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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 islargely associated with the core wvalues 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.

1.1 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:
e Root Capital Efficient Impact Frontier (2015).

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

1.2 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

(Schoénherr 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 (Schonherr 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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1.3 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.

1.4 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.
1.5 Structure of the Thesis

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

[ INTRODUCTION j
[( LITERATURE I 3 [[ RESEARCH
REVIEW METHOD
[ DISCUSSION )%( FINDINGS ]
>[[ CONCLUSION ]

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.

2.1 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. Kolbel, 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.

2.2 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
(Schonherr 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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2.3 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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2.4 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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Competency-
Based Theory
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and enactment
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External forces
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Impact
Management Role

The central function being
shaped

Figure 3: Theoretical Framework .

2.5 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
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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.

2.5.1 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

arole 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).

2.5.2 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 (Schonherr, 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.

2.5.3 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.

3.1 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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3.2 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.

3.3 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.

3.3.1 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.

Impact management

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.



Table 1: Overview of interview participants and assigned pseudonyms

Pseudonym

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

P6

Role / Position

Project Lead &
Community of
Practice Head
Principal,
Vocational
Education &
Training
Sustainability &
Impact Consultant
Foresight
Methodology
Expert

Director, Impact
MBA Program
Admissions

Manager

Organization

Type

Founder

Vocational

College

Consultancy

Research

Foresight

University

University

Country

UK

Finland

Germany

Germany

USA

Germany

Interview
Duration

36 minutes

23 minutes

30 minutes

25 minutes

31 minutes

26 minutes
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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

PA

PB

PC

PD

PE

PF

PG

PH

PI

PJ

PK

Primary Role / Focus Area (as

described in data)

Sustainable Mobility Expert

Social Responsibility Coordinator

Founding Consultant, Impact

Social Entrepreneurship

ESG Department Builder

ESG Strategy Integration

Sustainability Catalyst; Systems
Thinking

Client-centered ESG Software

Development

Founder & CEO; Impact

Measurement & Hiring

Founder,  Sustainability-driven

Entrepreneurship

ESG Compliance & Supply Chain
Sustainability

Complex Organizational Analysis

Sector / Industry

Mobility

Higher Education

Social Enterprise

Finance

IT

Corporate Transformation

Technology

Consulting / Public Value Hub

Sustainable Textiles

Manufacturing

Legal / Corporate Services

Not Specified

/
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PL

PM

PN

PO

PP

PQ

PR

Head of Innovation; Intersection

of Strategy & Sustainability

Impact Assessment, Monitoring,

and Training

Researcher, Educator, Advisor on

Sustainability

Founder; Systems Thinking &

Collaborative Leadership

Innovation  Service Director;

Societal Impact through IP

Public Health Doctor; Health
Impact Assessment
Sustainable Syncretism;

Transferring Solutions from Other

Fields

Pharmaceutical

Real Estate / Public Property

Academia / Research

Consulting / Leadership

Development

University / Innovation &

Research

Healthcare / Public Health

NGOs / Non-Profit Sector

3.3.2 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.

3.4 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 (i1) 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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3.5 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 (Gioiaet 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).

1st-Order
Concept

Aggregate
Dimensions

Data 2nd Order-Themes

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.

3.5.1 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.

3.5.2 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.

3.5.3 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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3.6 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.

3.7 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.
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4.1 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.

First Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes

Aggregate Dimension

Unelear role boundaries; varied job titles (Primary;
PILLARS)

Lack of identification with “impact manager™ role

(Primary; PILLARS) - 3
Multiple intecpretations of “impact” concept (Primary) S Conceptual Amb_'gmty &
Organization-specific application of impact frameworks Role ldentlty
(Primary)

Job postings show dispersed responsibilities across
functions (Job Marker)

Compliance and reporting obligations (Primary;

PILLARS: Job Market)

Market pressure from clients and procurement ( External Drivers Shaping
requirements (PILLARS; Job Market) .
Investor/consumer sustainability expectations " Role EXPECtaI]OﬂS

(PILLARS: Job Market)

Scope of Impact
Management

Uncertainty about where impact responsibilities sit

(PILLARS; Primary) e

Need for leadership support (Primary) . .
Resource and budget constraints limit role — Internal Orgamzatlonal
effectiveness (Primary) RCSPOI’]SES

Impact-related tasks added into existing roles (Job
Market; PILLARS)

External pressures driving internal re-structuring
(Primary; Job Market) .
Distributed responsibility emerging due to Interaction Between External
organizational needs (PILLARS: Primary) Demands and Internal
Hybrid arrangements blending sustainability, ]

reporting, and finance tasks (Job Market; Primary; Canaciy)
PILLARS)

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.

4.2 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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First Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes

Aggregate Dimension

Systems thinking; holistic understanding

(Primary; PILLARS) Analytical & Systems
Ability to understand organisational COI‘I’]pCtCl’]CiGS
interconnections (Primary; PILLARS)

Data handling, ESG data skills (Primary; Job

Market) .

Ability to manage Scope emissions data Digital & Data

(Primary) Competencies

Analytical reasoning: critical use of digital .

tools (PILLARS) B Core Competencies

for Impact Practice

Communicating across audiences, translating ( Interpersonal &

data (Primary; PILLARS) C . .

Stakeholder engagement skills (Job Market; ommumcat'lon

PILLARS L Competencies

Moral agency, values-driven practice (Primary) =

Conviction, integrity, responsibility (Primary; > Ethlca_l & Pl.ll'p()SC

Job Market; PILLARS) Orientation

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.

4.3 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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First Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes

Aggregate Dimension

Peer learning; learning from each other

(Primary) (

Real-life impact experience valued over theory »l Experiential Leaming
(Primary) L

Internships, consulting projects (Primary)

Microlearning; flexible formats (Primary) ( Continuous/Informal
Continuous updating due to evolving field > .
(PILLARS) L Learning

Learning Pathways
for Impact Practice

Mentorship, reflective practice (PILLARS;

Primary) ( D
) evelopment throu
Cross-sector exchange (PILLARS) P gh

Job postings emphasize prior experience (Job EXpOSLlI’B
Market)

Data science knowledge, working with data

(PILLARS)

Analytical capacity to analyze data ( Formal Technical
accurately(PILLARS) L Training
Technical expertise required (PILLARS)

Formal degrees in relevant fields (Job Market

Figure 8: Data structure for the learning pathways for impact practice (adapted from Gioia

etal., 20130

This theme examines how professionals can acquire these competencies. In interviews,
learning pathways have been observedto 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.

4.4 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.

2nd Order Themes

First Order Concepts

Aggregate Dimension

Leadership endorsement essential (Primary)
Need for budget/decision authority (Primary)

( Integrated Curriculum
Design

Cultural resistance; profit mindset (Primary) Organizational
Conflicts between financial & impact priorities — Compqtence-Based Context and
(Primary) Education

: Support

Impact successful only when embedded in

strategy (PILLARS; Primary)

Jobs show variance: strategic vs. compliance Cross-Organizational
roles (Job Market) Skill

Placement of impact into different departments

(PILLARS; Job Market)

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.
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4.5 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.

2nd Order Themes

regate Dimension

First Order Concepts

Curriculum must weave impact across courses Integrated Curriculum
(Primary) — Design

Need for dynamic, adaptable curricula

From Competence
to Curriculum
Design

Competency-based training models (Primary:
PILLARS)
Use of experiential projects, real organizations

Competence-Based
Education

Training must target all professionals, not only

specialists (Primary)

Employers seek hybrid skills: data + — .
communication + sustainability (Job Market) Skill

Cross-Organizational

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.



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.

5.1 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.

5.2 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.

5.3 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).

5.3.1 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

1. Systems and analytical
thinking

2. Ethical and reflective
practice

3. Communication and
stakeholder engagement

Description

Understanding links
between

social, environmental, an
d economic systems.
Using evidence to guide
decisions and strategy.

Using moral judgement
and self-awareness in
impact decisions and
communication.

Turning sustainability
ideas into concrete
actions with others.
Bridging departments and
working with internal and
external stakeholders.

Example
competencies
Systems thinking,
data analysis,
adaptive reasoning,

and causal mapping.

Integrity,
transparency,
reflexivity, and
moral reasoning.

Collaboration,
negotiation,
facilitation,
storytelling, active
listening.

Evidence from
study

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.
P4: “You have to
really have these
values.” Many
participants
described ethical
dilemmas in
reporting, trade-
offs, and
stakeholder
expectations.
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 Embedding Strategic alignment, = P3 stressed the
and organizational integration = impact in business change leadership, need for budget
strategy, governance and | and and authority. P5
leadership. Leading institutional learning. = discussed
change towards integrating ESG
sustainable practices. 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.

5.3.2 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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5.4 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
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regarding organisational adaptation and emergent integrative, cross-cutting roles in impact

and sustainability work.

5.5 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:
e Determining roles and placement in organization structures.
e Recruitment and selection of prospective employees based on their qualifications.
e Itinvolves setting up assessment criteria based on role expectations.
e 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:
e learning objectives or outcomes (what learners are expected to be able to do), and
e 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



Dimension

Systems and
analytical
thinking

Ethical and
reflective
practice

Communication
and stakeholder
engagement

Strategic and
organizational
integration

Learning

objective
To analyze
sustainability
systems and
use evidence to
support
decisions.

To handle
ethical
dilemmas in
impact work in
a transparent
and reflective
way.

To
communicate
impact goals
clearly and
work with
diverse
stakeholders.
To embed
impact in
strategy,
governance
and change
processes.

Example learning outcomes

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.

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.

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.

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.
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Suggested learning methods

Causal-mapping workshops;
scenario and simulation
exercises; interdisciplinary
case studies with real datasets;
group projects on impact
analysis.

Case discussions on ethical
dilemmas; reflective journals
with guided questions and
peer feedback; role-play of
moral trade-offs; supervision
or coaching sessions.

Stakeholder-dialogue
simulations; storytelling and
presentation workshops;
negotiation exercises;
collaborative projects with
external partners.

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.

5.6 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.

6.1 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.

6.2 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.



74

References

Abbott, A. (1988). The System of Professions: An Essay on the Division of Expert Labor.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Abramo, G. (2018). Revisiting the scientometric conceptualization of impact and its

measurement. arXiv:1811.01636.

Adams, C. A. (2020). Sustainability reporting and value creation. Social and Environmental

Accountability Journal, 40(3), 191-197. https://doi.org/10.1080/0969160X.2020.1837643

Ahmed, S. K., Mohammed, R. A., Nashwan, A. J., Ibrahim, R. H., Abdalla, A. Q., Ameen,
B. M. M., & Khdhir, R. M. (2025). Using thematic analysis in qualitative research. Journal
of Medicine, Surgery, and Public Health, 6, 100198.

Ali, M. M, etal. (2021). Competency framework development for effective human resource
management. SAGE Open, 11(2),
21582440211006124. https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440211006124

Amel-Zadeh, A., & Serafeim, G. (2018). Why and how investors use ESG information:
Evidence from a global survey. Financial Analysts Journal, 74(3), 87-103.
Annelin, A. (2023). An assessment of key sustainability competencies: A review of scales

and propositions for validation (KSCs). International Journal of Sustainability in Higher

Education, 24(9).

Ashforth, B. E. (2001). Role transitions in organizational life: An identity-based

perspective. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Barman, E. (2016). Varieties of social impact: Beyond binary outcomes. Nonprofit and

Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 45(1), 64—86. https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764015603204


https://doi.org/10.1080/0969160X.2020.1837643
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440211006124
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764015603204

75

Baumgartner, R. J., & Ebner, D. (2010). Corporate sustainability strategies: Sustainability
profiles and maturity levels. Sustainable Development, 18(2), 76—
89. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.447

Bechky, B. A. (2003). Object lessons: Workplace artifacts as representations of occupational
jurisdiction. American Journal of Sociology, 109(3), 720-752.
https://doi.org/10.1086/376777

Biddle, B. J. (1986). Recent developments in role theory. Annual Review of Sociology,
12(1), 67-92. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so0.12.080186.000435

Birch, K. (2024, January 20). Sustainability jobs boom as corporate ESG efforts accelerate.
Sustainability = Magazine. https://sustainabilitymag.com/sustainability/sustainability-jobs-

boom-as-corporate-esg-efforts-accelerate

Boyatzis, R. E. (2008). Competencies in the 2Ist century. Journal of Management
Development, 27(1), 5-12.

Brundiers, K., Barth, M., Cebrian, G., Cohen, M., Diaz, L., Doucette-Remington, S., Dripps,
W., Habron, G., Harré, N., Jarchow, M., Losch, K., Michel, J., Mochizuki, Y., Rieckmann,
M., Parnell, R., Walker, P., & Zint, M. (2021). Key competencies in sustainability in higher
education—toward an agreed-upon reference framework. Sustainability Science, 16, 13-29.

https://do1.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00838-2

Busch, T. (2025). Principles for impact investments: Practical guidance. SN Applied

Sciences.

Camp, K. M., Young, M., & Bushardt, S. C. (2022). A millennial manager skills model for
the new remote work environment. Management Research Review, 45(5), 635-

648. https://doi.org/10.1108/MRR-01-2021-007


https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.447
https://doi.org/10.1086/376777
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so.12.080186.000435
https://sustainabilitymag.com/sustainability/sustainability-jobs-boom-as-corporate-esg-efforts-accelerate?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://sustainabilitymag.com/sustainability/sustainability-jobs-boom-as-corporate-esg-efforts-accelerate?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00838-2
https://doi.org/10.1108/MRR-01-2021-0076

76

Campbell, S., Greenwood, M., Prior, S., Shearer, T., Walkem, K., Young, S., ... & Walker,
K. (2020). Purposive sampling: complex or simple? Research case examples. Journal of

Research in Nursing, 25(6-7), 652—661. https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206

Cosmic Gold. (2023). Beyond numbers: Unveiling the power of impact measurement in

startups.

Deja, M., Januszko-Szakiel, A., Korycinska, P., & Deja, P. (2021). The impact of basic data
literacy skills on work-related empowerment: The alumni perspective. College & Research

Libraries.

Delamare Le Deist, F., & Winterton, J. (2005). What is competence? Human Resource
Development International, 8(1), 27—46. https://doi.org/10.1080/1367886042000338227

Denzin, N. K. (1978). The research act: A theoretical introduction to sociological

methods (2nd ed.). New York: McGraw Hill.

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism
and collective rationality in organizational fields. American Sociological Review, 48(2),

147-160.

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism
and collective rationality in organizational fields. American Sociological Review, 48(2),

147-160. https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101

Ebrahim, A., & Rangan, V. K. (2014). What impact? A framework for measuring the scale
and scope of social performance. California Management Review, 56(3), 118—141.

Eccles, R. G., & Klimenko, S. (2019). The investor revolution: Shareholders leading on
sustainability. Harvard Business Review, 97(3), 106—116.

Elkington, J. (1997). Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century

Business. Capstone.


https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206
https://doi.org/10.1080/1367886042000338227
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101

77

Elkington, J. (2018). 25 years ago I coined the triple bottom line—Here’s why it’s time to

rethink it. Harvard Business Review.

Evetts, J. (2011). A new professionalism? Challenges and opportunities. Current Sociology,
59(4), 406-422.

Fischer, D., & Barth, M. (2014). Key competencies for and beyond sustainable consumption:
An educational contribution to the debate. GAIA — Ecological Perspectives for Science and

Society, 23(S1), 193-200. https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.23.S1.7

Gibbon, J., & Dey, C. (2011). Developments in social impact measurement in the third
sector: Scaling up or dumbing down? Social and Environmental Accountability Journal,

31(1), 63—72. https://doi.org/10.1080/0969160X.2011.556399

Greenwood, R., Oliver, C., Sahlin, K., & Suddaby, R. (Eds.). (2017). The Sage handbook of

organizational institutionalism (2nd ed.). London: Sage Publications.

Hahn, T., Figge, F., Pinkse, J., & Preuss, L. (2018). A paradox perspective on corporate
sustainability: Descriptive, instrumental, and normative aspects. Journal of Business Ethics,

148(2), 235-248.

Hehenberger, L., & Andreoli, C. (2024). Impact measurement and the conflicted nature of
materiality decisions. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 68,

101436. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2024.101436

Honeyman, R., & Jana, T. (2019). The B Corp handbook: How you can use business as a
force for good (2nd ed.). Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

IDB Invest. (2020). Impact Management Framework. Inter-American Development Bank
Group.

IFAC. (2024). The role of professional accountants in sustainability and ESG: Skills,

competencies and pathways.


https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.23.S1.7
https://doi.org/10.1080/0969160X.2011.556399
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2024.101436

78

Impact Economy Foundation (2024) Impact management with IWAF: Impact-Weighted

Accounts Framework. Amsterdam: Impact Economy Foundation.

Impact Frontiers (2022) Impact Management Norms. Boston, MA: Impact Frontiers.

Impact Management Platform (2023) The imperative for impact management: Clarifying the
relationship between impacts, system-wide risk and materiality. Impact Management

Platform.

International Federation of Accountants. (2024). Educating accountants for a sustainable
future: A literature review of competencies, educational strategies, and challenges for
sustainability reporting and assurance. International Federation of Accountants (IFAC).

IPMA (International Project Management Association). (2015). Individual Competence
Baseline for Project, Programme, and Portfolio Management (ICB Version 4.0). Zurich:

IPMA.

Jain, P., Chou, M. C., Fan, F., & Santoso, M. P. (2021). Embedding sustainability in the
consumer goods innovation cycle and enabling tools to measure progress and

capabilities. Sustainability, 13(12), 6662. https://doi.org/10.3390/sul3126662

Katz, D., & Kahn, R. L. (1978). The social psychology of organizations (2nd ed.). New
York: Wiley.

Koehn, D., & Ueng, J. (2021). Ethical decision-making for sustainable business
practices. Journal of Business Ethics, 173(3), 573—-588.

Kélbel, J. F., Heeb, F., Paetzold, F., & Busch, T. (2020). Can sustainable investing save the
world? Reviewing the mechanisms of investor impact. Organization & Environment, 33(4),

554-574. https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026620919202

La Torre M, Sabelfeld S, Blomkvist M, Dumay J (2020), "Rebuilding trust: sustainability
and non-financial reporting and the European Union regulation". Meditari Accountancy

Research, Vol. 28 No. 5 pp. 701-725, doi: https://doi.org/10.1108/MEDAR-06-2020-0914


https://doi.org/10.3390/su13126662
https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026620919202
https://doi.org/10.1108/MEDAR-06-2020-0914

79

Laine, M. (2024). On the plurality of impact measurement: Navigating competing logics.

Leal Filho, W., et al. (2024). Assessing ethics and sustainability standards in
corporate behaviour. Social Responsibility Journal, 20(5), 880—895.

Leal Filho, W., Shiel, C., Paco, A., & Brandli, L. L. (2022). Integrating sustainable
development in higher education: A systematic review of learning outcomes. International

Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education, 23(6), 1225-1245.

Lespinasse-Camargo, B., Eustachio, J. H. P. P., Bonifacio, D., Macini, N., & Caldana, A. C.
F. (2024). Corporate sustainability professionals: The landscape of sustainability job
positions. Business  Ethics, the  Environment and  Responsibility,  33(2), 184—
200. https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12644

Maas, K., & Liket, K. (2011). Social impact measurement: Classification of methods. In M.
Bennett, J. J. Bouma, & T. Wolters (Eds.), Environmental management accounting and
supply chain management (pp. 171-202). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-
1390-1 8

MacNeil, P., & Khare, A. (2025). Adopting sustainability competencies in management
education—A scoping review of progress. Standards, 5(2), 13.

https://doi.org/10.3390/standards5020013

Marcos-Séanchez, R., Ferrandez, D., & Mordn, C. (2022). Systems thinking for sustainability
education in building and business administration and management degrees. Sustainability,

14(19), 11812.

META Group. (2024). Impact managers: What they do and why it is important.
Mulya, F. (2025). Integration of Human Resource Management and Leadership Culture in
Corporate Social Responsibility. [lomata International Journal of Social Science, 6(2), 630—

641. https://doi.org/10.61194/ijss.v612.1691


https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12644
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-1390-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-1390-1_8
https://doi.org/10.3390/standards5020013
https://doi.org/10.61194/ijss.v6i2.1691

80

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). (2020). Measuring the
Impact of Business on People and Planet. Paris: OECD Publishing.

Osagie, E. R., Wesselink, R., Blok, V., Lans, T., & Mulder, M. (2016). Individual
competencies for corporate social responsibility: A literature and practice perspective.

Journal of Business Ethics, 135(2), 233-252.

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K.
(2015). Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method

implementation research. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health

Services Research, 42(5), 533—-544. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y

Paterson, A. S., Hall, M., & Dey, C. (2021). Editorial: Expanding the boundaries of impact
measurement research. Social and Environmental Accountability Journal, 41(3), 155-159.
Patton, M. Q. (1999). Enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis. Health
Services Research, 34(5 Pt 2), 1189—-1208.

PILLARS Project. (forthcoming). The Impact Catalyst: What Does It Take to Drive Change?

European Commission H2020 Project.

Ponelis, S. R. (2015). Using interpretive qualitative case studies for exploratory research in
doctoral studies: A case of Information Systems research in small and medium enterprises.

International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 10, 535-550.

Redman, E., Wiek, A., & Barth, M. (2021). Competencies for advancing transformations

towards sustainability: A framework. Frontiers in Education, 6, 785163.

Rieckmann, M. (2018). Learning to transform the world: Key competencies in Education for
Sustainable Development. International Review of Education, 64(3), 307-324.

Risi, D., & Wickert, C. (2017). Reconsidering the symmetry between institutionalization and
professionalization: The case of corporate social responsibility managers. Journal of

Management Studies, 54(5), 613-646.


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y

81

Schaltegger, S., Girschik, V., Trittin-Ulbrich, H., & Weissbrod, I. (2024). Corporate change
agents for sustainability: Transforming organizations from the inside out. Business
Ethics, the Environment and Responsibility, 33(2), 145—
156. https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12645

Scheyvens, R., Banks, G., & Hughes, E. (2016). The private sector and the SDGs: The need
to move beyond ‘business as usual’. Sustainable Development, 24(6), 371-382.
Schildkamp, K., Ehren, M., & others. (2025). Role of data literacy training for decision-

making in teaching practice: A systematic review. Frontiers in Education.

Schonherr, N., Findler, F., & Martinuzzi, A. (2017). Exploring the interface of CSR and the
sustainable ~ development goals. Transnational Corporations, 24(3), 33-47.

https://doi.org/10.18356/ctb5b8b6-en

Scott, W. R. (2014). Institutions and Organizations: Ideas, Interests, and Identities (4th ed.).
SAGE Publications.

Smit, J. P., Burghardt, L., & van Eck, L. (2024). Becoming an impact-driven university: A
socio-technical analysis of the reconfiguration of relevance during institutional
transformation. Minerva, 63(2), 381-407. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11024-024-09557-9

Sroufe, R. (2018). Integrated management: How sustainability creates value for any

business. Emerald Publishing.

Stam, A., & Diaz, P. (2023). Qualitative data anonymisation: theoretical and practical
considerations for anonymising interview transcripts. FORS Guide No. 20, Version 1.0.
Lausanne: Swiss Centre of  Expertise in the Social Sciences
FORS. https://doi.org/10.24449/FG-2023-00020

Suchman, M. C. (1995). Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional
approaches. Academy of Management Review, 20(3), 571-
610. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1995.9508080331


https://doi.org/10.1111/beer.12645
https://doi.org/10.18356/cfb5b8b6-en
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11024-024-09557-9
https://doi.org/10.24449/FG-2023-00020
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1995.9508080331

82

Sulkowski, A. J., Edwards, M., & Freeman, R. E. (2018). Shake your stakeholder: Firms
leading engagement to cocreate sustainable value. Organization & Environment, 31(3), 223—

241.

Ulrich, D., Brockbank, W., Johnson, D., Sandholtz, K., & Younger, J. (2008). HR
competencies: Mastery at the intersection of people and business. Alexandria, VA: Society

for Human Resource Management.

UNESCO. (2017). Education for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning
Objectives. Paris: UNESCO Publishing.

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). (2021). SDG Impact Standards for
Enterprises: Version 1.0. New York: UNDP.

Van de Ven, A. H. and Johnson, P. E. (2006) ‘Knowledge for theory and practice’, Academy
of Management Review, 31(4), pp. 802—821.

Voulvoulis, N., Giakoumis, T., Hunt, C., Kioupi, V., Petrou, N., Souliotis, I., Vaghela, C.,
& Wan Rosely, W. 1. H. binti. (2022). Systems thinking as a paradigm shift for sustainability
transformation. Global Environmental Change, 75, 102544.

We Impact. (2024). We Impact system.

Wiek, A., Withycombe, L., & Redman, C. L. (2011). Key competencies in sustainability: A
reference framework for academic program development. Sustainability Science, 6(2), 203—

218.

World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987). Our common future. Oxford
University  Press.  https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-

common-future.pdf


https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf

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

99 Ce

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?




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?




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?




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 Al 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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