2020), sustainability 

reporting on its own is not sufficient to transform meaningful change unless the 

organizations take the responsibility of integrating sustainability information into their 

strategic decision-making processes and building internal capabilities to decode the same. 

Reporting should thus not just be disclosure but should control behaviour and long-

term value creation. Also, Ebrahim and Rangan (2014) point out that impact measurement 

is not only limited to technical evaluation but involves a profound comprehension of the 

contribution of organizational activities to social and environmental value-generation.   

The contemporary studies also point at the ethical and strategic features of this process. As 

Adams, Hall and Xiao (2024) demonstrate, the variations in verification styles ensure the 

differing moral orientations towards social impact and organisational repair. According to 

Laine (2024), emerging reporting regimes would 

make organisations responsible towards their substantial societal and environmental 

impacts, even when these are not highly material in financial terms. Empirical research also 

shows that corporate social responsibility, which is stakeholder-centred and ethically-

oriented, and leadership based on ethics positively contribute 

to organisational learning, innovation and sustainable value creation (Shabbir et al., 2024), 

and that the determination of socially positive outcomes is made possible by aligning the 

sustainability strategy with the capabilities of the relevant employees in terms of ethical 

awareness and teamwork (Mani et al., 2023). Together with the other contributions, this 

implies that successful impact management goes beyond information systems and 

measurement systems, it also depends on the issue of ethical orientation, and strategic 

judgement among those professionals who interpret and act on impact information.  
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 The Emerging Function-Role of the Sustainability Analyst and Impact 

Manager 

With the need to extent impact management practices implemented by organizations, the 

need for professionals with skills on measuring and enhancing impact is increasing. The 

current descriptions of the job by businesses and consulting firms are different from one 

another: impact officer, sustainability strategist, ESG manager, yet the 

purpose remains the same; it is to align business performance with the creation of social, 

economic and environmental values.  

 

According to recent studies in the labor market, the presence of ESG and sustainability-

related positions is growing very rapidly and in all the sectors, particularly in Europe 

and United States (Birch, 2024). However, the definitions, expectations, and scopes of these 

positions vary; some emphasize ESG reporting and compliance, while others focus on 

innovation, stakeholder engagement, and strategic impact management (World Economic 

Forum, 2023; OECD, 2022). This trend reflects a structural evolution in organizational 

competencies linked to sustainability and ESG performance.  

 

The World Economic Forum (2023) reports that Sustainability Analyst, Sustainability 

Specialist, Sustainability Manager are listed among the most rapidly expanding job titles on 

LinkedIn in the period between 2018 and 2022. This tendency is depicted in figure 1, which 

reveals that sustainability and ESG-oriented roles are not inferior to the standard 

corporate business-like talent acquisition and marketing. This trend is indicative of the fact 

that sustainability is no longer a side activity but a fundamental aspect of organizational 

development and competitiveness.  
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Figure 2: Source; World Economic Forum (2023), The Future of Jobs Report 2023, p. 37. 

Data from LinkedIn. 

 

The position of Impact Manager is a cross-functional position in this case. This profession 

performs the functions of a bridge among departments' strategy, finance, operations and 

communication and makes sure that the impact information is used to inform important 

decisions. The activities of the Impact Manager will frequently be in defining impact goals, 

data systems management, reporting coordination, and leadership advice on sustainability 

integration.  

 

The Impact Manager is a role that is yet to be standardized. Job descriptions also vary 

with organizations, and there is no standard competency framework. This leads to the 

situation whereby professionals use self-developed skills which are gained through various 

educational and professional backgrounds, which include business, environmental studies, 

or social sciences.  

 

This is the case of the early development of other professions. As of example, project 

management and human resource management used to be informal functions of an 

organization, but they have now evolved into legitimate professions that have a body of 

knowledge and certification systems (IPMA, 2015). Likewise, sustainability management 

has developed out of voluntary activities by companies to formalized departments with the 

help of professional associations.  
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 Theoretical Background 

To understand how impact management is taking shape as an emerging cross-functional area 

of practice within organisations, it is necessary to examine how its mandate, responsibilities, 

competencies, and role boundaries are formed and negotiated. The competencies 

and skills literature provide further ingredients for conceptualising impact management as a 

emerging role. Ali et al. (2021) develop a generic competency framework 

and methodology that can be used across human resource management contexts, showing 

how clearly specified and weighted competencies can support recruitment, training and 

performance management. Camp, Young, and Bushardt (2022) highlight how changing 

work environments, such as remote and hybrid settings, increase the importance of 

interpersonal communication, mentoring, empathy and collaboration for effective 

leadership. Meanwhile, the specific competency models of sustainability focus on systems 

thinking, anticipatory skills, ethical reasoning, strategic competence and stakeholder 

engagement as the essential skills of dealing with the complexity of a socio-ecological 

problem (Wiek et al., 2011). Combined with the above insights, it can be concluded that 

impact management demands a unique set of technical, strategic and relational skills.  

However, the current literature does not translate these competency concepts into a clear set 

of capabilities required for undertaking impact-related responsibilities within organisations. 

Three theoretical approaches, competency-based theory, role theory, and institutional theory 

are relevant for analysing this development. Collectively, they assist in explaining the kind 

of expertise needed in work related to impacts, how individuals comprehend and execute 

new roles, and how organisational and societal demands influence the legitimacy and 

stabilisation of such roles with time.  

Figure 3 summarises how competency-based theory, role theory, and institutional theory 

interact to explain the emergence and consolidation of impact management as a developing 

organisational role. 
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Figure 3: Theoretical Framework .  

 Competency-Based Theory  

Competency-based theory revolves around the knowledge, skills, and ability to behave in a 

suitable manner that facilitates good performance in the profession. It is based on the 

assumption that people integrate technical skills with behavioral attributes that are gained 

through experience, thoughts, and practice (Boyatzis, 2008). A competency perspective thus 

assists in elaborating not just what professionals know, but their application of the same in 

complex organizational situations. In areas of the sustainability domain, researchers have 

recognized multiple core competency sets. As an illustration, the five sustainability 

competencies that Wiek et al. (2011) suggest including systems thinking, anticipatory 

competence, normative competence, strategic competence, and interpersonal competence, 

which help practitioners to appreciate interrelated challenges, and manage uncertainty, and 

integrate action across many stakeholder groups. The following studies have revealed that 
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these competencies can be acquired through a sequence of learning, exposure across 

disciplines, as well as through reflective practice, which enhances the capacity of 

professionals that can work in dynamic settings (Fischer and Barth, 2020). Other 

competency systems, like the project management system and sustainable development 

education, also place significant emphasis on the importance of integrating technical, 

behavioral and contextual competencies (IPMA, 2015; UNESCO, 2017). Taken together, 

these studies show that competency models can inform the training design, professional 

development, and measuring practitioner effectiveness.  

These developed sustainability-focused models, however, fail completely to address the 

bigger and more integrative requirements of impact management that go beyond 

environmental sustainability into social, economic, and financial aspects. With the rise of 

impact-measurement practice, the practitioners have to synthesize competencies that were 

once found in different areas of organization. Recent field studies and interviews indicate 

that to manage impacts effectively, one has to integrate sustainability-focused competencies 

with the analysis skills that rely on finance, data management, evaluation, and risk 

assessment (Laine et al., 2024). The industry guidance also notes that impact work must be 

able to transform performance data into action, enable cross-functional partnership, and 

align organizational goals with stakeholder expectations (IDB Invest, 2020; Paterson et al., 

2021).  

Competency-based lens is consequently especially effective in conceptualizing impact 

management practice, since it emphasizes how practitioners bring together different types 

of expertise to process information about impact, link silos in an organization, and facilitate 

evidence-based decision-making. Recruitment, performance evaluation and capability-

building plans are also based on competencies and can be charted into systematic learning 

routes that redefine themselves in response to changing organizational demands (Delamare 

Le Deist and Winterton, 2005). 

Through this lens, competencies act as a bridge between practice and learning: they translate 

emerging organizational expectations into coherent developmental pathways and support the 

emergence of more consistent expectations for impact management work across 

organizations. In this way, a competency perspective not only clarifies what practitioners 



 

31 

 

   

 

must be able to do but also situates these abilities within the broader evolution of an 

emerging field. 

 

Although competency-based theory identifies the skills and behaviors needed for effective 

impact work, it does not explain how these competencies are interpreted, negotiated, or 

recognized within organizations. Competencies alone cannot clarify who should perform 

impact responsibilities or how a shared understanding of the work emerges. Therefore, to 

understand how the Impact Manager role is actually formed and stabilized in practice, it is 

necessary to bring in role theory, which explains how individuals make sense of new and 

ambiguous expectations, and institutional theory, which shows how new roles gain 

legitimacy and become standardized across organizations. 

 Role Theory 

Role theory investigates the process of the development of the behavior of individuals, which 

is predetermined by the expectations of their positions within the social and organizational 

systems. It offers an insight into the way individuals perform roles, negotiate expectations, 

and change with changing situations (Biddle, 1986). Biddle describes roles as behavioral 

patterns which are expected of people holding certain positions in a group or 

organization. These expectations are socially constructed and are based not only on the 

formal structure, but also on the informal norms. The expectations are usually unclear when 

a position is novel and has not been institutionalized, and the professionals would be reading 

and bargaining their roles over time and through socialization (Katz and Kahn, 1978).  

   

Impact management explains the process well. Being a new organizational role-function, its 

functions can often overlap a pre-existing role in sustainability, corporate social 

responsibility, compliance, finance, and data management. Since the role is a developing 

one, and it is not yet fully institutionalized, the task of the practitioners is to interpret and 

bargain the nature of their work as it relates to the organizational performance goals, as well 

as to the expectations of the stakeholders and wider sustainability concerns. This is in line 

with the fundamental understanding of role theory which asserts that ambiguity reigns when 

a role is either new or ill-defined (Biddle, 1986; Katz and Kahn, 1978). Practitioners are then 
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seen to engage in continuous sensemaking that is through practice, dialogue and 

collaboration in order to translate the meaning of impact in their respective organizational 

settings, a characteristic of Weick, (1995) views that people create meaning in what he 

describes as situations marked by novelty and uncertainty. 

   

In the long term, when the role is adopted by numerous organizations with similar practices 

and standards, expectations regarding the same become transparent. Common language, 

norms, competency frames help to determine what it is to work effectively as an Impact 

Manager. This progressive sensemaking and standardization is what the professionalization 

of new positions is all about (Ashforth, 2001). The role is, however, later legitimized by 

stabilizing expectations, responsibilities, and qualifications, adopting them within 

organizational structures, and contributing to a stable professional identity (DiMaggio, and 

Powell, 1983).  

 

 Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory examines how organizational practices gain stability and legitimacy 

through shared norms, standards, and expectations. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that 

organizations often adopt similar structures and practices—a process known as institutional 

isomorphism—as they respond to regulatory, normative, and cultural pressures. Suchman 

(1995) and Greenwood et al. (2017) further highlight that legitimacy depends not only on 

technical effectiveness but also on alignment with widely accepted rules, frameworks, and 

professional expectations. 

These insights are relevant for understanding the growing attention to impact measurement 

and management. As organizations face increasing societal expectations—such as those 

shaped by the Sustainable Development Goals and evolving reporting regimes—they are 

formalizing systems for assessing and communicating impact (Schönherr, Findler & 

Martinuzzi, 2017). Over time, these external pressures contribute to the development of 

shared language, methods, and expectations around impact-related work, even though this 

work remains distributed across several functions. 
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Institutional theory therefore helps explain how impact-related responsibilities gain 

organizational visibility and legitimacy, without necessarily forming a distinct occupation. 

Instead, it highlights how common standards, frameworks, and regulatory requirements 

shape the expectations placed on professionals in sustainability, finance, strategy, and 

reporting roles. As competencies, practices, and organizational expectations become more 

aligned, impact management can become a more coherent and recognizable cross-functional 

domain—while still being enacted by individuals from diverse professional backgrounds. 

 Legitimation, competences and roles 

When integrated, these three theoretical perceptions explain how a new cross-functional role 

is interpreted, performed, and legitimized in institutions. Competency-based theory 

illustrates the required behaviors, skills, and knowledge for impact related roles, thus 

providing a better understanding of the core responsibilities of the job role (Boyatzis, 2008). 

However, when applied into the company setting, these competencies possess only practical 

significance. Hence, Role theory is the second fundamental concept that explains the way 

people understand unclear expectations, clarify and agree on responsibilities, and through 

interaction with others gradually determine the limits of a new or a changing role (Biddle, 

1986; Katz & Kahn, 1978). 

Institutional theory takes into account the broader context by revealing that, the legitimation 

of new functions is supported by the expectations of the organization and society considering 

the normative, cultural cognitive and regulatory pressures (Suchman, 1995; Scott, 2014). 

The development of reporting requirements, shared frameworks, and industry standards 

enhances the overall consistency of defining the responsibilities related to the impact across 

different organizations. 

These theories reveal that the competencies indicate the required work; role negotiation 

demonstrates how the responsibilities are placed into practice, and institutional processes 

determine the legitimacy and uniformity of the role over the organizations. These 

perspectives help determine how impact management is progressively evolving into a 

hybrid, cross-functional role with increasingly defined boundaries, expectations, and 

competencies. 
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3  Research Method 

This chapter outlines the research method, including the design of the methodology used to 

gather data, and explore the competencies that are considered to form the emerging role of 

the Impact Manager.  

 Research Design 

Empirically this research seeks to clarify the way in which Impact Management practitioners 

describe, implement, and develop the competences and skill sets that are present in efficient 

impact management across the organizations.  

The study is a qualitative, exploratory one. Qualitative research enables an extensive and 

comprehensive interpretation of social phenomena using the views regarding them 

(Creswell and Poth, 2018). Since the role of the Impact Manager is novel and developing, a 

qualitative approach allows the study to record how professionals themselves define and 

practice impact management.  

The exploratory design is especially applicable where there is limited or fragmented theory. 

Instead of trying a preconceived model, this research is constructed out of practice. The 

approach will help in achieving the goal of creating an empirically based competency 

framework of the Impact Manager role.  

The qualitative strategy was based on the use of primary data (interviews with experts and 

practitioners' interviews from PILLARS Project E-Book (forthcoming), and job postings on 

LinkedIn related to impact manager role. This mix renders the depth and credibility of the 

findings by method triangulation (Denzin, 1978).  
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 Research Philosophy and Approach 

The research is based on an interpretivist philosophy. Interpretivism is the assumption 

that the reality is socially constructed and that the meaning that people put on their 

experiences is the most effective way to comprehend it (Saunders et al., 2019). The analysis 

of the Role of Impact Manager thus demands the study of how career-oriented people make 

meaning and perception about their work.  

The inductive approach was used. Patterns and concepts were determined based on the data 

rather than beginning with an existing theory, which were then associated with other 

academic frameworks. This method enabled the revelations of ideas that were based on the 

experiences of the participants in a natural way, making sure that the evidence acquired can 

be considered as being based on empirical facts, not predetermined assumptions.  

The combined use of interpretivism and inductive approach facilitates the purpose of the 

research: to comprehend the competency changes in practice and create a framework that 

corresponds with the real situations of the professionals in the field (Ponelis, 2015).  

The use of interpretivist and inductive approach was fitting since the research is examining 

an emerging professional identity and not a predetermined process. Reading what 

practitioners had to say and letting the themes emerge because of their personal 

experiences was a natural and straightforward way of getting to know what the Impact 

Manager was all about.  

 

  Data Source 

 

This study focused on two sources of primary data that are complementary:  

  

1. Interviews with experts of sustainability and impact management competences and 

training  

2.  Interviews with practitioners from the PILLARS Project E-Book (forthcoming)   
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For secondary data job postings for impact-related roles (e.g. Social Sustainability Manager, 

Sustainability Manager, ESG Manager) collected from LinkedIn. 

 Primary data 

The main data source is the two streams of the interviews which are methodologically 

similar:  

Direct interviews with professionals were used to conduct expert interviews on this specific 

study; the study centered on professional competencies, organizational expectations and new 

role boundaries in impact management. 

Practitioner interviews from the PILLARS Project (forthcoming).  

Although collected for a broader purpose, these interviews share a highly aligned research 

orientation—namely, understanding how professionals implement, interpret, and develop 

impact-related practices in real organizational contexts. They have been considered primary 

data as they deal with the same constructs and were collected by intensive qualitative 

methods and analyzed simultaneously with the expert interviews.  

Placing the two datasets as primary is in line with qualitative research practices when 

numerous sources of interviews investigate similar phenomena. Here, all interviews offer 

first-hand reports of initially working practitioners who actively engage in the impact related 

work, to offer a richer and credible insight into the role and the emerging competency-based 

demands. 

The purposive sampling was used to select the participants since it is hoped that the variety 

of professional viewpoints would be acquired and these would be pertinent 

to impact management (Palinkas et al., 2015; Campbell et al., 2020).  This response method 

was selected due to the fact that it enables the investigator to purposefully pick respondents 

that have certain knowledge or experience regarding the investigation subject. In this 

research, the respondents were sustainability strategy professionals, impact measurement 

professionals, or social innovation professionals, the areas that are closely related to the new 

role of Impact Manager. Its aim was not to reach the level of representativeness but 
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to seek deep, experience-based knowledge that has the capacity to further enrich the 

comprehension of the way these professionals define and practice impact management.  

This decision to choose sampling is explained in Figure 4. A probability-based sampling 

technique was not possible and suitable due to the in-depth account of the perspectives of 

experts that were the purpose of the study, as it was exploratory. Rather, a non-probability 

route was taken, and purposive sampling was used to intentionally sample professionals that 

might offer deep, first-hand information regarding the new position of Impact Manager.  

 

Figure 4: Rational for using Purposive Sampling (author’s own elaboration) 

  

The objective was not to obtain statistical representativeness but to acquire experience-

driven data that would shed more light on the nature of how these professionals 

conceptualize and practice impact management. The interviews were all online and between 

25 and 35 minutes long using teams. Informed consent was obtained, and all of the 

interviews were recorded and transcribed to be analyzed. All participants were given 

pseudonyms in order to maintain confidentiality.  

Semi-structured interviews with six specialists in the field were used to gather  primary data. 

All participants from first dataset of primary data got pseudonyms (P1-P6, P as Participant) 

to guarantee the privacy of the information. Their associated roles and details of the 

interview are summarized in Table 1.  
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Table 1:  Overview of interview participants and assigned pseudonyms  

  

Pseudonym  Role / Position  Organization 

Type  

Country  Interview 

Duration  

P1  Project Lead & 

Community of 

Practice Head  

Founder  UK  36 minutes  

P2  Principal, 

Vocational 

Education & 

Training  

Vocational 

College  

Finland  23 minutes  

P3  Sustainability & 

Impact Consultant  

Consultancy  Germany  30 minutes  

P4  Foresight 

Methodology 

Expert  

Research & 

Foresight  

Germany  25 minutes  

P5  Director, Impact 

MBA Program  

University   USA  31 minutes  

P6  Admissions 

Manager  

University  Germany  26 minutes  

 

 

 

 

The second dataset consists of interviews with practitioners from the PILLARS Project E-

book. A selection of these participants, whose insights were most relevant to this study, is 

listed in Table 2 with their assigned pseudonyms (PA-PR, P as Participant). The primary 

data jointly offer the insights of almost 30+ professionals, which form a comprehensive 

ground of analysis. 

 

Table 2: Selected PILLARS Project practitioners and assigned pseudonyms 
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Pseudonym  Primary Role / Focus Area (as 

described in data) 

Sector / Industry 

PA Sustainable Mobility Expert  Mobility 

PB Social Responsibility Coordinator Higher Education 

PC Founding Consultant, Impact 

Social Entrepreneurship 

Social Enterprise 

PD ESG Department Builder Finance  

PE ESG Strategy Integration IT  

PF Sustainability Catalyst; Systems 

Thinking 

Corporate Transformation 

PG Client-centered ESG Software 

Development 

Technology 

PH Founder & CEO; Impact 

Measurement & Hiring 

Consulting / Public Value Hub 

PI Founder, Sustainability-driven 

Entrepreneurship 

Sustainable Textiles / 

Manufacturing 

PJ ESG Compliance & Supply Chain 

Sustainability 

Legal / Corporate Services 

PK Complex Organizational Analysis Not Specified 
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PL Head of Innovation; Intersection 

of Strategy & Sustainability 

Pharmaceutical  

PM Impact Assessment, Monitoring, 

and Training 

Real Estate / Public Property 

PN Researcher, Educator, Advisor on 

Sustainability 

Academia / Research 

PO Founder; Systems Thinking & 

Collaborative Leadership 

Consulting / Leadership 

Development 

PP Innovation Service Director; 

Societal Impact through IP 

University / Innovation & 

Research 

PQ Public Health Doctor; Health 

Impact Assessment 

Healthcare / Public Health 

PR Sustainable Syncretism; 

Transferring Solutions from Other 

Fields 

NGOs / Non-Profit Sector 

 Secondary data 

To complement practitioner perspectives, LinkedIn job postings were analyzed as secondary 

data. These include postings for roles such as Sustainability Manage, ESG Analyst / ESG 

Manager, Social Sustainability Manager, Sustainability Reporting Specialist 

These roles are not treated as Impact Manager; instead they are included because impact 

management is still an emerging field, and organizations rarely use a single, standardized 

job title. In practice, impact-related responsibilities are distributed across several existing 

functions, including sustainability, finance, reporting, compliance, supply chain, and 

strategy. For this reason, job postings provide valuable insight into how organizations 
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currently define tasks, skills, and expectations that are relevant to impact practice, even when 

these roles are labelled differently. 

By analyzing these postings as secondary data, it recognizes that the emerging function of 

impact management is being embedded into multiple established roles as organizations 

respond to regulatory pressures and internal strategic needs. This supports the supervisor’s 

observation that the field reflects a hybrid role-function, not a distinct profession. 

 Data Collection   

The semi-structured interviews were done through customized guidelines. The main set of 

questions were the same in each guide, and certain questions were added depending on the 

professional role of the participant. The questions allowed a free debate and at the same time 

they were within the objectives of the research. The questions of interviews are provided in 

Appendix 1. The interviews were carried out from July through October 2025. Following 

the process of transcription, the data were made anonymous and thoroughly examined in 

terms of completeness and clarity. In addition, interviews were collected from the PILLARS 

Project e-book (forthcoming). For secondary data, search focused on job postings that were 

active between July and November 2025 and were mainly located in European countries 

(Ireland, France, Germany, Denmark and Poland). 

The initial search returned a larger number of postings. Roles were included when they (i) 

explicitly referred to environmental, social or broader sustainability/impact responsibilities 

and (ii) included a description of both main tasks and required skill sets or competencies. 

Postings that were internships, clearly junior assistant roles, duplicates or that mentioned 

sustainability only in very general terms were excluded. After screening, ten postings 

remained and were entered into a spreadsheet, recording job title, company, location, main 

responsibilities and required competencies. After that, these were analysed using the same 

thematic coding framework applied to the interview data, ensuring a consistent analytical 

approach. By applying a shared coding structure, the secondary data could be compared with 

the primary interviews in a coherent manner, supporting triangulation and enhancing the 

overall robustness of the findings.   
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 Data Analysis 

To interpret the results of the qualitative data, primary and secondary data, this study applied 

the Gioia methodology (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013). This approach is based on 

grounding theory methods (Gioia et al., 2013) by offering an organized and clear 

procedures of codifying, organizing, interpreting, and theorizing qualitative data. It is 

especially appropriate to exploratory and interpretivist studies, as the focus is to develop 

conceptual knowledge based on the lived experiences of the participants.  

In this study, the approach was used to investigate the description of the roles, learning 

processes, and the necessary competencies by professionals working in sustainability and 

impact management. The aim was to come up with a competency framework for the new 

profession, the Impact Manager, not the theory dictated, but as one based on experience 

gained in practice.   

The analysis procedure was based on the main principles of the Gioia approach that is to 

stay close to the voices of the participants in the initial coding stage, to the more abstract 

towards theoretical themes and to present this process diagrammatically in a data structure 

(Figure 5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: The Gioia methodology (adapted from Gioia et al., 2013) 
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This framework relates the raw data with the emergent theoretical framework and how 

meaning was created in an iterative and interpretive process.  

 Step 1: Developing 1st-Order Concepts 

After transcribing and getting familiar with the data, open coding was done. This involved 

extracting 1st-order concepts—using the participants' own language and concepts to stay 

close to their lived experience. For example, phrases like "learned on the job," "I don't feel 

like an 'impact manager'," and "you need to be able to think big" were captured 

as initial codes.  

 Step 2: Aggregating into 2nd-Order Themes 

In the next phase, a researcher-centered approach was adopted to recognize patterns, 

relationships, and differences among the various first-order concepts. These were grouped 

into broader, better-order themes in a systematic manner. As an illustration, a number of 

first-order concepts, which related to learning through projects, peer networks, and self-

directed inquiry, were merged to form the second-order themes of Informal and Experiential 

Learning. 

 Step 3: Defining Aggregate Dimensions 

The second-order themes were then thoroughly examined in the final stage to determine the 

underlying, overarching themes that addressed the research questions collectively. These 

were then referred to as Aggregate Dimensions. As an example, such second-order themes 

as Conceptual ambiguity, Strategic Boundaries and Role Evolution were pooled together to 

create the aggregate dimension of defining the Scope of Impact Management. 
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 Trustworthiness and Triangulation 

Triangulation was achieved by primary and secondary data concurrent coding. Themes 

obtained in the six expert interviews and findings of more than twenty practitioners reflected 

in the PILLARS dataset were cross verified in a systematic manner and complemented with 

the, as well as with patterns identified in job postings for impact-related roles. Such a 

triangulation plan meets the methodological recommendations by Patton (1999) and Denzin 

(1978) that emphasize the usage of more than one data source to increase validity in 

qualitative research. This cross-verification made the identified competencies more credible 

and robust.   

  Ethical Considerations 

All phases of the study were conducted ethically. The informed consent was obtained in 

advance before the recording of the interviews, and participants were properly informed of 

the purpose of the study. Data were stored anonymously and in a secure way. In the case 

of the primary data, the project head provided the draft PILLARS Project e-book. The 

document is not published, so all the contributions of the practitioners mentioned in it are 

considered anonymous. This approach aligns with standards described in the 

literature that researchers must obtain informed consent, ensure participant anonymity and 

confidentiality, and store all research data securely (Stam & Diaz, 2023). 
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4  Findings 

This chapter features the main results of six interviews with experts analysis of practitioners' 

interviews presented in the forthcoming e-book named PILLARS Project, along with job 

posting through LinkedIn. To obtain first-order concepts, second-order themes, and 

aggregate dimensions, the analysis was performed according to the 

Gioia methodology. Based on this systematic process, five core dimensions were identified 

that together explain the developmental pattern of Impact Manager role and the 

competencies, learning styles, and organizational environments that support the 

development of the role.    

   

The five aggregate dimensions are:   

Defining the Scope of Impact Management 

Core Competencies for Impact Practice 

Learning Pathways and Professional Development 

Organizational Context and Support 

From Competence to Curriculum Design 

 

All these aggregate dimensions together indicate how the impact management is becoming 

an emerging role located at the intersection of business strategy, sustainability, data analysis 

and finance Education. Figures 6-10 show how the data was structured followed 

by Gioia methodology. 



 

46 

 

   

 

 Scope of Impact Management 

Based on the Gioia methodology, figure 6 shows how first-order concepts based on 

interviews, the PILLARS practitioner dataset and the evidence found in the job-market were 

categorised as second-order themes and synthesised into the aggregate dimension. 

Such structure reveals the interactions between external drivers (regulatory pressure, market 

expectations and client requirements) and internal organisational reactions as role ambiguity, 

limited resources and fragmented responsibilities. The combination of all these makes it 

clear that impact management is becoming a role-function, created by organisational 

demands and environmental influences at the same time. 

 

 

Figure 6: Data structure for the Scope of Impact Management (adapted from Gioia et al., 

2013) 

 

The empirical evidence shows that the role of Impact Manager is still in an early phase of 

definition and that many practitioners reveal a high level of heterogeneity in their way of 
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describing their responsibilities and the purpose of the position. Respondents repeatedly 

emphasized that the ambiguity inherent in the concept of the word impact directs how they 

conduct their daily activities as well as their professional personalities.   

Perceptions about the role are viewed on a broad range of interpretations. Some of the 

respondents like P3 view it as a strategic evolution, describing it as a “much higher profile 

than a sustainability manager” that should sit at the “C-level.” In contrast, others, such as 

(PB), don’t identify with the title at all, stating, “I don’t feel like an ‘impact 

manager’... I’m Social Responsibility Coordinator.” This division implies that this 

profession is in the process of bargaining its role between strategic leadership and 

operational coordination.  

The definition of impact is a fundamental methodological issue. This uncertainty was 

clearly identified by P1: “We need to understand what we understand by impact.” Her 

analogy— “Everybody had to pass the driving test, but we all drive differently” depicts how 

practitioners may use similar frameworks but apply them in different, context-specific ways. 

This lack of shared language complicates collaboration, as P2 quoted: “Impact is reached 

only by joint understanding and shared efforts.”  

The role is heavily influenced by external pressures. Regulatory drivers were recognized by 

PD stating clients are “legally obliged to do ESG reporting.” Similarly, (PE) stressed on the 

importance of market forces: "This helped us to understand our clients' needs and thanks to 

our ESG approach we could make some deals which are very important for us," These 

observations put the Impact Manager at the cross section between compliance requirement 

and strategic opportunity.   

The concept of impact in the organizational context is fluid and contested. According to 

the interviews of practitioners, it swings between financial, social, and environmental 

priorities depending on the variables of context and stakeholder expectations. The reason 

why there have never been consistent role description is explained by this variability since 

professionals redefine their priorities to fit institutional goals, resources, and the stage of 

sustainability infrastructure development in the individual organizations where they work.   

The analysis of job postings through LinkedIn strongly corroborates this finding of 

conceptual and functional ambiguity. The core functions of measurement of impact, ESG 

reporting and stakeholder engagement seem to be represented with a wide variety of job 
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titles, such as Social Sustainability Manager, Sustainable Investment ESG Data Analyst and 

Sustainability Reporting Internal Controls Manager. Moreover, tasks associated with 

impact are often integrated into other wider functions like supply chain, finance, or HR 

instead of being combined into a specific role of Impact Manager. This market information 

supports the finding that the role remains under negotiation within organizations and 

industries and has not yet been able to settle on a consistent professional identity or title.  

Overall, findings of this research suggest that defining the scope of impact management is a 

precondition to its professionalization. Without a consistent conceptualization of what is 

meant by impact and the clear definition of the value that is generated by Impact Managers, 

the occupational identity will continue to continue being in flux across sectors and 

organizations. Therefore, establishing a common vocabulary and consistent views cannot 

happen without the creation of a reliable and stable professional sphere. 

 Core Competencies for Impact Practice 

This section explores the competencies that professionals need to perform impact-related 

work effectively. Since the role is interdisciplinary involving sustainability, data 

management, communication, and ethical decision-making, the results indicate that the 

competencies required are not technical in nature but hybrid. Secondary data and interviews 

show that impact practice depends on combination of analytical, digital, interpersonal, and 

values-based skills. These competencies are fundamental in how the new role of impact is 

played in various organizational functions. Figure 7 presents the Gioia data structure for the 

second aggregate dimension, Core Competencies for Impact Practice. 
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Figure 7: Data structure for the Core Competencies for Impact Practice (adapted from 

Gioia et al., 2013) 

 

The second dimension is the competences required to practice impact effectively. Data 

obtained through interviews highlights a combination of analytical, social, and ethical 

competences that go beyond technical skills.  

Systems thinking was always a significant demand. P3 claimed that professionals 

should “think in big pictures.” While PG agreed, stating that “system thinking and 

acting,” which is why it is essential to understand how the processes in organizations and 

the wider social system are connected to each other.  

 Social competencies are also essential. The position demands what P3 called the ability to 

communicate in two ways, that is, to “speak in both facts and numbers, but also with 

emotions.” This twofold feature makes it easy to bridge the gap between information-driven 

decision-making and human reasoning. The significance of receptive skills was emphasized 

by PI who said: "to really for a second just you know, don't come up with solutions... but 

really to go ahead and listen and trust the person who's telling you things that this is their 

truth". These relational competencies form the basis of collaboration and involvement of 

stakeholders.  
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These capabilities are supported by a strong ethical and value-driven aspect. According to 

P4, “Definitely a certain kind of moral agency. So, because when you're working with things 

like impact, you cannot be doing it just because it's your job. You have to really 

like have these values.”.  Likewise, persistence and conviction were defined by PJ 

who stated: “convinced of the matter, and you have to be persistent and clear, goal-oriented, 

inspiring.”   

The results provided in the context of this study are supported by the data found in the 

PILLARS e-book that defines proficient impact practitioners as those who are both 

integrators and are also characterized by technical rigor, empathy, and ethically oriented 

leadership at the same time. The idea of impact management is therefore justified by this 

triangulation, which is based on the hybrid competency profile, that integrates 

analytical thinking with communicative proficiency and purpose-driven motivation.  

Job postings for impact-related roles point in the same direction. Across titles such as Social 

Sustainability Manager, Sustainability / ESG Manager and Sustainable Investment ESG 

Data Analyst, employers regularly ask for people who can work with ESG or impact data, 

handle reporting systems, and at the same time engage and communicate with different 

stakeholders and teams. Many advertisements also mention integrity, responsibility, and a 

genuine commitment to sustainability. Combined, this market view supports the view of the 

interviews and the PILLARS data: a blend of analytical, interpersonal, and ethical ability 

contributes to effective impact practice as opposed to technical competence.  

 Learning Pathways and Professional Development 

This section outlines how professionals develop the competencies needed for impact 

practice. Figure 8 displays the Gioia data structure for learning pathways and professional 

development. The figure depicts first-order insights into themes reflecting experiential 

learning, continuous/informal learning, and development through exposure. 
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Figure 8: Data structure for the learning pathways for impact practice (adapted from Gioia 

et al., 20130 

 

This theme examines how professionals can acquire these competencies. In interviews, 

learning pathways have been observed to be more of an experience than 

formal demonstrating a deficiency in formal education and training opportunities. There is 

a lot of collaborative practice in learning. P1 stated: “The best way to learn is to learn from 

each other,” which emphasizes the value of peer exchange. (PI) supported this stating that 

employers value “real life impact measurement experience, not only academic.” The current 

job market favors are demonstrating capability over theoretical credentials. (P1) likened the 

development of impact management to the early adoption of IT, when the skills moved 

quickly out of the optional category to the necessary one. The fact that she forecasts 

a “sudden boom” in the demand for impact skills serves to emphasize the need 

to modify educational programs to suit the requirements of the professionals.  

The continuous learning process became a necessary attitude. According to PL, practitioners 

must “research all the time, you have to look for information.” This is in line with the 

demand by (P1) of available access to “Microlearning” forms that help in simplifying 

complicated content. Respondents were willing to choose modular and flexible learning 

designs that would support hectic professionals and continuous industrial transformation.  
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The findings are also reflected in the PILLARS Project E-Book (forthcoming), which 

stresses that impact management competencies can be best developed in an experiential, 

reflective, and collaborative learning process. The project singles out mentorship, project-

based tasks and cross-sector exchange as viable options for developing expertise.  Although 

practitioners highlighted experience and peer-based as core developmental channels, formal 

education in data analysis and financial modelling proved to be an important technical 

underpinning. Some respondents have indicated that analytical capabilities, especially 

sustainability measurements, ESG data management, and impact measurement frameworks, 

need to be educated systematically (PQ) reported that impact managers need all three 

elements as foundational: "data science knowledge, working with data and understanding 

data and presenting data". (PD) emphasized "analytical capacity" and the ability to 

accurately analyze data as fundamental to her ESG department-building work. (PL) specified 

the need for "a mix of technical expertise, strategic thinking and interpersonal skills" as well 

as "problem solving and system thinking". 

The review of the postings of jobs indicates a requirement of years of prior experience in 

similar positions and points to a record of successful projects delivery or running impact 

data. Although formal degrees are mentioned as a minimum requirement, 

practical experience and skills to use the tools in real life are described as determining. This 

trend on the market supports the beliefs of the interviewed people according to which 

employers are more interested in proven ability than theoretical qualification.  

Comprehensively, it is observed that impact management professional development is an 

iterative process, i.e., it is learned through experience, reflection and its disclosure to 

colleagues. This is a method that facilitates the personal growth of an individual as well as 

the institutionalization of the field in the long run as the professionals themselves influence 

the formation of norms and standards by their changing practice.  

 

 Organizational Context and Support 

This section examines the organizational conditions that enable or constrain the performance 

of impact-related responsibilities. Figure 9 presents the Gioia data structure for the fourth 
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aggregate dimension, organizational context, and support. The structure groups the 

underlying data into themes showing the need for leadership endorsement, cultural 

readiness, and cross-organizational integration. 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Data structure for the organizational context and support (adapted from Gioia et 

al., 2013) 

 

Organizational environment developed as one of the decisive factors whether the Impact 

Management role could be able to utilize their competencies. The commitment to leadership, 

culture readiness, and structural support guides success of impact initiatives.  

The most important enabler was found to be leadership engagement, understood as the active 

support of senior management in providing authority, resources, and a clear mandate for 

impact work. Without this backing, practitioners struggle to influence organisational 

practices or coordinate across departments. P3 directed “Um, if this person at the 

top doesn't believe in these kinds of things, it's gonna be really hard. I tried it for five years. 

It is really hard... Usually you need a budget that you are allowed to use with your team… 

ideally across the organization because impact management will touch every 

department”” She pointed out that a position needs both authority and resources, 
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specifically, “Effect change, which means a budget. Usually, you need a budget that you are 

allowed to use with your team. Ideally across the organization because impact management 

will touch on every department and it will touch on every part of your community as well.”  

Change within the organization is also important. According to P3, “most of us grew up in 

systems that rewarded profit,” which makes the required mindset shift difficult but 

necessary. She added “As long as you don’t have the mindset shift, you’re not going to be 

successful... It really needs to be with everyone or almost everyone.”  

The role is usually associated with the mediation of economic and social objectives. P3 

exemplified this conflict by using the case of a repair service that “goes directly against 

them selling more clothing, right? So, it goes directly against profitability.” It is therefore 

contrary to profitability. Impact Managers therefore find themselves torn between 

commercial and sustainable relations constantly.  

This interpretation is in line with primary data of the PILLARS E-Book (forthcoming), 

which indicates that the majority of practitioners in question have achieved success when 

impact goals are part of the core business strategy as opposed to being treated as an addition. 

All the findings do indicate that professional capacity of Impact Managers may be enhanced 

or limited by the organizational context.  

This need for embedded organisational authority is also visible in the job market data. 

The analysed postings show how companies structure these roles in ways that either support 

or limit their ability to address the challenges reported by practitioners. Some job positions 

focus developing group-wide social sustainability policies and intergrating across various 

business units, which implies a high-level, cross-functional requirement and close access to 

leadership, this kind of structural support interviewees also pointed as essentials. On the 

other hand, some roles are defined much more narrowly, mainly around internal reporting 

or compliance tasks. These roles are mostly placed in isolated departments and may not have 

the budget or influence to push for wider change. In this way, the job postings show 

how organisational structures can either support or limit what impact-oriented professionals 

are able to do.  



 

55 

 

   

 

 From Competence to Curriculum Design 

This section interprets the competency findings into education and training implications. 

Since impact management needs hybrid and evolving skills, academic programs and 

professional training need to adjust accordingly. The Gioia data structure of the last 

aggregate dimension, from competence to curriculum design is presented in Figure 10. The 

structure demonstrates the way in which the data of interviews and secondary insights are 

integrated into the themes on integrated curriculum design, competence-based education, 

and cross-organisational competence requirements. The figure can be used to demonstrate 

the need to adapt training and curriculum to meet the hybrid needs of new impact roles by 

linking competency findings to educational responses. 

 

 

Figure 10: Data structure for dimension from competence to curriculum design (adapted 

from Gioia et al., 2013) 

 

The last dimension focuses on educational and training implications. Previous studies show 

that successful training in impact management requires applied, interdisciplinary and 

adaptive learning formats (e.g., Wiek et al., 2011; Brundiers et al., 2021). In this study, the 

theme draws mainly on two programme-level expert interviews, whose participants (P5 and 

P6) are responsible for impact-oriented master’s programmes. In addition to talking about 
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competencies, they reflected on how these competencies can be developed in practice and 

described the educational formats they use in their own programmes.  

Evidence from these interviews shows that practice-based learning formats are considered 

essential for developing impact-related competencies. P5 described a 16-

month programme built around a compulsory, full-time summer fellowship, explaining 

that “the main way that they get the kind of hands-on experience is through the summer 

fellowship.” Another participant, responsible for a sustainability-focused 

master’s programme at a European business school (P6), emphasised that their master’s 

thesis is organised as “a 12-month consulting project” in which students work in teams with 

a real organisation, which “forces students to apply what they have learned to an actual 

company problem, not just write a theoretical thesis.”  

Participants also agreed that training must address various audiences. The most insightful 

point by P2 was that impact management is not a narrow specialist position but a cross-

organizational competency that should be part of general professional skills, regardless of a 

person’s formal role. She said: “Now we see that we have to train people in all professions, 

so it's important that impact is something that is included in your professional skill, whether 

you work in whatever role in the company”  

The curricula should be dynamic and amenable. P5 observed that: “that's how we address it 

in our curriculum as well as weaving it throughout the whole curriculum and not just 

addressing it with a couple of elective courses,” P4 suggested “dynamically adjust the 

content of the program depending on where direction we are going.” These 

lessons indicate that the design of training should be dynamic to be relevant in a professional 

world that keeps on changing.  

These observations are supported by the PILLARS Project E-Book (forthcoming), which 

suggests the use of competency-based approach to the process of impact management 

education. It promotes the use of modular learning designs which are portable convergence 

of experiential projects, reflective practice, and cross-sector collaboration. The project notes 

that impact education should be able to impart knowledge, in addition, it should develop 

professional identity and ethical responsibility, based on participatory learning.  

The analysis of the job postings demonstrates the same tendency; the majority of job 

openings demand a relevant degree of the university along with experience in sustainability 
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or impact and the knowledge of data analysis, project management, and communication with 

stakeholders.  

 Collectively, the results lead to the idea of an impact management education model that is 

dynamic, modular and practice-based. It must incorporate analytical, ethical, and 

interpersonal skills; encourage thinking and teamwork; be flexible 

to emerging sustainability issues and working environments. This type of model would not 

only turn the learning into the theoretical exercise but also turn it into a lifelong development 

process, not only in terms of developing individual capability, but also in terms of 

professionalizing the sphere of impact management.  

All the five themes discussed in this chapter contribute to the overall illustration of how 

impact management is becoming professionalized. They demonstrate a new resonance in a 

discipline that is still defined by conceptual ambiguity. The themes are scope definition, 

competency development, experiential learning, organizational context, and curriculum 

design, all of which are different, but closely related aspects of this development.  

To generalise these results, Figure 11 introduces The Emerging Model of Impact 

Management, which shows the dynamic relationship between the main themes 

that constitute the profession. The model shows that these factors complement each other 

and, when combined, contribute to the development of impact management as a new and 

developing professional sphere.  
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Figure 11: Emerging model of impact management; empirical themes from this thesis and 

their connection to the PILLARS Project (blue boxes indicates inductive findings from this 

thesis; grey boxes indicate elements supported by the PILLARS Project E-Book, 

forthcoming).   
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5  Discussion  

This chapter interprets the empirical findings in relation to the research questions and 

existing literature. It demonstrates how the study advances theoretical understanding of 

emerging professional roles and contributes to competency-based frameworks for 

sustainability practice. The discussion is structured around the two research questions, 

followed by an examination of the research gap, theoretical contributions, and the proposed 

competency framework. 

 Addressing Research Question 1: What technical, cognitive, interpersonal, and 

ethical competencies are required for effective impact management practice?  

The results indicate that impact management demands a hybrid and multi-dimensional 

competency profile, which is the phenomenon that combines technical skills, system 

thinking, inter-personal communication, and ethical judgement. This combination captures 

what impact management is as a boundary-spanning organisational role that lies between 

strategy, measurement, stakeholder engagement and organisational learning. Such findings 

are consistent with literature highlighting that the sustainability-focused roles are 

progressively demanding integrated and systemic capabilities over specific abilities (Wiek 

et al., 2011; Redman et al., 2021). 

Systems Thinking and Analytical Competence. 

System thinking became one of the fundamental cognitive skills. Practitioners explained that 

they needed to know how organisations are interdependent, cross-domain effects, and impact 

in the context of broader socio-ecological systems. It is consistent with Voulvoulis et al. 

(2022), who consider systems thinking to be at the core of the sustainability changes due to 

its ability to assist professionals in processing complexity and the long-term implications. 

Practically, it consists of materiality analysis, causality, and correlation of organisational 

action to general societal effects. Data literacy is a companion of this systems orientation: 

participants emphasized the capability to perceive evidence beyond the descriptive 

indicators and apply data to develop a strategy. Studies on data literacy (Deja et al., 2021; 
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Schildkamp and Ehren, 2025) also point to the fact that credible impact work must involve 

trust in evidence-based thinking and capability to evaluate individual methodological 

suppositions. 

Ethical Competence and Reflexive Practice 

Ethical competence was defined as an inseparable area with effective impact practice. The 

participants faced transparency dilemmas, stakeholder trade-offs, and short-long trade-offs 

dilemmas. These results are consistent with the sustainability literature that has established 

that professional judgement mostly takes place in a state of moral ambiguity and competing 

values (Pope et al., 2017; Kopnina, 2020). The normative competence (Wiek et al., 2011) or 

the skill to apply ethical principles in the complex situations of decision making was evident 

in the endeavours' of the practitioners to ensure credibility, fairness and accountability in 

reporting the impacts. Reflexivity also enhances this competence because the practitioners 

are required to challenge their assumptions, organisational limitations, as well as their 

unintended consequences. 

Interpersonal and Communication Competence 

Contributions to the role played by interpersonal and communicative skills were noted by 

the participants as a key to coping with the hybrid nature of the role. Impact practitioners are 

intermediaries; they mediate between the technical professionals, senior leaders and external 

stakeholders. This involves the capabilities of interpreting complex information, cross-

departmental coordination, and problem-solving process through collaboration. This is a 

manifestation of the studies on the roles of the boundary-spanners (Williams, 2002; Ernst 

and Chrobot-Mason, 2011), which point out the roles of negotiator, facilitator, and the 

persuader as crucial in cross-silos organisational working. These abilities contribute to 

influencing managers to incorporate the impact considerations in organisational decision 

making and to sustain a positive communication in various viewpoints. 

  

A Hybrid Competency Model 

  

The findings taken collectively provide a hybrid competency model of impact management. 

The practitioners are required to think broadly, critically analyse evidence, reason morally 
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and communicate effectively across the organisational lines. This profile is grounded in 

practitioner insights supported by PILLARS data and job market evidence. These 

competencies are in accordance with the role theory which explains how expectations of an 

emerging organisational role are created, negotiated and stabilised in the long run (Biddle, 

1986; Katz and Kahn, 1978). 

 

Theoretical Contribution; A Hybrid Competency Model: 

 

Collectively, these findings advance competency-based theory (Boyatzis, 2008) by 

demonstrating how emerging cross-functional roles require competency integration rather 

than competency addition. Impact management is not simply the sum of technical skills plus 

ethical awareness plus communication ability. Rather, these competencies must be 

dynamically integrated in practice, with each dimension informing and enabling the others. 

This represents a shift from additive competency models which list discrete skills to 

integrative competency models that emphasize how competencies interact and reinforce 

each other in complex professional contexts. The impact manager must simultaneously 

analyze systems, reason ethically, engage stakeholders, and align strategic objectives with 

each competency enhancing the effectiveness of the others. 

 Addressing Research Question 2: How are the boundaries, expectations, and scope 

of impact management defined in organisations, and how does this role relate to 

existing sustainability, CSR, finance, and strategy functions? 

The findings show that the conceptual definition of impact management is one of the central 

issues of the subject. In other words, the word impact was inconsistently used, at one time 

in relation to environmental performance and at other times social results, ethical 

responsibility, or long-term systemic value. This multiplicity of interpretations complicates 

the process of organisations developing shared expectations or even shared practices. The 

literature validates that this kind of ambiguity is common in the new area of professional 

activity: when concepts are new or dynamic, organisations are unable to create a solid 

structure, competencies and governance routines (Hehenberger and Andreali, 2024). 
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Conceptual ambiguity, thus, leads to fragmentation, poor role definition, and the different 

perception of what an effective impact management is. 

One of the key findings of the research is that impact management is becoming a strategic 

practice. Organisations are not suggested to seek to measure all possible outcomes but rather 

to focus on the most material, relevant and actionable in their context. This is in line with 

the recommendations of the OECD (2024), which mentions that materiality, relevance, and 

proportionality are the key to the credibility of measurement and responsible decisions. 

Impact work scope is consequently not limitless, but it is influenced by organisational 

mission, strategic priorities, available resources, as well as by stakeholder expectations. A 

clear scope is a preliminary measure that determines the indicators to be used, the 

development of measurement tools, and how the tasks are distributed among the functions. 

 The other notable observation is that impact management is contextual. Depending on the 

reality of the operations and the stakeholder pressure, various industries focus on different 

dimensions of impact. The energy organisations can be interested in the reduction of 

emissions, and financial institutions can be interested in inclusive investment or responsible 

lending. This supports the assumption of Busch (2025) that impact frameworks should be 

able to adapt across sectors but should share a similar logic of transparency and 

accountability. The fact that industry-specific priorities exist implies that the scope of the 

impact role cannot be universal but rather it is influenced by institutional, regulatory, and 

competitive contexts. 

Scopes can also be clearly defined to prevent confusion of impact management, CSR 

activities and ESG reporting. The findings indicated that under situations where these 

domains are not well defined, organisations are likely to experience superficial analysis, 

reporting duplication and low strategic value. This concern is supported by the literature: 

Hehenberger and Andreoli (2024) caution that by confusing impact measurement with ESG 

disclosure, organisations cannot learn the causal mechanisms or long-term value creation. 

The definition of scope of impact work helps organisations to integrate impact management 

as a strategic value addition and not as an activity that is imposed by externality. 

Educationally and professionally, the results offer a reminder on the need to educate 

practitioners on how to measure impact, but initially on how to define it. Conceptual clarity 

allows Abramo (2018) to say the correctness of any measurement system. The analytical 
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tools and conceptual frameworks are needed by practitioners to set the definition of impact 

in the realities of their own organisations, give priority to competing issues, and find areas 

where the organisation can make meaningful social and environmental value. Training 

programs should thus commence with concept and strategic backgrounds and then the 

introduction of measurement tools or reporting structures. 

All in all, the findings show that the definition of the boundaries and expectations of impact 

management is a technical process as well as a strategic process. It entails the bargaining of 

what value an organisation wants to create, what interests should be the first ones, and how 

sustainability transitions could be seen and controlled (Voulvoulis et al., 2022). Impact 

management is not an unquestioned role but rather a hybrid organisational operation that is 

located between sustainability and strategy, finance and data analytics. It is defined by 

institutional pressures, organisational priorities, and changing professional norms. This 

viewpoint directly responds to Research Question 2, as it demonstrates that impact 

management remains an institutionalisation process: it is being proactively influenced by 

organisational practice, regulatory expectations, and cross-functional collaboration instead 

of being subject to professional structures. 

 The Impact Manager Competency Framework 

Based on the empirical findings of this study, this section suggests a preliminary competency 

framework for Impact Managers. The framework is based on the experiences of the 

interview participants, on the PILLARS Project e-book, and on the theories introduced in 

Chapter 2. It goals is to guide future training programmes, as well as professional 

development. in line with calls for competency-based approaches in sustainability and 

impact education (Wiek et al., 2011; Rieckmann, 2018).   

 The Proposed Competency Framework 

Thematic analysis of interview data with the assistance of the PILLARS Project and job 

postings has made it possible to discover four related competency dimensions. In their 

practice, practitioners associated these dimensions with successful impact management. 
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Table 4 shows the dimensions, brief descriptions, sample competencies, and empirical 

evidence of the study.  

The Impact role depends on the dynamic integration of the four competency dimensions 

rather than applying them separately. Systems thinking forms the starting point by revealing 

the causal and interdependent nature of organizational actions. This systemic insight shapes 

ethical reasoning, as understanding interconnections exposes the moral implications of 

measurement choices and trade-offs. Ethical clarity, in turn, enables credible stakeholder 

engagement by fostering trust and authenticity. Strategic integration relies on all three, since 

embedding impact in decisions requires analytical insight, ethical legitimacy, and the 

relational capacity to influence across organizational boundaries. 

 

Table 3: Competency Framework proposed in Impact Managers 

 Dimension  Description  Example 

competencies  

Evidence from 

study  

1. Systems and analytical 

thinking  

Understanding links 

between 

social, environmental, an

d economic systems. 

Using evidence to guide 

decisions and strategy.  

Systems thinking, 

data analysis, 

adaptive reasoning, 

and causal mapping.  

P3: “You have to 

think in big 

pictures.” P6: 

“System thinking 

and acting is 

essential.” 

Several 

participants 

stressed the need 

to connect data to 

strategy.  

2. Ethical and reflective 

practice  

Using moral judgement 

and self-awareness in 

impact decisions and 

communication.  

Integrity, 

transparency, 

reflexivity, and 

moral reasoning.  

P4: “You have to 

really have these 

values.” Many 

participants 

described ethical 

dilemmas in 

reporting, trade-

offs, and 

stakeholder 

expectations.  

3. Communication and 

stakeholder engagement  

Turning sustainability 

ideas into concrete 

actions with others. 

Bridging departments and 

working with internal and 

external stakeholders.  

Collaboration, 

negotiation, 

facilitation, 

storytelling, active 

listening.  

P3: “Speak in 

both facts and 

numbers, but also 

with emotions.” 

Participants often 

talked about 

listening, 

building trust, an

d mediating 

between groups.  
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4. Strategic 

and organizational integration

  

Embedding 

impact in business 

strategy, governance and 

leadership. Leading 

change towards 

sustainable practices.  

Strategic alignment, 

change leadership, 

and 

institutional learning.

  

P3 stressed the 

need for budget 

and authority. P5 

discussed 

integrating ESG 

into core strategy 

and governance 

structures.  

  

 

The model therefore highlights that the effectiveness of impact practice is not derived from 

excellence in any single dimension but from the ability to synthesize competencies across 

dimensions in response to complex, ambiguous situations. Impact managers must 

continually navigate and integrate system-level understanding, ethical reflection, 

stakeholder perspectives, and strategic priorities. This emphasis on competency integration 

represents a theoretical advancement beyond additive models of professional capability, 

illustrating that impact management operates as a hybrid practice defined by cross-

dimensional coherence rather than discrete skill mastery. 

 Interpretation and Adaptability of the Dimensions 

The four dimensions are not fixed and isolated categories, in real world they intersect and 

reinforce each other. The decisions are provided with a factual and structural basis, which is 

provided by systems and analytical thinking. Ethical and reflective practice helps Impact 

Managers deal with trade-offs and act in an ethically sound way. Communication and 

engagement with stakeholders allow them to turn ideas into collective action. Strategic and 

organisational integration then links all of this with the long-term direction of the 

organisation and with concrete change processes.  

 The framework as such is intended to be dynamic. Emphasis can be created on the 

dimensions in different sectors and study programmes. As an illustration, an MBA degree 

can be more strategic and organisational integration oriented, whereas a sustainability or 

impact Master’s degree can have more systems thinking and ethical practice oriented. The 

framework also enables organisations to make competence profiles conform to finance, non-

profit, public sector or corporate situations.  
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 Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes four theoretical contributions by clarifying the competency requirements, 

organisational positioning, and emerging institutionalisation of impact management as a 

hybrid organisational role. 

Contribution 1: From Additive to Integrative Competency Models 

This study contributes to competency-based theory by showing that effective impact 

management depends on the integration rather than the accumulation of competencies. What 

distinguishes impact management from prior CSR competency models is not the presence 

of individual skills or knowledge areas per se, but the ability to mobilise them 

simultaneously in practice. Rather than operating as separate or additive elements, technical–

analytical skills, ethical judgement, interpersonal capabilities, and strategic orientation are 

enacted as interdependent competency configurations that enable practitioners to navigate 

complex, cross-functional, and highly accountable organisational contexts. 

This finding extends and empirically substantiates integrative competency perspectives 

articulated by Boyatzis (2008) and Wiek et al. (2011) by demonstrating how such integration 

is enacted in practice within an emerging and highly regulated organisational domain. 

Contribution 2: Role Emergence Through Distributed Practice 

This study contributes to role theory by showing how new organizational roles can emerge 

through external institutional pressures rather than gradual internal role negotiation. 

Classical role theory conceptualizes role emergence as a process in which expectations are 

negotiated and stabilized over time within organizations (Biddle, 1986; Katz & Kahn, 1978). 

The findings extend this perspective by demonstrating that impact management roles 

emerged in response to synchronized societal and regulatory changes, including the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015), the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 

2015), and the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), alongside growing 

investor demands for ESG accountability. These pressures created immediate requirements 

for impact measurement, reporting, and the integration of impact data into strategic and 

financial decision-making. 
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As a result, organizations rapidly developed cross-functional and boundary-spanning roles 

that could not be accommodated within existing sustainability, CSR, finance, or strategy 

functions. Role expectations were constructed under conditions of regulatory urgency, 

producing similar role patterns across organizations despite differences in structure and 

context. 

This study extends role theory by showing that external institutional coercion can accelerate 

role emergence and sustain role ambiguity, leading to cross-functional configurations rather 

than clearly bounded and formally stabilized roles (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

Contribution 3: Institutional Legitimacy Without Occupational Boundaries 

The research contributes to institutional viewpoints by demonstrating how impact 

management is becoming legitimate, without a standardised job title or formal professional 

boundaries. Regulatory influences, similar frameworks (IMP, OECD, ISSB), and common 

language on impact measurement and materiality are establishing coherence between 

organisations. It means that institutionalisation may take place by standardising 

competencies and convergence in practice instead of using more traditional methods (formal 

certification or occupational recognition) (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2014). The 

field gets legitimised by the many practices of shared expectations and practices- a process 

through which new areas of professionalisation take root in the modern organisational 

settings. 

Contribution 4: Understanding Hybrid Roles in Contemporary Organisations 

Even though no formal analytical lens was applied as an organisational theory, the results 

play an empirical role in explaining the role of hybrid organisational roles in their 

functionality. Impact management is a cross-disciplinary field where sustainability, strategy, 

finance, and stakeholder engagement intersect, and where practitioners must find a way to 

navigate between competing organisational logics and mediate between different priorities. 

This grey positioning generates a strategic value and tension of operations. The findings 

provide an understanding of how organisations change the existing roles to meet new 

expectations and this proves that hybrid roles are formed when organisational challenges do 

not fall easily within the set functional lines. These insights add to more general debates 



 

68 

 

   

 

regarding organisational adaptation and emergent integrative, cross-cutting roles in impact 

and sustainability work. 

 Practical Contributions:  

Along with theoretical contributions, this research offers three practical contributions to 

organizations, educators, and practitioners dealing with impact management.  

 1. Role Design Competency Framework using empirical evidence.  

The research offers organizations a four-dimensional competency model (systems and 

analytical thinking; ethical and reflective practice; stakeholder engagement; strategic 

integration) based on the experience of practitioners and tested across expert interviews, 

PILLARS Project data and evidence in the job market. This framework can support:  

• Determining roles and placement in organization structures.  

• Recruitment and selection of prospective employees based on their qualifications.  

• It involves setting up assessment criteria based on role expectations.  

•  Developing professional development paths and training.  

2.  Implications for Education and Training 

For educators and trainers, the framework needs to be expressed in teaching and learning 

terms. In practice, this means turning each dimension into:  

• learning objectives or outcomes (what learners are expected to be able to do), and  

• learning methods or techniques (how they can develop these abilities).  

This step is in line with the findings of the study. Participants pointed out that they learn 

most through practice, reflection, and working with others. Table 4 summarizes possible 

learning objectives, example outcomes, and suggested methods for addressing each of the 

four dimensions.  

 

Table 4: Learning Design for Impact Management Competencies  
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Dimension Learning 

objective 

Example learning outcomes Suggested learning methods 

Systems and 

analytical 

thinking 

To analyze 

sustainability 

systems and 

use evidence to 

support 

decisions. 

Learners can map causal links 

between ESG factors. They can 

interpret impact data and identify 

key leverage points. They can 

suggest integrated strategies that 

balance numbers and qualitative 

insights. 

Causal-mapping workshops; 

scenario and simulation 

exercises; interdisciplinary 

case studies with real datasets; 

group projects on impact 

analysis. 

Ethical and 

reflective 

practice 

To handle 

ethical 

dilemmas in 

impact work in 

a transparent 

and reflective 

way. 

Learners can identify ethical 

tensions in impact reporting. They 

can apply simple integrity or ethics 

frameworks in decisions. They can 

reflect on their own assumptions 

and organizational values. 

Case discussions on ethical 

dilemmas; reflective journals 

with guided questions and 

peer feedback; role-play of 

moral trade-offs; supervision 

or coaching sessions. 

Communication 

and stakeholder 

engagement 

To 

communicate 

impact goals 

clearly and 

work with 

diverse 

stakeholders. 

Learners can turn technical impact 

data into clear stories. They can 

facilitate dialogues between 

experts, managers, and community 

actors. They can negotiate and 

align different interests in multi-

stakeholder settings. 

Stakeholder-dialogue 

simulations; storytelling and 

presentation workshops; 

negotiation exercises; 

collaborative projects with 

external partners. 

Strategic and 

organizational 

integration 

To embed 

impact in 

strategy, 

governance 

and change 

processes. 

Learners can align impact goals 

with business strategy and KPIs. 

They can design basic governance 

structures that support learning on 

impact. They can argue for and 

lead sustainability transitions 

within an organization. 

Strategy alignment 

workshops; change-

management simulations; 

organizational case studies; 

leadership-in-practice projects 

with real organizations. 

 

 

This learning design shows how the competency framework can be used in courses, 

executive education, and in-house training. It connects what Impact Managers should know 

and do with concrete teaching methods. In such a manner, the framework is not only a 

theoretical framework, but also a practical resource to develop the professionals of the next 

generation of the impact worker and facilitate professionalization of the impact management 

as a discipline (Leal Filho et al., 2022; Hehenberger and Andreali, 2024).  

 

3. Clarification to Practitioners Who Straddle Ambiguous roles.  

The study provides conceptual clarity and professional legitimacy to the professionals 

involved in impact-related job. The research confirms the experiences of practitioners and 

gives them words to explain the value and complexity of their work because role ambiguity 
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is a structural feature of the emerging field rather than an individual failure, which is 

documented. 

 Revisiting the Research Gap: 

This section discusses how the findings of the study directly address the two gaps identified 

in the literature review—namely, the absence of an empirically grounded competency 

framework for impact management and the limited understanding of how impact roles are 

defined, positioned, and negotiated within organizations. 

Gap 1: An Empirically Grounded Competency Framework 

The first gap is addressed in the present research as it constructs a four-dimensional 

competency framework based on interviews with experts, practitioner narratives of the 

PILLARS Project, and evidence in the job market. The framework describes systems and 

analytical thinking, ethical and reflexive practice, communication and engagement of 

stakeholders, and strategic and organisational integration as the fundamental competencies 

that define the effective impact management. The results add to the current literature on 

sustainability competencies (Wiek et al., 2011; Rieckmann, 2018) by showing that impact 

practice involves dynamic combinations of these competencies as opposed to applying them 

independently. Practitioners need to be concurrent interpreters, ethical decision makers, 

stakeholder grounders, functional language translators and impact integrators into strategic 

decisions. This competency integrated model of competence broader competency-based 

theory (Boyatzis, 2008), by moving beyond accumulative lists of skills to relational 

conceptualization of the interaction of competencies in hybrid professional job.   

Its framework is based on realities of organisations and not educational ideals. It shows how 

the organisational maturity, leadership commitment, structural positioning and cultural 

readiness influence the development of competencies (Redman et al., 2021; Gond & Moser, 

2021). It thus provides practical advice on role definition, recruitment, performance 

assessment, and capability development to the practical constraints that were observed 

during the literature review. 

Gap 2: The Boundaries, Expectations, and Scope 
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The second gap is also addressed in the study by recording the way impact management 

roles are understood and negotiated in organisations. The results show that the concept of 

impact continues to be ambiguous in terms of meaning, which leads to heterogenous role 

designs and shared responsibilities. Impact work is often intersected with sustainability 

reporting, ESG compliance, stakeholder engagement, financial analysis and strategic 

planning, forming permeable and contentious organizational boundaries (Biddle, 1986; Katz 

& Kahn, 1978).  

The data lead to the emergence of three organisational models: (1) Addition of sustainability 

functions, whereby the impact responsibilities are supplemented to the existing positions on 

environment or CSR; (2) Hybrid functions, in which specialized functions combine more 

than one domain competency; and (3) Distributed competency areas, in which the 

considerations of impact are ingrained within a variety of positions instead of being allocated 

to one position. These paradigms co-exist and mirror various periods of organisational 

change, regulatory forces and strategic focus. The research also defines circumstances that 

allow or limit successful work of impact, such as endorsement of leadership, allocation of 

resources, structural access to decision-making, cultural preparedness, and mandate 

visibility. These results not only build on role theory by illustrating the role negotiation of 

practitioners in the new area and mandates but also provide power to institutional theory by 

revealing that impact work becomes legitimate by similar practice and competency 

intersection and not reconciliation by occupation. 
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6  Conclusion 

The research is relevant to the current debate on the emerging role of the Impact Manager 

because it provides an empirically based competency framework built from both scholarly 

and practitioner perspectives. Using thematic analysis of experts and practitioner’s 

interviews, supported by secondary data, the study identified key areas of competence, 

including strategic integration, systems thinking, ethical and stakeholder engagement, and 

adaptive leadership. The findings show that impact management is a multidimensional 

concept in which sustainability, governance and organizational strategy come together.  

The study contributes to the theoretical background by helping to fill a gap in existing models 

of sustainability management, corporate responsibility and professional competence. It 

develops an empirically grounded, role-specific competency framework for Impact 

Managers and links this framework to concrete role expectations and learning formats. In 

this way, the thesis clarifies what an Impact Manager is expected to do and how the required 

abilities can be developed in practice.  

Practically, the framework gives organisations and educators a structured basis for 

recruitment, training and curriculum development. It offers a common language for 

describing the skills and attributes needed in impact roles and thus supports the early 

professionalisation and institutionalisation of the Impact Manager position.  

Lastly, the thesis implies the necessity of training professionals capable of providing both 

quantitative and qualitative change on the systems level. This suggested model is one path 

to incorporate sustainability and impact in the organisational life and higher education and 

equip the future generations of leaders to meet intricate challenges in the 

social, environmental and economic contexts.   

 Limitations and Future Research Directions  

 This study is extensive in its approach to examining the job of an Impact Manager, but it 

has several limitations. Six interviews were also too small of a sample, and it may 

not represent the world perspective on competencies of impact management as diverse 
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people were involved. The participants’ institutional and regional contexts may also have 

shaped their views, which limits the extent to which the findings can be generalized to other 

sectors and geographies. Moreover, the self-reported information underwent a thematic 

analysis which might have been affected by the subjective interpretation and professional 

prejudice (Ahmed et al., 2025).  

The competency framework in the future study should also expand the number of 

participants in different geographical locations and industries to enhance the extensiveness 

of the generalization to other locations. The longitudinal and comparative research design 

may be applied to determine the development of such competencies in reaction to the shifts 

in sustainability governance and technological innovation. Additional quantitative 

validation or survey based, or Delphi study could be used as the empirical support to the 

proposed framework. Studies of how to introduce the impact management competencies in 

formal education and organization training course studies would, too, present valuable 

information to the further professionalization of the new discipline.  

 Broader Significance and Societal Relevance  

 This study has implications more than just at the individual organization level. Impact 

management is one of the most vital elements of the international shift towards responsible 

and sustainable business. With the changing regulatory and societal demands, individuals 

who are proficient in the ability to correlate performance information with social and 

environmental value will become even more prominent in the future of organizations.  

This study is relevant in the institutionalization of impact management as a viable and a 

strategic study by defining the competencies, challenges and learning needs of these 

professionals. It highlights that compliance or reporting does not in itself bring 

about sustainability, but it needs professionals who are able to make sense of complexity, to 

share competing interests and to bring about a system change.  

In this respect, the study contributes to the overall agenda of the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), especially the ones focused on responsible consumption, inclusive growth, 

and institutional innovation. Impact management assists in operationalizing global 

objectives into the reality of the organization by relating practice to purpose.   
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Appendix: Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

Background and Professional Role 

1. How would you describe your current role and main responsibilities in your 

organisation or project?  

2. In what ways are you involved in impact-related work or in a community of practice?  

3. Could you give a short overview of the programme/project you are working with (its 

purpose, structure and main focus areas)?  

4. What needs, trends or gaps motivated the creation of this programme or project?  

5. What kinds of environmental, social and financial impacts are most relevant in your 

context?  

Understanding Impact and the Impact Management Role  

6. How does your organisation or programme define “impact”, “impact management” or 

“impact leadership”?  

7. Why do you think a distinct impact management role or competence is needed today?  

8. How do you see this role in relation to existing roles such as sustainability manager, 

innovation manager or project manager?  

9. Do you see impact management as a specialised profession for dedicated “impact 

managers”, or more as a general working-life skill that many professionals should have?  
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Skills, Competencies and Mindsets  

10. Which skills or competencies do you consider essential for someone working with 

impact management?  

11. What kinds of mindsets or attitudes are particularly important in this work?  

12. What challenges have you observed when people try to develop these skills or 

mindsets?  

13. Which skills or ways of thinking are most important for working in uncertain and 

rapidly changing contexts?  

14. In your experience, does work with impact or futures encourage abilities such as 

systems thinking, adaptability or long-term planning?  

Learning, Development and Professional Support  

15. In your experience, how do people best learn impact-related skills (for example 

formal education, peer learning, mentoring or learning-by-doing)?  

16. What obstacles do practitioners or students typically face when building their 

impact-related competence?  

17. How could these challenges be addressed from institutional and practical 

perspectives?  

18. In what ways have communities of practice, networks or partnerships supported 

learning in your context?  
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Programme Design and Educational Practices  

19. How is impact-related content integrated into your curriculum or training (dedicated 

courses versus embedded topics across several subjects)?  

20. What are the key thematic areas or modules of the programme, and why were these 

chosen?  

21. What types of teaching and learning activities do you use to develop impact-related 

skills (e.g., workshops, case work, simulations, consulting projects, field work, 

reflection tasks)?  

22. Who is the main target group for this programme or training?  

23. In your view, what makes this programme or approach different from others you 

know?  

24. If you were to design an ideal training or education programme for impact managers, 

what elements or features would you definitely include?  

25. What are the biggest challenges in creating structured programmes that prepare 

people for impact-focused roles?  

Future Trends and Uncertainties  

26. From your perspective, what major future trends (social, technological, 

environmental, political or economic) are likely to shape the field of impact 

management?  
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27. What kinds of uncertainties or disruptions do you think impact professionals should 

be prepared for?  

28. How do political, economic and social developments influence the evolution of 

impact-related work in your area?  

29. How could future-oriented tools (for example scenario work, trend analysis or 

horizon scanning) be incorporated into impact management training or practice?  

Tools, Methods and Digitalisation  

30. To what extent do digital tools, data-driven methods or AI play a role in your 

impact-related work or programme?  

31. Are there any specific tools, exercises or practices that you find especially effective 

for teaching or practising impact management?  

32. How can future-thinking or foresight approaches help educators narrow down or 

prioritise the content of an impact management programme?  

33. Are you able to share any supporting materials (such as syllabi or competency 

frameworks) that illustrate how you work with impact in your programme or 

organisation?  

Effectiveness, Outcomes and Closing  

34. In your opinion, what makes an impact professional effective and credible within 

organisations and communities?  
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