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Abstract: This study performs a comparison between the theoretical frameworks of 

sustainable development and its incorporation in the decision-making practices and models 

used by heavy construction companies. This study was conducted by using documentary 

analysis of corporate sustainability reports. Specifically, the content analysis method was 

used to examine the sustainability reports disclosed by the companies studied. The results 

indicate four main conclusions: first, the social, political and economic context directed the 

companies towards implementing sustainable management practices; second, human 

resource development follows the traditional model of training and development; third, 

there is an evident effort to balance economic goals and profit-making with social 

responsibility practices as a way to characterize the corporate commitment with 

sustainability; fourth, effective and indispensable measures to transform decision-making 

models were not adopted in the business practices analyzed, and thus the economic factor 

continues to be prioritized at the expense of social and environmental aspects in those 

models. This paper, in looking at three Brazilian multinational heavy construction 

companies, examines the synergy between the theoretical and the identified corporate 
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sustainability practices. Lastly, this paper may be characterized as a descriptive study based 

on a literature review and an analysis of sustainability reports from the companies studied. 

Keywords: corporate social responsibility; sustainable development; heavy construction; 

organizational practices 

 

1. Introduction 

Companies in the heavy construction sector build roads, ports, bridges, airports, power plants and 

tunnels among other things. 

In 2007, the Brazilian government launched the Growth Acceleration Program (Programa de 

Aceleração do Crescimento - PAC) based on the conviction that public investments stimulate 

economic growth. Infrastructure projects form the basis of this economic growth program, thus 

creating a strategic mechanism for national development in terms of integrating and reducing regional 

and social inequalities. The social and environmental impact of large-scale projects is relevant and 

leads to consequences of economic losses. 

Given this expansion movement, the heavy construction sector, which is responsible for 

infrastructure projects, has been introducing management models to reduce social risk, environmental 

risk and economic risk. These models use sustainability as the impetus for carrying out economically 

viable projects with positive social impacts and respect for the environment. 

In this sense, Afonso [1] provides a relevant contribution to management, as she questions the use 

of the notion of sustainability in the field of business. According to Afonso [1], many companies have 

incorporated the concept of sustainability within their discourse without changing their  

decision-making and production processes. 

The objective of this study is to compare the theoretical frameworks regarded as paradigms of 

corporate sustainability and their incorporation into the practices and decision-making models used by 

heavy construction companies. 

This study examines the synergy between the theoretical frameworks of corporate sustainability and 

the practices identified in Brazilian heavy construction companies operating internationally. 

2. Literature Review 

This chapter will be divided into two topics related to sustainability aiming to support the analysis 

of organizational practices in the Brazilian construction industry. The studies included in our analysis, 

which were all conducted by academically recognized authors, support the assessments performed and 

contribute to the authors’ conclusions. 

2.1. Sustainability: Discourse and Practices 

The literature review on sustainable development and sustainability indicates the diversity of 

approaches that are incorporated into corporate management systems [2–7]. 

Sustainability issues involve complex interactions between social, economic and environmental 

factors, which are often perceived quite differently by different interest groups [8]. 
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Worldwide, large companies were motivated to implement sustainable development policies from 

1970 to 1980 upon being pressured by the political context of the operations, social movements of 

environmental protection groups and changes in the competitive environment resulting from economic 

globalization. In the case of Brazilian companies, this movement has occurred more recently and dates 

back to the period between 1990 and 2000 [9]. 

Another important point found in the literature related to sustainability practices was the 

identification of two conceptual matrices that polarize the debates on sustainable development and 

sustainability. The first, which was on sustainable development, corresponds to the ―Report on Our 

Common Future‖ [10] and holds hegemony over the issue. The discourse of this report promises to 

increase production while reducing the consumption of natural resources and the release of waste into 

the environment. The second study, which was related to sustainability, stems from eco-developmental 

proposals [11]. The conclusions from this study contrast with the GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) 

first discourse by attaching importance to the role of civil society in the transition towards 

sustainability, in the prioritization of social equity and in the distrust of the market’s role as an allocator of 

resources [3,5]. 

One of the models addressing the motivating factors for organizational sustainability is that of 

Munilla and Miles [12], which indicates that Corporate Sustainability develops from one of the 

following reasons: 

 Strategic, aimed at creating competitive advantage [13]; 

 Mere compliance, i.e. the changes must be implemented, as required by the legal framework 

governing the organization [13]; 

 Pressure from different social groups or stakeholders [14]. 

For Porter and Kramer [15], companies that respond to the call of sustainability can do so by 

adopting a strategic or responsive approach. What defines such approaches corresponds to the ethical 

involvement of the company regarding societal issues. 

A responsive company attempts to have some type of community action and reduce the social and 

environmental damage caused by the activities of its value chain. In practice, this means that the 

company reacts to the demands of society by minimizing its social and environmental risks and 

making investments in more general causes, with clear social interest, that do not directly interfere 

with its operations or influence its competitiveness in the medium and long term. 

In strategic sustainability, the company transforms its production chain activities to simultaneously 

benefit society and strengthen its business strategy. Regarding the social investment aspects, the 

company selects issues that contribute to improving the competitiveness of its business in some way. 

Based on both classifications (responsive and strategic), Porter and Kramer [15] show that the greater 

the relationship of social and environmental issues with the business activity of a company, the greater 

the chances are for the company to achieve competitive and effective success for social and 

environmental benefits. 

A company that is aware of its role as an institution embedded in society and attentive to its 

expectations should be alert to the need for strategically developing sustainability in its operating 

environment. Thus, companies have the responsibility to practice their trade based on the principle of 

sustainable development. In this way, the company seeks to participate in the process of social change, 
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encouraging reflections and embracing the fields of academia, civil society and government regarding 

the necessary economic, social and environmental transformations. 

For Cheibub and Locke [16], a socially responsible company is the result of a collective enterprise 

and is characterized by fulfilling the rules of the democratic game while not seeking to obtain unfair or 

special advantages. A socially responsible company is one that is engaged in actions that reinforce 

democracy by strengthening the public sphere of social decision. 

Social responsibility and sustainability are the new paradigms of social action. Mission, vision and 

values are theoretically the assumptions that serve as a company’s parameters, whereas profit 

represents the goal of every private company. However, these variables should not be the only ones 

because a company also needs to meet social demands by using all of these parameters to solve social 

problems in a sustainable manner. 

Management theories such those of Drucker [17] and Taylor [18] are not only applicable to solving 

business problems but are also applicable to solving societal conflicts, wherein companies must align 

their goals with sustainable social solutions. 

Barin [19] presented a comparison of conceptual propositions and operational propositions with the 

business practices of companies studied in his doctoral thesis. Conceptual propositions are corporate 

governance, business ethics and organizational learning. Operational propositions consist of the 

following: governance, the structure of the area of sustainable development, profit-sharing with 

stakeholders, business ethics—content, goal setting and corporate attitude—and organizational 

learning, awareness and information sharing on sustainable development. 

2.2. Sustainability in Construction 

The ―triple bottom line‖ is an important fundamental concept of sustainable construction that has 

been defined by the authors Dyllick and Hockerts [20] and Elkington [21] and emphasizes the three 

traditional pillars of ecological quality, economic quality and social quality. 

However, regulation in construction also has different meanings for different segments of a society 

such as professionals working in the civil construction industry, academia, civil society and politics [22]. 

As an example, Wheeler and Beatley [23] work with the concept of economic, social and 

environmental quality in such a way that a conceptual triad for construction is composed of  

the following: 

 In environmental quality, construction focuses on the following: renewable energy sources and 

use, efficient water usage, pollution with limits for CO2 emission and waste reduction during 

construction, improving the recycling process to reduce waste, protecting the environment and 

biodiversity such as fauna and flora, as well as using renewable and recyclable materials 

including salvaged materials from old buildings. 

 In economic quality, companies can be efficient and competitive even if they promote the 

reduced use of the abovementioned items such as water, energy and adaptations in 

constructions while supporting local economic diversity. Companies should also promote 

quality for employees and all those directly and indirectly affected by the construction in 

addition to seeking a local workforce and sustainable planning for economic viability. 
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 In social quality, the ethical values should be highlighted such as providing a healthy work 

environment, adequate services, goods in accordance with rules and regulations and respect for 

the local community during construction activities. All types of information, training and 

equipment affecting workers and local residents should be provided. 

Sustainable construction initiatives have been a recurring theme; however, some construction 

companies are trying to overcome these market barriers by only seeking technological innovations that 

provide them with specific advantages for clean construction [24]. 

Factors such as regulatory changes and public opinion—the latter of which has an increasing 

interest in sustainability issues—provide greater pressure to improve sustainable performance in the 

construction industry. However, despite the construction industry being receptive to discussing these 

economic, environmental and social changes, it has an enormous reputation for being conservative 

with respect to change [25,26]. 

Technologically, the construction sector changes gradually over time, and this path depends largely 

on the particular history of each company, which in this industry, depends on the connections between 

companies and familiar technologies [27]. 

Sustainable construction is often considered from the standpoint of a green economy in the social 

and environmental spheres, but a more comprehensive approach is necessary. Rather, a wider view of 

sustainable construction should be adopted for isolated, self-sufficient construction as well as for 

projects that move the entire urban system by involving businesses, citizens and the government. 

However, the global perspective of sustainable development in the construction industry promotes 

the sustainable construction ideals of high-performance buildings, green architecture and green 

construction. Construction projects without sustainable features are projects that carry the name of 

―brown‖, ―traditional‖ or ―unsustainable‖ projects. Whatever the description given to a project, there is 

a general view that sustainable construction projects are well-planned and well-built with the 

expectation of providing high-quality and urban integration, functionality, economy and an adequate 

infrastructure that can respond to social, economic and environmental needs [28]. 

The existing construction projects cannot be forgotten within the context of sustainable construction 

because they already occupy part of the urban space and because they remain the largest portion of 

construction projects when compared with new sustainable construction projects. Corps [29] and Pivo [30] 

have suggested that making improvements to increase the performance of existing constructions is 

more important than building more sustainable constructions because the existing constructions 

account for the largest proportion of the resources that were spent to produce them. Thus, most assessment 

tasks involving aspects of sustainability will refer to constructions that were not originally sustainable. 

Sustainable construction can lead to improvements within its location raising the standards of the 

local community to use energy, water and materials in a more appropriate way and to recycle goods 

and make social improvements within that region. Ellison and Sayce [31] have suggested that the 

contextual fit, which refers to sustainability in terms of adapting a building within its location, can 

have three effects: first, as a reference for positive impact on the values of its location; second, as a 

positive environmental effect where the building increases the values of its estate properties directly 

benefiting the owners; and third, there may be a negative effect when the builder impedes the social 

and business activity of the area with a relative impact on the areas that did not benefit from 

sustainable construction. 
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All segments of society have the right to enjoy the ecosystem; however, everyone has a duty and 

responsibility to protect that ecosystem. Sustainable harmony between human life and nature is a 

difficult goal but is achievable when economic, social and environmental sectors unite with common 

goals. This type of sustainable thought is vital for the balanced future of mankind [32]. 

3. Research Methods 

This study is characterized as descriptive research based on a literature review and an analysis of 

sustainability reports from the companies studied. This study performs a comparison of the 

sustainability reports with the conceptual propositions and operational propositions [19]. In the 

sustainability reports, the documentary analysis technique was used to identify aspects related to 

business models, the concepts and practices of sustainability and corporate educational actions. By 

comparing the content of the sustainability reports with the scientific literature, a critical analysis was 

developed based on the incorporation of sustainable development concepts in the practices and 

decision-making models used in heavy construction companies. The ―filter‖ used in this critical 

analysis were the conceptual and operational propositions defined by Barin [19]. 

4. Characterizing the Heavy Construction Companies Studied 

In 2008 and 2009, the Brazilian heavy construction sector had a growth trajectory driven by the 

acceleration of infrastructure projects by federal and state governments. The revenue of the 100 largest 

construction companies in 2009 according to the July 2010 issue of the magazine ―O Empreiteiro‖ 

[The Contractor] were the highest earnings in a 15-year period and showed growth for the fifth 

consecutive year. 

The selection criteria for the three companies in this study was ―Companies with the highest 

revenues in 2009‖ based on the rankings published in the July 2010 issue of ―O Empreiteiro‖. The 

three companies analyzed operate nationally and have an important role in heavy construction. The 

conclusions obtained by analyzing their sustainability actions allow the comparison of their 

sustainability actions with other companies in the heavy construction industry. 

The sustainability reports from these companies as well as the ranking of the companies with the 

highest revenue are publicly available online. However, confidentiality was assured by renaming the 

companies Company A, Company B and Company C, as these companies did not provide 

authorization to use their names. 

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the companies included in our study. 

Table 1. Characterization of the companies. 

Categories 
Companies 

Company A Company B Company C 

Gross revenue of the company (in billions) R$40.6 R$19.0 R$18.2 

Gross revenue in the engineering sector (in billions) R$18.7 R$6.1 R$6.0 

Number of employees 87,662 47,297 18,293 

Source: 2009 Sustainability reports from the companies. 
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4.1. Study Items 

In the sustainability reports disclosed by these companies, the dimensions and categories listed in 

Table 2 were analyzed, which comprise the ―sustainability report‖ model proposed by the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI) [33]. 

4.2. Temporal and Geographic Boundaries of the Study 

The data gathered focused on Brazilian companies in the heavy construction sector. Sustainability 

reports from 2009 were used, which were all available on the corporate websites of the companies [33]. 

Table 2. Dimensions and categories of documentary analysis. 

Dimension Category Actors and References 

Management Concepts 

Characteristics of the political, social and 

competitive environment in the historical 

context of sustainability; Political-philosophical 

trends; Debate on sustainable development 

and sustainability. 

[3,5,6,34–37] 

Business Models 

Economic models and environmental impacts; 

Approach to sustainability; International 

certification; Management indicators; Socio-

environmental practices. 

[2,38–40] 

Sustainability reports disclosed 

by the companies studied. 

Human Resources 

Economic knowledge; Intellectual capital; 

Lower- and higher-order leaning; Skill 

development. 

[41–47] 

5. Methods 

This section displays the methods of the analysis of the sustainability reports. Researcher notes 

were organized into categories and Dimensions and categories of documentary analysis to search for 

patterns, regularities, differences and contradictions that would allow for an accurate analysis of  

the data. 

5.1. Business Models 

According to Braconi [48], the transparency and clarity of roles and responsibilities are principles 

underlying corporate governance. These aspects should guide the activities of business organizations 

in the process of growth and value creation for shareholders and other stakeholders. In addition to the 

model of corporate governance, a well-defined corporate executive structure is an important aspect for 

risk management and for the implementation of business strategies. 

Table 3 summarizes corporate governance practices identified in the reports of the three companies 

studied obtained during the documentary analysis stage. 
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Table 3. Corporate Governance Practices. 

Study 

subjects 

Business Practices (reported in the 

Sustainability Report) 

Munilla and Miles (2005): 

Motivators for Sustainability 

C
O

M
P

A
N

Y
 A

 

The report cites the existence of a board of 

directors.  

There is no evidence regarding the composition of the 

board or the decisions inspired by sustainability.  

Note: 

According to Munilla and Miles [12], their motivation 

for sustainability is by ―mere compliance‖ or ―social 

pressure‖. Barin [19] evaluates the reports and 

evidence of the motivation for corporate sustainability 

according to two types of propositions: conceptual and 

operational.  

C
O

M
P

A
N

Y
 B

 

Board of directors is composed of a president 

and three vice-presidents. Company B manages 

the business divisions by four advisory 

committees: Corporate, HR, Executive and 

Financial Audit. There is a Sustainability 

Committee composed of the same members of 

the board’s Executive Committee that discusses 

strategies, goals and assessment indicators for 

sustainability. 

The Board of Directors is detailed in its structure and 

there is a report of the Sustainability Committee’s 

existence. According to Munilla and Miles [12], 

Company B’s motivation for sustainability can be 

classified as strategic. 

C
O

M
P

A
N

Y
 C

 The board of directors is composed of three 

representatives from each partner company. All 

shareholders have a position on the council. No 

member of the board of directors performs 

executive functions. 

The board is detailed regarding its composition. 

However, no mention is made regarding actions or 

decisions for organizational sustainability. According 

to Munilla and Miles [12], the motivation for 

sustainability for Company C is by ―mere compliance‖ 

or ―social pressure‖. 

The governance structures in the three companies do not resemble each other. The existence of a 

board of directors seems to be common among the companies. In Company B, a Sustainability 

Committee was formed to maintain the harmony of the business strategies and to maintain the identity 

of actions in all subsidiary companies. This committee mobilizes, educates and disseminates 

sustainability practices for all of the companies to ensure that they all incorporate indicators and social 

and environmental goals in the company’s everyday activities. 

In Company C, no actions promoting sustainability-oriented decisions were identified, and 

Company C appears to obey ―green‖ demands only according to regulations or social pressures. 

Company A did not have a nucleus for decision-making regarding sustainable practices but has 

adopted sustainability practices only when social and regulatory pressures are exerted on the 

construction industry to improve their ―green‖ credentials. 

5.2. Conceptual Matrices Dimension 

The business approach used to create long-term value for shareholders and other stakeholders 

presupposes discussions about sustainable development and sustainability concepts. 

Below, we present the highlights of the sustainability policies found in the reports of the companies 

studied. For this study, a case analysis methodology was used for the three Brazilian companies. 
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The Brazilian construction industry is composed of a large number of small contractors and some 

larger contractors. For six consecutive years, the companies studied (A, B and C) have remained in the 

top three rankings of the fifty largest construction companies in Brazil. The total revenue of the 

companies studied is equivalent to the revenue of the 15 next largest companies in the ranking. 

Therefore, the economic, social and environmental representation of the three companies analyzed in 

the Brazilian construction market is significant for this study. 

Thus, we have three study samples, companies A, B and C. Through content analysis of the 

corporate sustainability reports disclosed by the studied companies, all three companies show a 

sustainability policy, which is described below: 

Company A cites in its sustainability report that sustainable development is part of its genesis and is 

present in the actions of those who make up the organization. The company leadership understands 

that their actions contribute to the following: 

 Economic development, as the company generates results for clients, shareholders and the 

communities where they operate 

 Social development, as the company creates job opportunities and income for the population 

 Environmental preservation, as the company makes rational use of natural resources utilizing 

clean technologies and seeking to reduce waste and mitigate the impacts caused by its operations 

 Cultural diversity, as the organization encourages the integration of people from diverse 

backgrounds, ethnicities, sexual and religious orientations while respecting various customs 

 Political participation, as the company actively contributes to the formulation of public policies 

aimed at promoting sustainable development 

Company A is part of the group of Brazilian companies that signed the ―Open Letter to Brazil‖ 

commitment, by which Company A commits to carry out an inventory of its emissions and implement 

procedures that will lead to reduced emissions of greenhouse gases. 

According to Munilla and Miles [12], the motivation for sustainability in this case was by ―mere 

compliance‖ or by ―social pressure‖. The sustainability report does not show evidence of practices or 

action plans that demonstrate an effective engagement with corporate sustainability. 

Barin [19] evaluates the reports and evidence to diagnose motivation for corporate sustainability 

according to two types of propositions: conceptual and operational. With respect to operational 

propositions, the organization studied shows no evidence of governance integrated with  

sustainable development. 

Company B, is part of the group of Brazilian companies that signed the ―Open Letter to Brazil‖ 

commitment, by which it commits to carry out an inventory of its emissions and implement procedures 

that will lead to reduced emissions of greenhouse gases. 

Company B works internally with a ―climate agenda‖, where it lists commitments to guide the 

reduction and mitigation of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Company B evaluates the level of 

incorporation of sustainability in business practices and in the decision-making models through a 

methodology it developed called the ―sustainability radar‖. 

The ―radar‖ is the result of a questionnaire based on indicators from the Corporate Sustainability 

Index (Índice de Sustentabilidade Empresarial - ISE) from the Ethos Institute and the Exame Magazine 

Sustainability Guide. This method assumes the following company priorities regarding the 
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sustainability process: safety, programs for suppliers and customers, continuing education in 

sustainability for the workforce and inclusion of people with disabilities and apprentices. 

The company lists and quantifies the risks, which allows the establishment of prevention systems, 

the evaluation of the means to mitigate these systems and the establishment of contingency plans 

whether for environmental, social, or economic impacts or for impacts inherent to the construction 

process. Company B conducts the Partnerships for Sustainability program as a way to empower energy 

suppliers to meet the environmental requirements set by the company. 

According to Munilla and Miles [12], the motivation for sustainability is strategic in this case. 

There is evidence in the sustainability report of an action plan that is structured with indicators  

for monitoring. 

Company C is part of the group of Brazilian companies that signed the ―Open Letter to Brazil‖ 

commitment, by which it commits to carry out an inventory of its emissions and implement procedures 

that will lead to reduced emissions of greenhouse gases. The company quantifies its GHG emissions 

according to internationally accepted methodologies such as the GHG Protocol, ISO  

(International Organization for Standardization) 14064 and the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change) Guidelines. 

Company C manages risks related to social responsibility regarding its supply chain, to avoid 

situations where the company may be responsible for violations of human rights including child labor, 

forced or compulsory labor, discrimination, threats to freedom of association, inadequate health and 

safety conditions, disciplinary practices, unfair pay and illegal working hours. Particularly the health 

and safety are the most important aspects to the building occupants. 

Ho [49] pointed out some characteristics that a healthy building should have: (1) Its window design 

and layout should facilitate natural ventilation and diffusion of daylight; (2) Its environmental 

conditions should be clean and hygienic; (3) It should be isolated from noise and air pollution sources; 

(4) A healthy building should not be too densely populated; and (5) Its water supply and waste systems 

should be appropriately installed, maintained, and managed. 

Ho [49] defined a safe building as one that minimizes the risk of physical injury and the death of 

occupants, such as evacuating them effectively should emergencies arise. 

Company C monitors the indicators for reducing consumption of natural resources in the 

environmental management system to account for the use of electric energy, water and fuel. This 

company adopts internal procedures for water consumption to eliminate potential sources of waste. In 

addition to treatment, disposal and management of liquid effluents, construction by Company C seeks 

to identify opportunities to prevent or reduce the production of wastewater of any kind. 

According to Munilla and Miles [12] the motivation for sustainability for Company C as identified 

by the measures in the organization’s report is strategic. The report does not state policies for 

sustainability in the field of governance. According to the proposed diagnostic for sustainability 

motivation, Barin [19] notes that the organization studied shows no evidence of governance integrated 

with sustainable development. 



Sustainability 2013, 5 4322 

 

6. Results 

This section displays the results of the analysis of the sustainability reports. Researcher notes were 

organized into categories and dimensions (Table 2) to search for patterns, regularities, differences and 

contradictions that would allow for an accurate analysis of the data. 

By incorporating a sustainability approach, a company reaffirms its commitment to a sustainable 

development strategy and takes on a challenge that goes beyond its operations positioning itself as an 

agent of change in response to new business standards and contributing to the balanced, long-term 

increase of social, environmental and economic development. 

The three companies studied are signatories of the ―Open Letter to Brazil on Climate Change‖ 

commitment. The commitment is a private sector initiative, which has the support of the Sustainable 

Amazon Forum and the Ethos Institute. Signatories commit to carry out inventories of greenhouse gas 

emissions and create mechanisms within their organizations to guide the development of a  

low-carbon economy. 

Commitment to the ―Open Letter to Brazil on Climate Change‖ is a declaration of intent towards 

sustainability and one that demands material evidence to consolidate organizational sustainable 

management. Company B utilizes the ―sustainability radar‖, which is used to monitor the effectiveness 

of the implementation of sustainability in business operations. Actions integrated with business 

strategy are not identified among the actions listed in company B’s sustainability report. 

Human Resource Management 

The sustainable management of an organization must disclose its ongoing commitment to 

improving the quality of life of workers, their families and the local community. Employee 

competence, involvement and commitment are critical to the good performance and productivity  

of organizations [50]. 

The policies and practices of human resource management in the organizations studied are 

highlighted below. Aspects related to human resource training and development are identified. 

Company A understands that one of the main responsibilities of their leaders regarding business 

practices is to educate through work, which means devoting time and attention to their charges and 

providing opportunities for the expansion and improvement of knowledge and skills. 

Teams are encouraged to exercise increasing productivity, creativity and reuse of knowledge 

generated within their work experiences. Every year, the company awards the Prize of Distinction, 

which encourages all creative initiatives, consolidates the culture of keeping records and disseminates 

knowledge. In 2009, 65,900 company employees attended the main human resource  

development programs. 

The Strategic Programs are aimed at improving the skills of strategic members and expanding 

interdisciplinary knowledge. In 2012, 2494 employees attended the main programs. 

According to Munilla and Miles [12], the motivation for sustainability in this case is ―mere 

compliance‖ or ―social pressure‖. There is no evidence of practices or action plans in the sustainability 

report that demonstrate effective engagement with sustainability as a business strategy. 

Company B provided 510,648 training hours in 2009 for 38,028 employees, which amounts to an 

average of 13.43 hours per employee. The program for training and continued learning totaled  



Sustainability 2013, 5 4323 

 

3692 hours of technical training for 162 operational professionals. In addition, the leadership 

development program totaled another 1584 hours. 

In 2009, the Young Professionals Program took place, wherein 37 students completed the graduate 

program in Engineering and Construction Project Management. A total of 80% of the classes were 

taught by professionals from the company, and 20% of the classes were taught by professors from the 

affiliated university. To provide support for the program, managers are prepared to monitor the  

early-stage professionals during their first 15 months in the company. 

In Company C, the Balanced Score Card and the Training Index are used to determine whether the 

construction projects are effectively developing their personnel. The company goal is a number of 

training hours equal to or greater than 3% of the hours worked on construction projects with the value 

accumulated by the superintendence, the board of directors and the corporation. Monitoring is 

performed during monthly Balanced Score Card meetings during the construction projects, the 

executive board meetings and the presidency meetings. 

Regarding internal recruitment, Company C has evolved by implementing the ―Trilhas‖ 

[―Pathways‖] program, which identifies qualified employees with opportunities for advancement in 

different areas and businesses. 

For the executive functions, the Directorate of Human Resource Development identifies, in 

conjunction with the presidency and the boards of directors, the core competencies for the organization 

regardless of the area that are seen as vital for the company to achieve the expected results. Personal 

and professional targets are identified and an Individual Development Plan (IDP) is established. At the 

end of each year, professionals are evaluated according to the performance and targets of the previous 

year, which were forecasted in the Balanced Score Card: 

 Using interviews, key employees at the operating level of construction jobs (field managers, 

supervisors and technicians) are identified, and with the support of superintendents and 

managers, a customized training plan is developed. Tutors are chosen that will be responsible 

for their development. 

 The company invested in training new generations arriving into the labor market. Through the 

internship program, the company is training young people to take on challenges with the 

necessary skills to work for the company in the future. In turn, the managers are trained to 

manage and train these interns. 

According to Barin [19], analysis of the conceptual propositions shows no evidence of a corporate 

governance focus on business ethics and organizational learning. Studying the organizational report, 

one can identify, according to operational propositions, that the human resource management policy 

places no priority on business ethics, human rights policy in the organization or policies of respect for 

diversity and gender equality. No evidence could be found regarding policies for knowledge 

management or for creating mechanisms for organizational learning, awareness and information 

sharing on sustainable development. 

According to Relvas [51], organizational learning is an important theme in organizational studies. 

The generation and use of knowledge in organizations is a strategic factor for competitiveness and 

innovation. Organizational learning creates opportunities to develop skills for creative innovation. To 

come up with strategies for collective learning is part of the concept of contemporary competition. The 
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challenge is to transform individual knowledge into collective learning. According to Barbieri, Freitas, 

Andreassi and Carvalho [52], some factors intervene with the interactivity of sustainability with 

innovation and knowledge sharing. When addressing business competitiveness, according to Tidd, 

Bessant and Pavitt [53], policies on sustainability, innovation and organizational learning must be 

defined and valued by organizational governance. 

According to Barbieri, Freitas, Andreassi and Carvalho [52], the organization model is an 

innovative sustainable response to institutional pressures by an organization that is able to innovate 

effectively in economic terms, but social and environmental responsibility. This type of organization is 

seeking competitive advantage by developing products, services, and business processes, new or 

modified based on social, environmental and economic. She meets two essential characteristics: it is 

innovative and oriented towards sustainability. So there is a new logic of production in which 

sustainability and innovation go together. 

Based on the results displayed by companies A, B and C, the companies show evidence of adopting 

the traditional ―Training and Development‖ approach based on a reductionist pedagogical concept 

primarily serving the immediate and economic interests (short-term courses). 

Collins and Porras [54] present the idea that, to perpetuate itself in the market, a company needs to 

develop a sense of common purpose among employees and a set of core values to guide behaviors 

within the organization. This is a role that must be assumed by the managers of corporate education 

structures in business organizations committed to sustainability in the social dimension. 

The analysis presented indicates that Company C incorporates modern strategies for human 

resource management based on models of competence management, where the starting point is the 

clear definition of the skills profile required in the business areas of Company C. 

Regarding the education of professionals working with the sustainable development of construction, 

sustainability will be systematically incorporated into their curriculum for the benefit of trained 

professionals, companies and educators [55]. 

7. Conclusions and Suggestions for Future Studies 

The sustainability reports of the companies analyzed declare that the aspects related to the 

integration of social, political and economic development was the driver for sustainable business 

models in the heavy construction sector. Generally, the motivations of the three companies originate in 

the competitive environment arising from changes in production standards, economic globalization, 

contractor demands and environmental laws. 

There is evidence that the three companies studied adopted actions, policies and conceptual and 

operational guidelines in their business models that are beyond their legal obligations. The three 

companies signed the ―Open Letter to Brazil on Climate Change‖. This action assumes a commitment 

to corporate social responsibility as a guideline for business influencing the management in the 

production chain. 

Regarding human resource development, the companies practice the traditional model of Training 

and Development based on a concept that caters primarily to economic and immediate interests  

(short-term programs focused on completing routine tasks and procedures). 

The companies have sought to set forth the goals of profit making and remuneration of shareholders 

adopting management models without integrating business strategy and a commitment to 
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sustainability. This study highlights the need to adopt a critical stance in relation to the current 

economic, political and institutional dynamics with the purpose of questioning the discourse. This 

study did not intend to change the social structure, but to promote sustainability as a new element that 

can be easily integrated within contemporary management practices. 

Discourse in favor of sustainability is unanimous. However, the measures necessary to transform 

decision-making models have not been adopted in the business practices. Current decision-making 

models continue to prioritize economic factors at the expense of social and environmental aspects. 

Cases reported in the literature have identified superficial transformations and increases in legal 

restrictions that are not effective. 

There is a need to assess the social, economic and environmental dynamics, establish a critical 

stance towards these aspects, negotiate conflicts of interest and finally, transform the criteria for 

decision-making to be able to identify genuine efforts towards corporate sustainability. In the business 

field, practical sustainability actions occur in an incipient and initial manner. Sustainability actions 

exist far more in the discourses and official documents of organizations than in their management and 

decision-making models. 

As a suggestion for further studies, we propose performing studies with a similar structure on an 

annual basis to monitor the evolution of management technology in Brazilian heavy construction 

companies. These Brazilian multinational companies are important in the national economic scenario 

and deserve detailed attention and monitoring. 
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