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ABSTRACT 

Research has provided a variety of frameworks to manage sustainability in organizations. As a development matter, 

the impact of sustainability in organizations depends on how they focus and perceive sustainability as a concern. In 

this paper, the researcher will discuss the different approaches to sustainability, as well as the assessment and 

measurement of sustainability of organizations in upland communities. It is revealed that existing frameworks 

highlight sustainable peoples organizations as one of the strategies for attaining sustainability in upland communities. 

While this is the case, studies also argued that there is little regard for the participation of the people in the 

sustainability efforts. It is observed that for most, if not all, cases and situations, the creation of peoples organizations 

play a vital role in achieving sustainability in upland communities, yet studies are only focused on sustainability in 

general and not on the actors of sustainability. Thus, the sustainability of peoples organizations shall also be assessed 

and measured. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

INTRODUCTION 

The truism of the sustainability paradigm as a pressing development issue urged agencies, both public and private, to 

initiate shifts within their respective organizations and collectively as a society. Innovation and change, as perceived 

key drivers for sustainability, play a crucial role and have proved to lead transformations in communities. Despite the 

said developments, adapting to innovation and change is considered complex, dynamic, and uncertain (Anderson, 

1999; Utterback, 1994; and Freeman, 1982 as cited by [16]). To fully achieve sustainability, organizations must 

recognize it as an outcome, a process, and a mindset. The more organizations, and the individuals that compose them, 

grasp the idea, the greater their opportunities for sustainability [6]. 

Sustainability was once again challenged since the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. The participation of the 

community is decisive in addressing a pandemic [9]. With the variety of compliances and the limitations in mobilizing 

essential resources, localizing and diversifying the response is considered the optimum strategy to keep the systems 

running – enter peoples organizations as agents in identifying problems and solutions, providing insights to gaps, and 

are strategically stationed to perform and respond collectively in their respective communities. 

Participation and inclusivity are among the most prominent approaches in the Philippines, along with community 

organizing and education strategies as leading interventions toward sustainable development in communities [14]. 

Government and non-government organizations utilize the said strategies to empower communities. Peoples 
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organizations are formed to address gaps in the community level, but this does not give them immunity to various 

factors that have inevitable effects on their realities. 

Organizations focused on their ability to sustain is reflected in their ability to perceive sustainability as an 

organizational concern [13]. While [5] argue that it is crucial for organizations to adapt in order to achieve 

sustainability, unprecedented and unexpected hurdles challenge organizations’ ability to sustain [1]. 

In the newsletter of [20], it is stated that inclusivity and environment-driven development toward poverty reduction 

and shared goals for the present and future generations are the core of sustainability. They have identified the pillars 

of sustainable development. These are 1) economic growth, 2) environmental stewardship, and 3) social inclusion 

which are considered veins of the said paradigm. These pillars are derived by researchers into various methodologies 

in order to manage sustainability at the organizational level. The different approaches to sustainability provided by 

related literature and how sustainability is assessed and measured are discussed in this paper. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This paper is a rapid review of literature composed of studies on sustainability, organizations, and upland communities. 

This rapid review is intended to provide urgent data on the dynamic field of sustainability in the most time and the 

most resource-efficient way by streamlining a variety of methodologies to come up with evidences for the stakeholders 

[10]. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

[2] developed a sustainability assessment tool in the context of the UN SDGs by accumulating a multi-faceted 

directory and the current global ranking of sustainability. The tool managed to assess socio-economic development 

strengths and weaknesses and crucial environmental factors. The method follows a step-by-step process: 1) careful 

identification of viable indicators in addressing the UN SDGs; 2) collection of relevant data; 3) sorting the data into 

the pillars of sustainable development (economic growth, environmental stewardship, and social inclusion); and 4) 

normalization of common metrics and accumulation of the 26 indicators by pillar and by a multi-faceted directory. 

This process cited the recommendation of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators [2] which is 

compiled in figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Compiled Viable Indicators in Addressing the UN SDGs 
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For the normalization of indicators to have an effective data-gathering tool, an indicator-specific stepwise 

benchmarking function was developed (shown in Figure 2). The given values of the said function are derived from 

policy targets and trends. The benchmark of indicators is identified as fully sustainable conditions and unsustainable 

conditions. On the other hand, the polarity of indicators is divided into two categories: 1) positive polarity/direction 

where higher scores denote higher performance and 2) negative polarity/direction where higher scores denote lower 

performance. For definitions, indicators that belong to category 1 suggest that when a score is below its critical 

threshold value x, then it is defined as fully unsustainable, while scores above its critical threshold value ̅x are defined 

as fully unsustainable. On the other hand, the normalization of indicators that belong to category 2 goes the opposite 

process. This approach provides a way to compare countries, assess their sustainability levels, and monitor their 

sustainability progress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Indicator-specific stepwise benchmarking function 

 

While the said tool is designed to address national-level sustainability, [11] argued that there is a neglect of 

comprehensive sustainability considerations at the organizational level. To address this gap, they identified 

sustainability management features through the lens of organizations from literature that produced sustainability 

assessment elements categorized into four, relevance-wise: assessment process integrity, strategy, normative and 

contextual, and participation of stakeholders (shown in Figure 3). 
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 Figure 3. Four categories for sustainable organizations and their corresponding elements 

 

These elements are maximized through the framework developed by Sala et al (2015; as cited by [11]) further dividing 

the categories into two: 1) principles of sustainability assessment which highlight an organization’s sustainability 

resource and 2) procedures of sustainability assessment which emphasize an organization’s commitment towards 

sustainability management (shown in figure 4). The framework promotes the use of tools such as life cycle assessment 

and costing, cost-benefit and risk analyses, social life cycle and sustainability impact assessments, and multi-criteria 

analysis. Since it is impossible to address all dimensions of sustainability using a lone method, the tools to be used 

shall be carefully and appropriately selected. 
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Figure 4. Procedure and principles framework for sustainability assessment 

Despite how promising the tools were to fill the gaps in addressing sustainability in organizations, [15] exposed a 

major gap in sustainability performance assessment and measurement and stakeholders’ involvement. In their paper, 

they argued that stakeholders’ expectations towards assessing and measuring sustainability are not given high regard 

and consideration. Through systematic research, they identified the expectations of stakeholders on the six different 

roles in the assessment and measurement process of sustainability performance. Figure 5 shows the summary of 

expectations and the proposed framework to reinforce stakeholders’ participation in the sustainability assessment 

process, which is 1) set-up and design; 2) implementation and application; and 3) communication and evolution. It is 

also argued that to achieve satisfaction among stakeholders in the measurement and assessment of the sustainability 

process, their expectations should be included. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Stakeholders’ roles and expectations framework in assessing and measuring sustainability 

performance 
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[18] argued that while the world seeks resiliency and adaptation in the local stratum, it failed to come up with systems 

to truly measure locally identified needs. Thus, the need to comprehend and craft effective measurement systems that 

root in cultural grounds is a manifestation of support towards sustainable management and resilience in view of 

socioeconomic and environmental change. [4] highlighted the roles of leadership, management, and organizations 

towards sustainability at the community level. The voices and choices of stakeholders should be considered in order 

to provide a dynamic system of problem-solving. Another implication is the formation of peoples organizations that 

help the community address societal issues through self-determination. Furthermore, social enterprises are particularly 

advantageous in addressing emerging hurdles within the community. Also, households play a vital role in shaping the 

capabilities of their members, such as how it influences women to have a job or to stay at home, and to what extent it 

contribute to sustainability and inclusivity. 

The overarching concept of sustainability, despite the influx of top-bottom approaches in addressing the matter, also 

promoted the formulation of various grassroots-driven frameworks. In upland communities, sustainable agriculture, 

eco-tourism, and climate-resilient infrastructure development are among the highlights. [12] further argued that 

watershed management is the best course to undertake in sustaining the earth’s resources while, at the same time, 

promoting the welfare of people. This is most especially applicable in communities located on higher ground. 

The study of [19] analyzed the relationship of agricultural business models towards upland sustainability indicators 

among farmers in Northern Thailand to assess the effectiveness of the approaches of the government in addressing 

deforestation through the promotion of various sustainable farming methods. They found out that quality-driven target 

markets influence how farmers respond toward sustainable practices. This is because such markets pose an increase 

in the income of farmers and, at the same time, promote farming practices that are safe for the environment to sustain 

product quality. Furthermore, sustainable practices in forming farmer peoples organizations fortify the capabilities of 

farmers towards sustainability accordingly with the enforceability of environmental rules among the members. Group 

formation improved their trading skills and helped them develop skills to step up their farming management. 

Participation in huddles is also an advantage where they gained further knowledge on product development, organic 

farming practices and technologies, as well as marketing. 

These findings are supported by the study of [21] in upland communities in Vietnam in their investigation of the risk 

preference factors affecting the choice of farmers to adopt sustainable land management (SLM) practices. It was 

revealed that negative effects were shown in factors risk aversion and farming experience, while positive effects were 

shown in factors farming knowledge and farm size in terms of SLM practices adoption of farmers. One of the best 

options presented is participating in peoples organization. Farmers who adopted SLM practices are likely to have more 

knowledge and training despite having lesser farming experiences, have larger farm areas and labor force, risk-takers, 

and members of peoples organizations compared to farmers who did not adapt to SLM. 

Another tool was highlighted in the study of [17]. A SMART tool for comparing and analyzing sustainability 

performance between smallholder coffee farms with organic farming practices and those not practicing organic 

farming in Uganda was developed, particularly synergies and trade-offs. One of the notable results is that organic 

farming certification is linked to the improvement of sustainability performance and enhancing goal-attainment 

through the influence of peoples organization, which also promoted positive results in other identified dimensions of 

sustainability. 

On the other hand, [8] determined the level of sustainability of communities with upland farming practices in the 

Philippines based on their developmental paths in agroforestry. It was revealed that the said paths influenced high 

levels of social and political capitals compared to other capitals. The identified indicators for social capitals where 

community members’ participation in various community-based activities, communication and interaction among the 

members of the community and linkages with partner organizations and external stakeholders. It was further identified 
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that the formation of a peoples organization inspired farmers’ participation in various activities regardless of what 

development path they take. The peoples organization also became the channel of assistance throughout the project 

implementation and promoted sustainable farming practices. Thus, creating opportunities for sustainability. 

The results recommend collaboration among 1) people – through the formation of peoples organizations [4] and 2) 

the support of the local government in attaining sustainability in communities with upland farming practices [7]. With 

this, it is argued that sustainability can be achieved in upland farming communities.  

While the world strives to achieve holistic rights towards natural resources, it is argued that there are barriers between 

investments and sustainable development as far as common-based enterprise is concerned. Investment readiness is 

coined as the process of investing in resources that are owned by the community where preliminarily, (1) a persisting 

problem drives the people to create organizations to enforce sustainable resources management plans under the 

government’s oversight. Next, (2) social enterprises are established by the peoples organizations to (3) entice private 

investors through the strength and effectiveness of local social capital and enterprises. Diversification of services and 

expanded investment avenues are by-products of improving the capabilities of the community, leading to value-added 

global market competitiveness and compliant to environmental standards. Community rights nurture not only 

investments but also common ownership which are prerequisites of ROIs in terms of profit, social and environment. 

Social enterprises promote social innovation that helped in addressing socioeconomic and resource management issues 

which are proved to be difficult to solve by the state and market [3]. Mobilizing non-profit entities can help address 

gaps and limitations of government services, such as providing solutions to immediate problems and environmental 

preservation, serving as watchdogs to the government [4]. 

Indigenous Peoples (IPs) perspectives on sustainability also need to be considered. It was revealed that one of the 

most vulnerable sectors in the world is a little left out in the lens of IP culture, socio-philosophical experiences, and 

socialization and the need to have a deeper understanding of sustaining local interconnections should result in a review 

of policy mechanisms on inclusivity and universality, despite of the fact that most upland communities are inhabited 

by IPs. In the context of sustainability, it is suggested that IP governance, self-determination, and sovereignty should 

also be considered since IP structures and customaries abide by environmental relations, which are prerequisites of 

community-based sustainability [22]. 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

Given the variety of approaches and tools in assessing and measuring sustainability cited in this paper, the types that 

showed more holistic and tailor-fitted processes and results are those that are localized. Sustainability assessments and 

measurements that were community-based gave results that helped in addressing particular concerns unique to the 

community. On the other hand, it is observed that for most cases and situations, the creation of peoples organizations 

play a vital role in achieving sustainability in upland communities through capability building in trading and product 

development, technology, and organic farming practices [19], adopting to sustainable land management [21], as well 

as for being channels of assistance from various support agencies [8]. Yet, research and existing studies are only 

focused on assessing and measuring sustainability in general and not on the actors of sustainability. 

With all that were discussed, this paper recommends development of a sustainability tool for peoples organizations 

based in upland communities that will help to assess and measure organizations’ direction and progress towards the 

identified sustainable development pillars [20] namely economic growth, environmental stewardship, and social 

inclusion. It shall be subject to testing to suitable respondents/participants to ensure its credibility for future research. 
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