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Annotation. Within the realm of governmental activity, the alignment of verbal expressions with
diverse theoretical or ideological frameworks gives rise to distinct manifestations of the ,social
construction of reality “within public opinion. This study aims to scrutinize the discourse characteristics
employed by the legislative superstructure of the European Union (EU). Rather than seeking causal
explanations based on hypotheses, the research confines itself to elucidating the phenomenon as it
exists, deducing its constituent elements deductively from a pre-established conceptual framework.
To achieve this, the widely utilized ATLAS.ti tool for applied semantic studies is employed. Discourse
trends appear to revolve around the social impact of development economics, the pivotal role
assigned to future generations, the significance of target-oriented plans and programs, and the
equilibrium among social, environmental, and economic dimensions. The temporal constraints
warrant a more extensive investigation into the evolution of the EU's legislative discourses that
contribute to the construction of reality.

Keywords: sustainability, sustainable development, European Union legislation, Corporate Social
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Introduction

Both in the media and in the sphere of government activity, the adaptation of verbal messages to different
theoretical or ideological postulates crystallizes various forms of ,,social construction of reality” in public
opinion (Berguer, Luckmann, 1966). From a practical point of view, the acceptance of political discourse
by citizens facilitates the implementation of measures and the introduction of changes. This is a decisive
aspect of sustainability policies at the European level. Promoting sustainability poses significant
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challenges, particularly due to limited resources and the absence of coercive power, making it essential
to adjust political discourse to align with the current social context to mobilize these actions effectively.

In this sense, discourse serves as the connecting piece between political decision-making and the
effectiveness of actions. The efficacy of discourse is marked by how its content and form interweave the
units of action that will intervene in a process of change towards sustainability, encompassing entities
such as ,states, sub-national governments, markets, multinational corporations, financial networks, or
even individual consumers“ (Stevenson, Deyzek, 2012).

Achieving the goals set by international agreements on Sustainable Development (SD), such as the 2030
Agenda, requires a significant degree of transnational coordination. This effort aims to integrate social,
economic, environmental, and governance aspects, which is only possible through normative
instruments that set the roadmap in a unified way. European legislation is arguably the paradigm of this
definition. Although not all legal texts emanating from EU institutions have the same status of primacy
over national law, EU member states strive to align their legislative processes with the common legal
framework (Delicostopoulos, 2003). While legal considerations are beyond the theoretical scope of this
research, the sociology of communication addresses the characteristics of a legal narrative that
constrains or, at worst, conditions political action and its social impact in terms of sustainability.

Considering all of the above, it is imperative to analyze the characteristics of the discourse employed by
the EU legislative superstructure. The particularities, narrative resources, as well as semantic and
pragmatic elements, will consequently play a crucial role in shaping a social reality that demands public
acceptance and the involvement of multiple levels of sovereignty (Aizenman, lto, 2020).

The political discourse disseminated to the population is an essential factor that must be adjusted to
parameters compatible with the current social context. In a democratic system, citizens' demands must
be considered since, ultimately, public legitimation will either favor or hinder the implementation of
measures or the mobilization of assets. In this sense, discourse serves as the connecting piece between
political decision-making and the effectiveness of actions. The effectiveness of discourse is marked by
how its content and form weave together the units of action that will intervene in a process of change
towards sustainability, involving entities such as ,states, sub-national governments, markets,
multinational corporations, financial networks, or even individual consumers“(Stevenson, Deyzek, 2012).

1. Conceptual Framework

In this literature review, we commence by contrasting various holistic definitions of sustainability.
Subsequently, we establish connections between these definitions and the principal sustainability
theories. It is demonstrated that the foundational currents of sustainability differ from alternative
versions of SD. Following this, we provide a summary of the language and legal instruments employed by
the EU to address sustainability and SD concerns. Once the theoretical evolution of sustainability and
the corresponding language are established, we proceed to present the most recent legislative trends in
sustainability within the EU.

1.1 Holistic Definitions of Sustainability

The concept of sustainability has been the subject of extensive academic debate since its inception in
the United Nations. It is a term intertwined with the notion of development, often characterized as an
simmortal myth“ by some scholars (Kolafova, Wiedlack, 2016). This idea has been significantly shaped
by the ideological biases of historical contexts, leading to its presentation with diverse connotations
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throughout history. Proponents of the Marxist socio-economic thesis advocate for a concept of
development linked to dialectical processes of evolution and revolution (Rosenthal, Yudin, 1967). In
contrast, adherents of the capitalist system perceive development as a societal economic growth
process, drawing an analogy between the evolutionary stages of organisms studied in biology and socio-
economic development (Sklair, 2002).

Regardless of these two political ideologies, sustainability ultimately conveys the concept of the
enduring quality of something. In essence, it refers to ,,something” that can be maintained, perpetuated,
and preserved, whether that something entails a transition from current forms and relations of
production to presumably improved ones, or whether it signifies a constant trajectory of increasing
wealth and qualitative enhancement of living conditions. Nevertheless, in a world comprised of finite
resources, the material means of subsistence tend to deplete as their exploitation intensifies due to
demographic pressure or increased activity (Harris, 1995).

In our current globalized world, characterized by a diversity of theoretical and political approaches and
lacking ,,global mechanisms with the necessary power to adopt executive decisions® (Gémez, 2022), it
becomes pertinent to ask: Is sustainability realistically achievable without a unified vision at a
fundamental level? This would be exceedingly challenging, as resource management affects individuals
worldwide, albeit with varying degrees of intensity and at different rates. Consequently, diverse
disciplinary fields addressing ,,sustainability” have endeavored to define the concept precisely to grasp
its essential nature (Ferrater Mora, 2021) and implement cohesive lines of work and actions conducive to
genuinely positive practical outcomes. The following presents a chronological taxonomy of some
commonly accepted holistic definitions of sustainability articulated from different spheres and positions:

Table 1. Definitions of Sustainability

Wording Type Source Year
sDevelopment that meets the needs of the present | Institutional Brundtland Report (World 1963
without compromising the ability of future genera- Commission on Environment

tions to meet their own needs”. and Development - UN)

»What do we owe future generations, and how can | Informational (Vinitha, Vohra) 2002

we reconcile that with what we owe the poorest
among us today?”

»[---] enhancing human well-being through time. | Corporative World Development Report 2003
The poor and disempowered must have much 2003

greater access to assets if growth is to be sustain- (World Bank)

able and the world is to avoid social unrest”.

»Maintenance of non-decreasing and fairly distrib- | Academic (Linares) 2013

uted levels of welfare both intra- and inter-
generationally.”

»[-..Jeconomic growth [...] compatible with the | Academic (Gémez) 2014
environment [...] and with social progress”.

Source: own research based on Linares (2013) and Gémez (2014).

From the definitions we have employed, a pronounced presence of the generational component is
evident, along with a manifestation of social awareness regarding inequality. All these definitions
incorporate the concept of development or economic growth. In essence, the initial conceptualizations
of sustainability have been rooted in these two pillars (development and growth), as well as a cluster of
theories situated at the core of the discourse among actors engaged in political, economic, and social
matters.
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1.2 Main Theories of Sustainability

It is evident from the preceding discussion that the concept of sustainability cannot easily be confined to
a singular, universally applicable interpretation that yields practical assumptions (Bajo, 2016). The
previous section presented only a few broad definitions of sustainability, serving the purpose of
differentiating them from distinctly environmentalist approaches. Additionally, these definitions assist in
situating theoretical postulates, particularly those considered anthropocentric. Such postulates
emphasize the necessity for intergenerational transmission of a sufficient stock of total capital to sustain
conventional welfare standards equitably (Bajo, 2016).

A priori, this proposition may appear utopian, especially when considering the integration of
sustainability claims with the functioning of the international financial system, a pivotal aspect of the
global economy (Lagoarde-Segot, Paranque, 2018). Nevertheless, there are several theoretical
constructs focused on sustainability that merit consideration. In the subsequent discussion, recognizing
the existence of multiple alternatives, we will succinctly outline the constructs that have garnered
significant attention in recent years, particularly within the realms of scientific research, corporate
practice, politics, and business.

Table 2. Theoretical Proposals on SD

Theory Basic theoretical postulates

Theoretical construct that proposes the implementation of an SD that deploys an
Triple Bottom Line | agenda of environmental objectives, and it necessarily includes economic and so-
Theory cial lines of work. Economic profit, social welfare, and the protection of the planet
are the three pillars of the theory.

Theory that positions sustainability at the point of balance between the ecological-
Sustainability Revolu- | environmental, economic-labour, and political-social dimensions. The cohesion
tion Theory factor of these three dimensions of parallel development is an education strategy
focused on raising social awareness of the interrelation of these three dimensions of
contemporary sustainability.

This proposal takes as axioms the foundations of the Triple Bottom Line Theory and
The Three Levels of | extends its range of application not only to the social sphere indefinitely, but also by
Sustainability Theory acting on the dimensions that make up this social sphere: the individual, the organi-
zational, and the systemic.

Source: own research based on May (2006), Alhaddi (2015), Bajo (2016) and Vinitha, Vohra (2020).

As in the previous section dedicated to definitions and basic concepts, this section on social constructs
also reveals a set of common elements in the three theoretical approaches to the question of
sustainability (Table 2). Since the late 1990s, there has been a trend towards incorporating socio-
economic and socio-political dimensions, recognizing their various levels of existence and their
application in the preservation of natural resources.

As organizations, regardless of their legal form or corporate purpose, emerge as key contributors to the
theoretical framework of SD models, the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) comes into play.
Recently, in response to widespread social demands, companies have sought a balance between the
continuous pursuit of economic profitability and the assessment of the impact of their activities on the
environment and surrounding human groups (Sanchez-Teba, Benitez-Gonzalez, 2021). One could argue
that CSR policies represent packages of institutional activities, whether public or private, derived from
specific conceptions of sustainability and the role companies should play in its attainment.
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Table 3. Theoretical Proposals on CSR

Theory Basic Theoretical Postulates
Corporate Social Perfor- | Theory that defends the disclosure of corporate information on business activ-
mance Theory ities and their impact for the benefit of society. This theory consolidates a posi-

tive model of transparency for the company and its environment. It is an opti-
mal communication strategy for public legitimization.

Shareholder Value Theory | Proposal based on the fact that ,,[...] the primary objective of management is
or Fiduciary Capitalism | to maximise shareholder value. This objective is placed ahead of the interests
Theory of other corporate stakeholders, such as employees, suppliers, customers,
and society. [...] shareholders are the ultimate owners of a company's assets
and, therefore, the priority of managers and boards is to protect and grow
these assets for their benefit®.

Stakeholder Theory Theoretical construct that holds that companies are owned by their share-
holders and, consequently, the responsibility of corporate activity is limited by
the effects of its impact on the environment.

Corporate Citizenship | The theory that companies have a responsibility with respect to their ethical,
Theory legal, and economic duties. Business activity must be able to reconcile finan-
cial profitability with contributing to improved living standards for the commu-
nities around it.

Source: own research based on data obtained from Melé (2009), Freeman et al. (2010), O’Connell and
Ward (2020), Garcia et al. (2021), Cha, Rew (2021).

Similar to the theoretical taxonomy of sustainability, a diversity of approaches is found in this aspect of
SD. In Table 3, we categorize the four theories currently considered most valid, also referred to as
»contemporary mainstream theories“ (Melé, 2009). The table illustrates that SD emphasizes the ethical
and moral aspects of productive and commercial activity at the organizational level.

Despite certain incidental differences or variations in descriptive depth, the four prevailing propositions
in Table 3 centralize the axis of rotation on the importance of balancing profitability and responsibility.
While the Shareholder Value theory confines responsibility strictly to the connection between owners
and executives, the remaining theoretical proposals confine the commitment to the ethical and moral
duties of sustainability to a more inclusive sphere that extends beyond the strict limits of the Shareholder
Value concept of responsibility. The fundamental challenge with this matter resides in the very notion of
responsibility and its association with sustainability. A responsible activity, characterized by awareness
of its role and impact, should be capable of being conducted with a full understanding of its effects,
thereby enabling any necessary corrections or improvements to be made with foresight (Guadarrama,
2017).

1.3 Alternative Proposals for SD

Numerous scholars have highlighted the issues associated with the conceptual ambiguity surrounding
sustainability and the shallowness of proposals constrained by the imperative to perpetuate inherently
unsustainable practices. They rationalize the degradation of ecosystems by seeking social justification
within the frameworks of capitalist political economy (Liu, 2009). Consequently, theoretical responses to
such forms of SD have emerged within the field of economics, driven by critics of the existing paradigm.

TRANSFORMATIONS IN BUSINESS & ECONOMICS, Vol. 24, No 3 (66), 2025



J.Jaspe-Nieto, A.L. Ortega-Larrea, 269 ISSN 1648-4460 | E-ISSN 2538-872X
M.J. Bordonado-Bermejo

Sustainability Policies, and Environmental Activities in Corporate and Regional Contexts

Theory of the Circular Economy Theory of the Dematerialization

Theory of Degrowth

Source: own research based on data obtained from Bajo (2016), Geissdoerfer et al. (2017), Maguee and
Devezas (2017), and Hickel (2019).

Figure 1. Main Alternative Theories of SD

Judging by the explanations of each of the preceding proposals in Figure 1, the evident distinction
between the theoretical models of SD and their alternatives lies in the commitment to a more austere,
cautious, or conservative system of production and consumption concerning resource exploitation. At its
best, exemplified in the Circular Economy (CE) approach, there is an imperative to prolong the lifespan of
consumer goods through the application of technology and innovation to deter reductionist dynamics in
production. In fact, for many scholars, sustainability and CE maintain a relationship of identity between
them, as they tend to be used interchangeably in contexts that raise environmental and social issues
(Nikolaou et al., 2021; Poliakova et al., 2024; Streimikiene et al., 2024). With respect to the remaining
alternatives, both presuppose the antithesis of the notion of growth, considering any kind of expansively
unlimited economic development as an unsustainable practice (Islar et al., 2024) and limiting the options
to a process of production reduction, which would ultimately generate a presumably responsible model
of capitalism. The previously mentioned conflict between two sustainability paradigms becomes
apparent: those advocating for a sustainable, non-destructive growth model and those opposing it,
favoring a deceleration of the current system of production and consumption.

In contrast to conventional theories, alternative proposals such as the CE and Degrowth Theory advocate
for a transition toward a more austere model of production and consumption. These perspectives
critique the dynamics of perpetual economic growth, arguing that they generate social inequalities and
environmental degradation. For instance, CE prioritizes extending the lifespan of products through
innovative technologies, while Degrowth seeks to limit consumption and focus on more equitable
systems. Although less represented in European legislation, these theories offer frameworks for a more
radical sustainable change.

1.4 Language and Legal Instruments of the European Union

The linguistic structure of the expressions in a given text determines its meaning. In the realm of
legislation, it influences its effectiveness, as compliance with the law involves a process of social
communication (Greenberg, 2011). The significance of communication processes extends beyond
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positive law; it is particularly crucial in political interactions that generate legal norms. In a democratic
system where political representatives are accountable to the electorate and articulate their will in
various parliamentary bodies (Umit, 2017), laws must be formulated to gain acceptance and compliance.

In this context, it is noteworthy that legislation within the EU framework encounters certain linguistic and
communicative challenges. Due to its multinational character, the diversity of languages in which various
EU legal texts are published may lead to varied legal interpretations unless meticulous attention is paid
to creating meaning during drafting (Paluszek, 2020). This multicultural circumstance could potentially
result in adverse practical effects, contrary to the intentions of the laws enacted and promulgated by the
relevant bodies.

Aspects subject to European regulation, common legal concepts, or EU social issues may exhibit
heterogeneity and disagreement in the national legal discourse of each member state. Instances include
the climate emergency, cohesion policies, or the matter of unaccompanied minor migrants (Czirfusz,
2020; Atabekova, Radic, 2020; Derks, 2021). Therefore, to comprehend the scope of the linguistic and
communicative dimension of the law, it is essential to study the legal texts pertaining to a specific
subject. Detecting verbal units endowed with specific meanings is necessary, serving as codes to
classify the legal discourses that influence social action.

Regarding the instruments of EU law, understanding their nature and pragmatic effects is crucial to grasp
their hierarchy in the diverse national spheres of member states. This understanding is essential as a
robust legal framework is a cornerstone for the functioning of the rule of law, particularly intricate in the
case of a superstructure of the scale of the EU, as can be seen in Table 4.

Table 4. Instruments of European Union law art. 288 of the TFEU

All member states, all natural and legal Directly applicable and binding in its

persons entirety.
In relation to the achievement of
All or some member states certain objectives, they are binding,

directly applicable only under spe-
cial conditions.

Addressed to recipients: Directly applicable and binding in

- all or some member states their entirety.

- certain natural or legal persons

Not addressed to specific addressees Mandatory in all its elements.

All or some member states, other EU insti-

tutions or bodies, specific persons Non-binding

All or some Member States, other EU insti-

tutions or bodies; not specified address- Non-mandatory

ees

Source: Borchardt (2018).

Law and politics are two inseparable factors that, as we have observed, are intricately linked by the
power of communication and its linguistic tools. Recent literature in democracy studies cautions against
the tendency of open societies to deteriorate due to the ,trivialization of politics, citizen apathy,
resistance to change, the rise of populism, institutional deconsolidation, and more“ (Martin, Nanclares,
2019); circumstances that could likely be mitigated with a robust common legal system coherent with
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the political discourse at the community level. This legal system must theoretically result from an inter-
state consensus on the fundamental aspects of coexistence.

Law cannot be exclusively dissolved in communication and the characteristics of discourse, as this
would overlook its coercive nature. However, one of the primary sources of EU law is primary law,
stemming from international treaties as a result of political understanding in the realm of international
relations. Therefore, it could be argued that there is no politics without communication, as the binding
force of words' meanings is essential for norms to have an impact on their addressees (Canel, 2016).

1.5 European Sustainability Policy and Legislation

In recent years, legal acts shaping the EU's trajectory in the field of sustainability have been deductively
aligned with the fulfillment of framework agreements, such as the European Green Pact, regulating the
collective objective of achieving climate neutrality, and the Target 55 package of measures, aiming to
align European legislation with the targets established by the SD Goals of the 2030 Agenda (Dormido et
al., 2022).

As a result, the majority of EU policies in the realm of SD predominantly concentrate on the
environmental dimension. In this context, efforts primarily center on reducing emissions and, to a lesser
extent, enhancing the natural environment's capacity to absorb carbon dioxide emitted into the
atmosphere (Elvarasan et al.,, 2020). The European Green Deal proposes an ecosystem and
environmentally neutral economy, targeting a 55% reduction in emissions by 2030, paving the way for the
elimination of carbon waste from human activities within a little over a quarter-century (Sikora, 2021).

Notably, the European Commission has recently outlined its Climate Change Adaptation Strategy,
designed to offer multi-level solutions capable of mitigating potential consequences arising from
hypothetical variations in temperature and other meteorological and environmental changes that may
render life on the planet difficult or even impossible (Massai & Jouault, 2021). This set of measures,
encompassed under the strategic approach, aims to adhere to the United Nations Paris Agreement, a
formalized commitment to address the impacts of global warming resulting from anthropogenic
pollutants such as carbon dioxide, methane gas, and tropospheric ozone (Nisbet et al., 2020).

Concerning the economic, political, and social dimensions of SD, the EU has engaged in collaborative
efforts involving political and legal coordination to implement the guiding principles of the United Nations
on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs). This endeavor is realized through shared policies centered
around the concept of CSR, a concept that gained visibility in the institutional sphere with the European
Commission's Green Paper of 2001 (Rosini, Pollegioni, 2021).

Consistently following this course of action, the EU has enacted legislation to incentivize companies to
disclose their non-financial results, facilitating the assessment of the social impact of their activities.
This positioning of CSR as a pivotal element of EU economic policy aligns with objectives aimed at
achieving optimal levels of justice in critical areas such as gender equality, an essential aspect of the
social dimension of SD (Jagodzinska, 2022).

Bokolo (2023) contends that, despite the limited number of studies offering a comprehensive and
systemic perspective on various community participation approaches, community involvement in a
sustainable smart city is crucial. It can contribute significantly to enhancing the project's societal
acceptance. Therefore, our research holds significance as it strives to raise community awareness by
examining the legal and linguistic aspects of the term. On the other hand, Kassier (2024) aims for social
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acceptance by emulating companies that have successfully achieved ecological and social integration,
with a focus on identifying the factors that have contributed to their sustainable success.

Notwithstanding these considerations, academic works, including Rabinovych (2020), highlight that
despite the EU's commitment to ,,pioneering the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, its legal status in
EU law is undefined and lacks direct effect” (p.183). To evaluate the characteristics of the legal discourse
on sustainability with the utmost practical applicability, this research concentrates on the latest legal
measures possessing binding, partially or fully binding, direct, and indirect applicability.

2. Methodology

To comprehensively understand the intricate reality of the EU's sustainability discourse, we have
employed a descriptive research design. This approach focuses on documenting and categorizing
empirical facts based on the theoretical postulates outlined in the state of the art. Rather than exploring
causal explanations through hypotheses, our research confines itself to presenting a phenomenon as it
is (Lans, van der Voordt, 2002), deductively classifying its constituent parts from a previously developed
conceptual framework. To achieve this goal, we collected a sufficiently representative data sample of the
problem. Through primarily quantitative (and also qualitative) sampling methods, we aim to draw
logically valid conclusions that address our research questions. The widely used ATLAS.ti tool for applied
semantic studies (Smit, 2002) has been employed for this purpose.

The study's methodology employs textual analysis, specifically of a legal nature. It is crucial to note that
the study does not operate solely on legal categories; rather, it critically assesses a series of legal texts in
terms of their connections to existing theoretical currents in the field of sustainability, more closely
linked to the realms of economics, social anthropology, and sociology.

In the initial phase, following the analytical method, the collected information is systematically broken
down and classified based on necessary research categories: temporal distribution, generic proportion
(typological analysis), and thematic proportion. This phase is facilitated using analysis tools available in
the EU's legal database, EUR-Lex. In the subsequent phase, linguistic parameters or concepts are
interlinked to identify discursive variations in sustainability. These indicators are traced within the
materials through qualitative data analysis (Penlava-Verdu, 2007). Concept generation involves
synthesizing terms that most effectively encapsulate the meaning of definitions and theoretical
postulates in tables two, three, and four. These concepts are grouped into codes corresponding to the
titles of the respective tables. Using the analysis tool, concepts are designated as exact search items or
derivatives in the sample, followed by an examination of their frequency in the unified text corpus.

2.1 Research Questions

This hermeneutic analysis of content from verbal units has been extensively applied in scientific studies
across various disciplines, including anthropology, law, political science, communication sciences, and
health sciences (Fuad, 2019; Hall, Steiner, 2020; Bhattacharyya et al., 2021; Limonta, 2022). The entire
methodological design aims to address the following fundamental questions, directly related to the
environmental, socio-economic, and political dimensions embedded in the concept of sustainability and
its attempted practical application in the regulatory field.

a) What characteristics define the current discourse on sustainability within the EU?
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b) What theories' and doctrinal positions dominate the current discourse on sustainability within
the EU?

c¢) Which aspects of sustainability—such as environmental, social, economic, or governance
dimensions—does the EU consider most important, and how are their relative importances
assessed?

2.2 Sample

Given the intricate nature of the state superstructure of the EU, it is imperative to select a dataset that
formalizes and substantiates the policies of European institutions regarding the issue under
consideration. This selection should also imply the highest degree of efficient causality concerning
subsequent actions and effects at the socio-economic level. Legal texts are deemed the most suitable
candidates for analyzing the set of initiatives, decisions, and activities centered around the concept of
sustainability due to their theoretical features.

To achieve this objective, a dataset has been compiled, striving to be as up-to-date as possible, given
that this study was conducted at the beginning of the year 2023. Consequently, all legal acts generated
by the legislative bodies of the EU in the period from January 1, 2022, to December 31, 2022—spanning
one full year—have been extracted. The legal texts, providing an objective and shared expression of the
effective policies of the EU, are sourced from the EUR-Lex database.

The criteria for selecting documents were based on thematic representativeness and temporal relevance,
prioritizing binding texts issued by the main legislative bodies of the EU (Table 5). However, this approach
excluded non-binding texts, such as recommendations and opinions, which might contain alternative
approaches. A key limitation was the reliance on the term 'sustainability' as a search criterion, which may
have overlooked texts employing related concepts but with different terminology.

Table 5. Documentary criteria for the selection of the data sample

Domain EU Law and Case Law

Subdomain Legal acts

Type(s) Regulation, Directive, Decision

Timespan 01/01/22-31/12/22

Keywords Sustainability AND Sustainable Development
Framework Title AND Text

Source: own research based on data obtained from EUR-Lex.

When gathering all the necessary information, the primary documentary criterion was the term
»Sustainability,“ consistently accompanied in each search by the term ,,sustainable development.“ This
approach aimed to terminologically disambiguate the concept of sustainability, differentiating its purely
financial sense from the holistic perspective encompassing economic, political, and social dimensions,
which forms the basis of this study.

The sampling process aligns with the effectiveness level of the EU's legal instruments, necessitating the
discrimination and exclusion of all non-binding texts, thereby excluding recommendations and opinions.
Consequently, all regulations, directives, and decisions containing one or multiple references to the

" Previously defined, explained and classified in section 2.
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concept of sustainability and SD—terms intrinsically linked in this research—and originating mainly from
the Council, the Parliament, and the European Commission, have been included in the sample.

3. Results

A preliminary quantitative examination of sustainability data reveals a linear downward trend in the
legislative activity of the EU.
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Figure 2. Monthly Distribution of Legal Acts Generated by the EU in the Field of Sustainability during
the Year 2022

Figure 2 illustrates a declining trend in legislative activity related to sustainability throughout 2022. This
pattern may reflect a consolidation phase in the implementation of already adopted policies. The
typological analysis of the texts suggests a prevalent occurrence of policies formalized through the
enactment of European decisions. In contrast, regulations and directives constitute less than half of the
total output, with the latter being a minority compared to the other observed legal acts (see Figure 3).
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Directives
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Regulations
379%, Decisions

56%

Source: own research based on data obtained from EUR-Lex.

Figure 3. Percentages of Legal Acts Generated by the EU on Sustainability in 2022 according to Their
Typology
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Table 6. Thematic distribution of legal acts generated by the EU in 2022 in the field of sustainability
according to their subject matter

Matter Percentage
External relations 10.69%
Competition 10.06%
Concentrations between undertakings 9.43%
Common foreign and security policy 6.29%
Energy 5.66%
Fisheries policy 5.66%
Internal market 5.03%
Environment 3.14%
State aids 2.52%
Assistance 2.52%
Commercial policy 2.52%
Information and verification 1.89%
Technology 1.89%
Transport 1.89%
Consumer protection 1.26%
Telecommunications 1.26%
Public health 1.26%
Plant health legislation 1.26%
Provisions governing the institutions 1.26%
Area of freedom, security and justice 1.26%
Employment 1.26%
Prices 1.26%
Financial provisions 1.26%
Economic, social, and territorial cohesion 1.26%
Common customs tariff 1.26%
Freedom of establishment 1.26%
European Central Bank 0.63%
Intellectual, industrial, and commercial property 0.63%
Customs duties: suspensions 0.63%
Budget 0.63%
Trans-European networks 0.63%
Public procurement in the EU 0.63%
Association agreement 0.63%
Agriculture and fisheries 0.63%
Economic and monetary policy 0.63%
Judicial cooperation in criminal matters 0.63%
Agricultural structures 0.63%
Freedom to provide services 0.63%
Immigration and asylum policy 0.63%
Undefined 0.63%
Agricultural structural funds 0.63%
Judicial cooperation in civil matters 0.63%
Social provisions 0.63%
African, Caribbean, and Pacific States 0.63%
World Trade Organization 0.63%
Cooperation 0.63%
European Development Fund 0.63%
Data protection 0.63%
Research and technological development 0.63%
Economic, financial and technical cooperation with third countries 0.63%
Taxation 0.57%

Source: own research based on data obtained from EUR-Lex.
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In terms of the thematic distribution of the records, an examination of the data reveals a predominance
of legal output dedicated to implementing policies related to the promotion of external relations,
attainment of optimal levels of competitiveness, and prevention of monopolistic practices. To a lesser
extent, issues such as security, energy policy, regulation of the common market, primary and secondary
sector activities, mutual assistance, the environment, technological infrastructure, information
management, transport, health, citizens' rights, as well as institutional and territorial cohesion and
commercial freedom are of significance. These issues are interconnected but distinct. Subjects related
to general aspects of agricultural, migration, fiscal, financial, scientific, cooperation and development,
and judicial policy collectively contribute only 1% to the legislative output. Paradoxically, all these
aspects are highly present in political discourse.

Based on the key concepts aligned with the definitions and postulates of the theoretical framework, the
discourse analysis reveals a tendency favoring conventional and widely accepted positions on SD. These
positions underscore the three-dimensional nature of sustainability, serving as a guarantee of progress
for future generations—an aspect prominently evident in the studied sample. Additionally, there is a
notable emphasis on the programmatic nature of sustainability policies (fulfillment of objectives), their
predominantly economic applicability, and their impact on the social body.

The concepts of ,accountability“ and ,,transparency” gain prominence and appear in a similar proportion
to the concepts strictly included in the definitions and theories of SD, indicating the relationship between
this idea and that of CSR. Conversely, alternative theories to SD, represented through concepts related
to degrowth, reduction of materials and processes, and recycling, are less prevalent compared to the
terms explained above.
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Figure 4. Discourse Trends Based on the Frequency of Concepts Grouped by Codes
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Table 7. Discourse trends according to the appearance of concepts grouped by frequency interval

Regenerative 5 <100
Ethical 11

Slowing 12

Recycle 22

Welfare 43

Legitimate 57

Political 67

Education 113 [100-200]
Awareness 115

Growth 118

Property 121

Corporate 136

Shareholder 160

Scale down 171

Stakeholder 184

Profit 217 [200-300]
Progress 236

Environment 289

Community 311 [300-400]
Transparency 362

Environmental 414 [400-500]
Reduction 418

Social 436

Future generations 628 [500-700]
Responsible 761 [700-800]
Objectives 846 [800-900]
Economic 969 [900-1000]
Sustainable 1188 >1000
Social impact 1204

Development 1300

Source: own research.

Finally, we contrasted the previous results by grouping the references to each concept by frequency
interval, uncovering new relevant information. It is evident that concepts related to economic processes
of degrowth have limited representation in European legislation on sustainability, with the exception of
the concept of reduction, which is more closely associated with the environmental dimension and
commonly linked to polluting emissions.

While CSR policies hold considerable weight, their ethical component does not appear to be significant.
However, an aspect such as transparency is noteworthy. Concern and awareness of responsibility
toward future generations occupy one of the highest positions among the analyzed frequencies, as does
the notion of the social impact of human activity—immediately before the concept of development itself,
which has the highest frequency of all.

4. Discussion

From the extracted results, we can deduce the pivotal role of terminology in shaping legal discourse and
its subsequent application to the realms of political economy and citizen rights, freedoms, and
obligations. Our analysis reveals a multitude of processes characterized by a remarkably broad diversity
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of terms at the linguistic level. However, these terms cluster around a few meanings related to the
concept of sustainability, serving as a primary common objective for the actors within this legal
framework or superstructure.

The practical implications of this article are profound, affecting society at multiple levels. For civil society,
the emphasis on sustainability terminology in legal discourse suggests a growing recognition of citizen
rights and responsibilities concerning environmental stewardship. For businesses, the findings
underscore the importance of integrating sustainability into corporate strategies, as reflected in the close
link between sustainability and CSR. Legislative bodies, on the other hand, face the challenge of crafting
and enforcing laws that balance economic growth with environmental sustainability. The article
highlights the need for coherent and enforceable legal frameworks to ensure that SD objectives are met
without compromising social and economic stability.

Sustainability and SD are key concepts that must be integrated into political discourse to mobilize
effective actions toward change. According to the latest SD report, the EU is the most sustainable region
in the world, attracting significant investments in the social sphere (Loureiro et al., 2024; Plaza-Casado et
al., 2024; Loédar-Miculeac et al., 2024).

This theoretical approach is based on the need to align sustainability policies with social contexts and
citizen demands, thereby ensuring public legitimacy and the effective implementation of measures
(Stevenson, Deyzek, 2012; Sanchez, 2017). The importance of a unified regulatory framework
encompassing social, economic, environmental, and governance aspects to achieve the sustainability
objectives established in international agreements, such as the 2030 Agenda, is emphasized
(Delicostopoulos, 2003; Aizenman, Ito, 2020). However, the study results show a tendency towards the
predominance of economic policies and CSR, with limited representation of alternative theories such as
economic degrowth (Diaz-Pont, 2019). This divergence between theory and practice reveals that
although official rhetoric promotes a holistic view of sustainability, in practice, the policies implemented
tend to favor more conventional and economically-centered approaches. Concepts such as
HLtransparency“ and ,responsibility towards future generations“ are prominent, but specific policies of
economic degrowth have not had a significant impact on European legislation during the period studied.

In practical terms, policymakers should consider how current trends could better aligh with long-term
sustainability goals. This includes integrating alternative frameworks, such as the Circular Economy, into
legislative strategies. Moreover, it is essential to design monitoring mechanisms that ensure the effective
implementation of sustainable policies at all levels of the EU.

Based on our examination, not only in our sample but also from the information provided by the state-of-
the-art review, the concept of sustainability is generally linked to the idea of development. Historically,
development has been associated with the notion of progress in the Western tradition. Essentially, and
with minimal nuances, all theoretical formulations and definitions of the concept of sustainability
presented in this paper uphold nearly identical theses. Moreover, these theories of SD are closely tied to
the practices of CSR, a connection evident in our study's data.

In contrast, theoretical alternatives advocate for economic degrowth in the production domain as a
tangible means to achieve sustainable human activity on the planet, both in climatic and socio-political
terms. However, these positions, at least concerning European legislation, have played a limited role in
the period under study.
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Additionally, the diversity of the EU's legal instruments and the variability in their enforcement and
coerciveness could potentially hinder the effective achievement of proposed policy objectives.
Nevertheless, the EU's political and legal track record reflects a robust framework for international
collaboration on sustainability. Regarding legal output on sustainability during the reviewed period, the
following observations should be noted:

e Agradual decrease in the volume of production over the calendar year of the sample

e Adominance of applicable and mandatory legal forms

e Adiverse, plural, and heterogeneous thematic distribution encompassing 51 topics directly
or indirectly associated with the same issue

e The predominance of references to concepts codified within conventional and commonly
accepted definitions and theoretical formulas of SD, with little emphasis on terms related to
theoretical alternatives based on productive degrowth

e A preponderance of factors such as ,international cooperation,” ,competitiveness,”
»industrial policies,“ ,,primary sector activity,” and ,the state of the common market“ as key
aspects for achieving SD objectives through the legal route of degrowth

This study provides critical insights into the evolution of sustainability discourse in EU legislation, offering
a detailed analysis of how linguistic and conceptual trends shape policymaking. The research highlights
the dominance of conventional paradigms, such as economic growth and CSR, while identifying gaps in
the integration of alternative frameworks like degrowth and the circular economy. These findings
underscore both the potential and limitations of legislative frameworks in addressing sustainability
challenges, revealing the need for innovative and transformative approaches in future policymaking.

At a global level, the EU’s legislative model serves as a benchmark for regions aiming to implement
robust sustainability policies. However, the limited presence of transformative paradigms calls for a
deeper exploration of alternative strategies. This study further contributes to academic discourse by
demonstrating how linguistic analysis can uncover critical insights into policy priorities, offering a
replicable methodology for comparative research in global contexts.

5. Limitations

Like any descriptive study, the sample utilized in this research is confined to a specific time period, a
necessity given the extensive volume of data constituting our sample. The study has focused on a twelve-
month period due to these constraints.

The observed decrease in legal production on sustainability is attributed to the requirement, by the end of
2022, for different member countries to include or transpose the terms studied in this work into their
legislation. Consequently, it is important to note that inferences drawn from our analysis should not be
considered criteria for assessing long-term trends. Evaluating long-term trends would necessitate an
extension of the study, incorporating historical data to discern patterns. Future studies could explore the
legal production of these sustainability terms in different member countries. Comparing the results with
this work would provide insights into the evolution of the terms and verify the level of transposition of the
terminology.

Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the terminology associated with sustainability and SD often tends to be
ambiguous and repetitive. Hence, in the analysis of texts, not only were theoretical proposals from the
scientific literature review used but also the definitions of the concepts themselves served as coding
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criteria. These definitions, although not qualifying as standalone theoretical formulations, function de
facto as such, establishing the conceptual foundations of the subject. In this context, some depth had to
be sacrificed to achieve sufficient breadth for a comprehensive qualitative analysis of the data.

Conclusions

In summary, it is essential to highlight the European Union's (EU) remarkable and diverse legal output on
sustainability throughout 2022. Despite a decrease in volume over the months, the overall number of
legal instruments remains sufficient to evaluate the EU's institutional activity in pursuing sustainable
policies. A notable discursive coherence is evident, particularly regarding SD, aligning with prevalent
theoretical postulates in politics and scientific disciplines. Discourse trends emphasize the social
impact of development economics, the central role of future generations, the importance of target-based
plans and programs, and balance among social, environmental, and economic dimensions.

In conclusion, the EU has produced numerous legal standards on sustainability, demonstrating
coherence in discourse and a focus on achieving objectives through applicable and binding legal forms.
However, it is crucial to explore theoretical alternatives and consider an economic degrowth perspective
in the production field to ensure sustainable human activity. Additionally, the examined discourse
indicates that institutions prioritize international cooperation, competitiveness, industrial policies, and
primary sector activity to achieve genuine long-term sustainability.

Looking ahead, future research could explore the comparative effectiveness of the EU's legal
instruments on sustainability in various member states, providing empirical data to inform policy
adjustments and innovations. An interdisciplinary approach, integrating insights from environmental
science, economics, and social policy, could yield comprehensive strategies for SD. It would also be
beneficial to investigate the potential impacts of emerging technologies and digitalization on
sustainability goals, as well as the role of public engagement and education in fostering a culture of
sustainability across Europe. Finally, examining the EU's sustainability efforts in the context of global
challenges, such as climate change and biodiversity loss, could highlight areas for international
collaboration and policy coherence, ensuring the EU remains a leader in global sustainability initiatives.

Lastly, it is noteworthy that terminology associated with sustainability and SD often appears ambiguous
and repetitive. We recommend specifying this terminology in the field, which can subsequently be
disseminated to member states to foster authentic political, environmental, and terminological
convergence.

At a global level, the lessons learned from the EU's legislative approach could be applied to international
contexts, exploring interregional collaborations to address common challenges such as climate change.
Similarly, longitudinal studies analyzing the evolution of sustainability discourse across different
legislative frameworks would provide deeper insights into the impact of language on public policies.
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EKONOMINIO TVARUMO TERMINIJOS RAIDA ES TEISES AKTUOSE: APRASOMOJI IR
KIEKYBINE PERSPEKTYVA

Javier Jaspe Nieto, Ana Lucia Ortega Larrea, Maria Julia Bordonado Bermejo

Santrauka. Vyriausybinés veiklos kontekste Zodiniai iSraiSky deriniai su jvairiais teoriniais ar
ideologiniais pagrindais sukuria skirtingas ,socialinés realybés konstravimo* formas vieSojoje
nuomonéje. Sio tyrimo tikslas — iSnagrinéti diskurso ypatumus, kuriuos pasitelkia Europos Sgjungos
teisékdros superstruktira. Uzuot ieSkojus priezasCiy ir kélus hipotezes, tyrime siekta paaiskinti
savaiminj reiSkinj, iSskleidziant jo sudedamasias dalis remiantis i§ anksto nustatytu teoriniu pagrindu.
Tyrimui pasitelkta placiai taikomuosiuose semantiniuose tyrimuose naudojama priemoné ATLAS.ti.
Diskursas susijes su vystomos ekonomikos poveikiu visuomenei, iSrySkina svarby ateities karty
vaidmenj, akcentuoja tiksliniy plany ir programy reikSme bei pusiausvyrg tarp socialiniy,
aplinkosaugos ir ekonominiy dimensijy. Dél laiko apribojimy reikéty atlikti iSsamesnj tyrimg apie ES
teisékdros diskursy raidg, kurie prisideda prie socialinés realybés konstravimo.

Reiks$miniai Fod%iai: aplinkosaugos atskaitomybé (ER); jmoniy socialiné atsakomybé (CSR); jmoniy
valdymas (CG); suinteresuotyjy Saliy teorija.

TRANSFORMATIONS IN BUSINESS & ECONOMICS, Vol. 24, No 3 (66), 2025



	Evolution of economic sustainability terminology in EU legislation: a descriptive and quantitative perspective
	Introduction
	1. Conceptual Framework
	1.1 Holistic Definitions of Sustainability
	1.2 Main Theories of Sustainability
	1.3 Alternative Proposals for SD
	1.4 Language and Legal Instruments of the European Union
	1.5 European Sustainability Policy and Legislation

	2. Methodology
	2.1 Research Questions
	2.2 Sample

	3. Results
	4. Discussion
	5. Limitations
	Conclusions
	Literature



