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Abstract: It is undoubtedly true that ports can modify aspects of the regions where they are inserted 
in many different ways. Scholars have presented various perspectives on the influence of ports in 
society, including their roles according to their purpose. Surprisingly, in the age of sustainable de-
velopment, the social roles of ports have not been explored in depth, and this offers an opportunity 
to increase the knowledge of this sector. This paper aims to investigate how managers in ports per-
ceive their roles in the social dimension and why they think they should exist, presenting opportu-
nities to align business objectives with the expectations of other stakeholders. Applying the content 
analysis technique, 28 interviews were conducted with managers in Brazilian ports and themes were 
developed to represent their views on social roles (5) and the reasons for adopting them (6). Overall, 
managers perceive social roles as part of the strategic business plan and present reasons to adopt 
them, ranging from compulsory to voluntary. Conclusions suggest that more needs to be done to 
expand the understanding of a pragmatic approach to social roles and to develop more focused 
actions according to the reasons for adopting social roles. 
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1. Introduction 
According to ([1], p. 1) “social roles are a socially defined pattern of behaviour that 

is expected of persons who occupy a certain social position or belong to a particular social 
category”. From the definition, an individual can have multiple roles in their day-to-day 
routine (e.g., professional occupation, carer, sports official) and these roles require con-
forming to social rules, also known as responsibilities (e.g., delivering projects, assisting 
a member of the family with a disability, ensure a game is played according to the rules 
of the competition). Therefore, in addition to the multiple possible roles, every role is re-
lated to specific responsibilities that need to be accounted for in a specific social context 
[1]. 

In a seminal work that reviewed how businesses could evaluate their performance 
in the social dimension, [2] defined the social role as the aspect that provided legitimacy 
to the enterprise’s participation in the development of society. Suppose the word “per-
sons” is replaced with “organisations” in [1]’s definition; organisations are expected to 
have a social behaviour based on the social role they need to conform to and their respon-
sibilities for the impacts they create on individuals with their products or services. Fol-
lowing this logic, car producers have a social role in ensuring safe driving conditions with 
their products, alcoholic beverage producers are expected to alert consumers about the 
risks related to the abuse of their products, and public organisations must operate trans-
parently and focus on the benefits to ratepayers. 

Although the acceptance of organisations’ participation in the social dimension has 
evolved over time, defining a social role for a business is still a challenge for practitioners 
and scholars. In some specific industries, public attention tends to be higher due to the 
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visible impacts caused by products and services (e.g., dirty energy, deforestation, drug 
testing). In other cases, the evolving knowledge of society gradually demands more active 
social participation from organisations. For example, the increasing pressure on technol-
ogy companies to avoid disseminating fake news and the excessive consumerism appeal 
to vulnerable individuals [3]. However, in some industries where public awareness is less, 
or the impacts created only affect a small portion of the population, a social role might not 
be their priority. 

Nevertheless, considering the importance of sustainable practices nowadays, it is 
necessary to ensure that activities are not carried out at the cost of society’s welfare. Even 
for those industries that do not attract attention in the media, it is vital to understand their 
social roles and develop corporate actions that align with stakeholders’ expectations. 
From a long-term perspective, considering the changes in social values and the increasing 
scrutiny of ethical behaviours, defining a social role and understanding what motivates 
companies to adopt them is gradually becoming paramount. This can offer an opportunity 
to place an organisation in a position where future development happens in partnership 
with stakeholders instead of in a problematic environment where the legitimacy of the 
social role is questioned by society [4]. 

Ports are one of the industries that create social impacts for stakeholders, demanding 
a better understanding of their social roles. However, the literature has not yet allocated 
their social dimension the same importance as ports’ economic and environmental dimen-
sions. In a review of the literature, [5] found that the social dimension lacks development 
if considering publications about ports’ sustainability performance. Although scholars 
have investigated aspects such as the adoption of corporate social responsibility reports 
[6,7] and the assessment of social impacts created by ports [8–15], overall the discussion 
of drivers and motivations for the adoption of social roles is missing. In addition, [2] rec-
ommended exploring incorporation of the social dimension by using the organisations’ 
perspective to understand the underlying principles leading to their adoption as part of 
the business. 

The investigation based on the perception of industry representatives is particularly 
important for two reasons. First, it provides an idea about the current comprehension of 
social roles by leaders in the port industry, which has not been directly explored in the 
literature. Their view can be compared with the knowledge in the literature and with other 
industries where the social dimension is better developed. Another important aspect is to 
consider that the decision-makers influence actions developed by these organisations. 
Therefore, what they understand their social responsibilities to be can influence how they 
translate their social roles into real actions. 

2. Review of the Literature 
The interface position between the sea and land gives ports unique business charac-

teristics which can shape their roles in the social dimension [16–18]. For example, geo-
graphical factors impact the occupation of land, the natural environment or the region’s 
economic activities, which can consequently affect communities, fishery businesses and 
other groups living in the region [19,20]. Therefore, as a significant infrastructure asset 
with the power to shape a region’s economic, environmental and social aspects, ports 
should play a role in planning and supporting social and sustainable development in their 
region [21,22]. 

Despite the recognised development of the adoption of sustainable practices for ports 
over the time, the discussion of the social dimension needs to improve [5]. One of the ways 
to address this, according to [2], is investigating what moves their representatives to con-
sider the social dimension with more attention through the understanding of their social 
roles. Traditionally, other dimensions (i.e., economic and environment) tend to have more 
attention due to their ease of measurement and there are interface areas where the socio-
economic and the socio-environmental perspectives can be used to explore how ports can 
improve society’s welfare. For example, ports are considered economic enablers for 
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wealth generation and employment creation [23–26], and were credited with good social 
performance if the port could provide economic improvement for stakeholders [5]. How-
ever, some scholars, such as [27] and [28], have discussed that the validity of using em-
ployment or other economic indicators as a proxy for good performance has decreased 
over time as more operations have become automatised and fewer people benefited from 
employment options offered by the port. Therefore, if the impact of ports in the social 
dimension shrinks according to technological changes or any other industry innovation, 
the core question remains as to what the social role of ports is and why it has to be 
adopted. Having answered these two points, the organisations can plan the implementa-
tion of their plans according to the reality of their businesses and the needs of society. 

There are other ways to analyse how ports can have a role in the development of 
sustainable practices. From an operational perspective, ports can be seen as having a social 
role in connecting information, trade and people’s needs, linking global markets and en-
abling products and services to reach regions where other transportation models would 
not be able to do [13,29,30]. In this sense, some scholars argue that if the port functions 
efficiently, positive social impacts can be perceived by stakeholders [29,31,32], with these 
benefits spreading far beyond the location of the port [33–36]. 

Another social role linked to port characteristics is the capacity to create an environ-
ment for collaboration and innovation [6,13,37–40], which can contribute, for example, to 
the technological development of their region. For [41], this operational and economic as-
pect of ports’ performance can provide socio-economic wealth to the region they serve, 
especially when value is added to services and products along the supply chain connected 
to them [42]. However, caution is needed when considering social roles from economic 
and operational perspectives. The authors of [43] (cited by [44], p. 461) suggested that 
changes in technology and the global trade axis must be taken into account to ensure that 
the perceived social roles are sustained in the long term. 

The literature adds more about the social roles of ports by including a reference to 
their role in regional development [35,45–50], with ([27], p. 2) providing an example of 
how ports can “rise the welfare of citizens, enhancing social welfare in terms of income, 
employment, living environment, security and other aspects (macro-economic or social 
dimension)”. The view of the ports as social developers includes different phases of port 
development. For example, during the construction phase of ports, jobs are created due 
to the demand for a workforce, but this can mean high levels of migration, placing pres-
sure on communities in terms of housing, educational or health support infrastructure. 
These aspects might also continue during the operational phase, or new ones can arise 
when the ports leave the project phase and start to operate. Therefore, it is part of the 
social role of ports to ensure that negative impacts (e.g., overpopulation) are avoided for 
the sake of regional development objectives [51]. 

It is also a social role of ports to work towards attracting investments, improve the 
competitiveness of cities around them [36,52], and support social development through 
the transference of knowledge [53]. Ports also have a social role as leaders, offering spe-
cialised knowledge to society through difficult times [54,55], especially when these sce-
narios create tensions with stakeholders (e.g., natural catastrophes, marine accidents, 
health emergencies). The example of the actions promoted by the Port of Los Angeles to 
improve pollution control and prevent environmental issues with impacts on stakehold-
ers’ health demonstrates in practice what can be done to improve participation in the so-
cial dimension [56] As part of their leadership role, ports should be responsible for devel-
oping their managerial expertise to ensure they can handle issues related to the social en-
vironment where they are located [9,57]. 

Some scholars see the port as a guardian of cultural heritage for a region [20,58] and 
responsible for the care of stakeholders that interact with them [13,59]. This sense of care 
can be translated into actions, for example, to protect coastal regions [60] or to help pre-
vent unwanted activities such as drugs and weapons smuggling [61,62]. One well-known 
example is the implementation of the International Ship and Port Security Code (ISPS 
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Code), which focuses on the security of vessels, goods, people and countries [63]. A sum-
mary of the social roles of ports defined by scholars in the literature is presented in Table 
1. 

Table 1. Social roles of ports in the literature. 

Social Role Description References 

Regional developer 

Care about regional development and 
the impact created on stakeholders.  [16–20] 

Consider the impact of the sustainabil-
ity performance approach on the devel-
opment of the region 

[21,22] 

Spread benefits of its operational 
functions beyond the area close to 
the ports 

[33–36] 

Promote a collaborative and innovative 
environment  [6,13,37–40] 

Transfer knowledge [53] 
Overall regional development [35,45–50] 
Mitigate negative social impacts [51] 

Economic enabler 
Socio-economic role related to job 
creation 

[5,23–28] 

Create wealth for the region [41] 

Supply-chain connector 

Serve as a connection point for regions 
around the globe 

[13,29,30] 

Strive to become an efficient func-
tional organisation 

[29,31,32] 

Contribute to different supply chains 
development [42] 

Corporate citizenship 

Contribute to different supply chains 
development [42] 

Adopt a leadership position concern-
ing social development [54–56] 

Develop managers to act in the social 
dimension [9,56] 

Preserve the cultural heritage [20,57,58] 
Support the security of the coastal re-
gion [60–63] 

Overall, the literature review shows that although scholars have discussed ports’ 
roles from various perspectives, studies that specifically discuss their roles in the social 
dimension remain scarce. Therefore, the first question this paper aims to answer is 

Q1—What are the social roles of ports? 

The roles presented in the literature help guide the examination of the social partici-
pation of ports, which is a starting point of this analysis. However, it is also beneficial to 
understand why organisations think they should have a social role in order to clarify what 
promotes their participation in society’s development. Therefore, the second question this 
paper aims to answer is 

Q2—Why should ports adopt a social role? 
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The joint investigation of social roles and reason was suggested by [2] as part of the 
strategy to support organisations’ development of social outcomes and assess their per-
formance in the social dimension. To answer the two research questions proposed, this 
study explored managers’ perspectives as the source of data which complemented previ-
ous studies which discussed ports’ social roles and the reasons managers consider it im-
portant to adopt a social role [64–67]. 

3. Methodology 
This qualitative study adopted telephone interviews between October and December 

2018 with Brazilian managers in the port industry to investigate the social roles of ports. 
Brazil was selected as the country of analysis based on the opportunity to explore the 
potential source of conflict between infrastructure development and society in Brazil. A 
purposeful sampling strategy was used to recruit port managers due to their relevance as 
key informants [68] and their influential position with the power to represent the organi-
sation’s point of view about the business’ social roles [69,70]. The selection of participants 
was based on the list of ports provided by the National Agency of Waterborne Transpor-
tation (ANTAQ) in Brazil, accounting for two-hundred and five (205) enterprises author-
ised to operate in the country at the time of the interviews. From the total number of ports 
from each economic region in the list (i.e., N, NE, S, SE), a minimum of 10% was conven-
iently selected to ensure the view capable of representing the whole country [71,72]. Fig-
ure 1 details the number of authorised ports per region, the targeted number of partici-
pants and the total number of interviews performed per region. In addition, Table 2 pre-
sents the details about the sample managers who were interviewed in the study. Overall, 
28 interviews were conducted and considered a sufficient number to ensure the validity 
of the data for exploratory studies [64,73,74]. 

 
Figure 1. Interviews planned and achieved per region. 
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Table 2. Description of interviewees’ profile. 

ID  Region  Gender  Designation 
Academic Background 

/Highest Level 
Type of Cargo Han-

dled 
Port Ownership Na-

ture  
Experience 

(years)  
Tint_01  S  male  Chief Executive Officer  Merchant Marine Academy/MBA  Container, grains  Private  19  

Tint_02  SE  male  
Social Communication Coordina-
tor  Business Administration/Master’s degree  General cargo  Public  7  

Tint_03  S  male  HSE and Sustainability Corpo-
rate Manager  

Mechanical Engineer/Business specialisa-
tion  

Container, general 
cargo  Private  11  

Tint_04  S  male  Safety Health Environment Man-
ager  

Environmental and Sanitary Engi-
neer/Business specialisation  

General cargo/con-
tainer/bulk  

Public  6  

Tint_05  S  male  
Institutional and Environmental 
Management  Business Administration/Master’s degree  

General cargo/con-
tainer/bulk  Private  17  

Tint_06  SE  male  Institutional Relations Manager  Business Administration/Business speciali-
sation  

Solid bulk  Private  11  

Tint_07  SE  female  Social Responsibility and Licens-
ing Manager  

Chemical Engineer/Master’s degree  Solid bulk  Private  10  

Tint_08  NE  female  Chief Compliance Officer  Degree in Education/PhD  
General cargo/con-
tainer/bulk  Public  4  

Tint_09  N  male  Safety Health Environment Man-
ager  

Forest Engineer/Master’s degree  Solid bulk  Private  23  

Tint_10  NE  male  Port Executive Manager  Metallurgical Engineering/MBA  Solid bulk  Private  19  

Tint_11  SE  male  Sustainability and Legal Director  Law degree/Business specialisation  General 
cargo/bulk/support  

Private  1  

Tint_12  SE  male  Corporate Communications Co-
ordinator  

Degree in Journalism/MBA  Container, general 
cargo  

Private  6  

Tint_13  SE  female  Port Superintendent Director  Business Administration/MBA  Solid bulk  Private  14  
Tint_14  SE  male  Human Rights Manager  Economy Degree/Masters  Solid bulk  Private  9  

Tint_15  SE  male  
Social responsibility and Institu-
tional Relations Manager  Degree in Law/MBE  

General 
cargo/bulk/support  Private  5  
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Tint_16  SE  male  
Health and Safety, Environmen-
tal and Quality Manager  Degree in Oceanography/Master’s degree  Liquid bulk  Private  10  

Tint_17  N  male  Operations General Manager 
(Port)  

Metallurgical Engineering/Business spe-
cialisation  

Solid bulk  Private  1  

Tint_18  SE  male  Port Operations Manager  Industrial Engineer/MBA  Solid bulk, liquid bulk Private  12  
Tint_19  SE  male  CEO and COO  Metallurgical Engineering/Master’s degree  Solid bulk  Private  12  

Tint_20  N  male  
Sustainability and Institutional 
Relations Manager  Business Administration/MBA  Solid bulk  Private  36  

Tint_21  N  male  Sustainability Manager  Business Administration/Business speciali-
sation  Solid bulk  Private  3  

Tint_22  N  female  Communication and Community 
Relations Coordinator  

Business Administration/MBA  Solid bulk  Private  5  

Tint_23  N  male   Sustainability Manager  Civil Engineering Degree/PhD  Solid bulk  Private  8  

Tint_24  SE  male  Port Operations Manager  Mechanical Engineer/Business specialisa-
tion  

Solid bulk  Private  30  

Tint_25  N  male  Port general Manager  Business Administration/Master’s degree  Liquid bulk  Private  5  
Tint_26  N  male  Logistics General Manager  Mechanical Engineer/MBA  Solid bulk  Private  10  
Tint_27  NE  female  Social Responsibility Analyst  Degree in Social Service/MBA  Energy production  Private  6  

Tint_28  NE  male  Environment and Safety General 
Manager  

Environmental Control Technology/Busi-
ness specialisation  

Solid bulk  Private  11  
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The average years of experience in the port industry reported by participants were 
eleven years, with a standard deviation of six years, where the most experienced manager 
reported thirty-six years and the least experienced one year in the role. According to [75], 
it is valuable to have participants with experience and influential positions, as these char-
acteristics make them key informants about the topic under analysis. Moreover, all the 
participants (100%) reported at least a bachelor’s degree in different areas of knowledge, 
with sixteen (57%) having management specialisation courses in different business 
schools, ten (36%) with a master’s degree, and two (7%) with a PhD degree. According to 
[76], participants with an academic background tend to share richer insights and offer a 
deeper view of the topic under exploration. 

During interviews, participants were presented with a semi-structured interview 
script with open-ended questions and requested to answer what would be, in their point 
of view, the social role of a port and the reasons to adopt a social role from an organisa-
tion’s perspective [77,78]. The interviews were recorded, transcribed using the VERBA-
TIM format, and participants’ approval was sought to ensure data validity and confiden-
tiality [79]. 

NVivo 12 was used in the data analysis, ensuring audit trail, consistency and tracea-
bility [80,81]. An initial data reduction was performed in the conventional content analysis 
(CCA) to label the answers under codes representing the conceptual ideas embedded in 
participants’ answers [82]. The authors reviewed the initial codes thoroughly and dis-
cussed the terms presented to ensure a consensus was achieved [83–86]. At the end of the 
qualitative analysis, similar codes were grouped to form themes representing the answer 
to the research questions presented to participants during the interviews [87,88]. After 
merging the codes, the authors discussed the themes to ensure a consensus about what 
they represented was reached [79,89]. 

4. Analysis Results 
The content analysis findings grounded on the interview data are presented in se-

quence. 

4.1. The Social Role of Ports 
This section presents the content analysis results to the question of what ports’ social 

role (Q1) is. 
Five themes were created from the answers to the question, ‘What is the social role 

of ports?’ (Table 3). The labels provided to the themes and the number of participants 
referring to them, respectively, were ‘Develop the regional social environment’ (N = 9), 
‘Adapt port processes to achieve social objectives’ (N = 8), ‘Improve the economic status 
of the region’ (N = 4), ‘Act as a leader in the social dimension’ (N = 3) and ‘Maximise port 
economic capabilities to provide social betterment’ (N = 3). 

Table 3. The social roles of ports. 

ID Theme Description Coding Participants’ 
References (N) 

SR.1 Develop the regional social 
environment 

To leverage the regional development  
To support the development of the region  
To leverage the regional development  
To connect with its region to generate value  
To act as the vector of regional development  
To develop the strong points of the region  
To contribute to the social development  
To take care of the region where the port is  
To create shared value 

9 



Sustainability 2023, 15, 2646 9 of 24 
 

SR.2 Adapt ports’ processes to 
achieve social objectives 

To have experts in the social area  
To operate in a sustainable way  
To match investments with the real demand in the social area 
To grow sustainably  
To act proactively in managing external and internal stake-
holders 
To act with respect and proactivity  
To understands the impacts caused by its operations  
To respond to demands arising from its operations 

8 

SR.3 Improve the economic sta-
tus of the region 

To generate income and wealth 
To generate income for those involved in the port activity 
To create indirect jobs 
To generate wealth for the region where it is installed 

4 

SR.4 
Act as a leader in the social 
dimension 

To act as a society leader 
To connect companies and actions in the social area 
To lead by example 

3 

SR.5 
Maximise port’s economic 
capabilities to provide so-
cial betterment 

To act as an efficient and safe supply chain link 
To act as an efficient hub in the region where it operates 
To generate benefits for stakeholders based on cargo flow effi-
ciency 

3 

4.1.1. Port as a Regional Developer of the Social Environment 
Codes in the theme ‘develop the regional social environment’ included references 

made to ports’ role in promoting regional development leverage (N = 2), supporting the 
regional development (N = 3), creating value by connecting important stakeholders to the 
region (N = 2), developing a social environment by using the strong capabilities of the 
region (N = 1) and practising duty of care towards stakeholders in their regions (N = 1). 

Participants expressed their view of the port as an important actor in supporting the 
actions linked to its activities concerning regional development leverage. Interviewee_09 
was more generic when they stated that “the role of the port is to help to leverage the 
development of the region”. At the same time, Interviewee_05 was more specific, stating 
that “the role of the port is to leverage the region by improving its supply chain with 
reflection in the whole regional productive chain”. 

To become part of regional development, Interviewee_11 stated that 
“ports must be connected to the region where they are, and they must become 
part of the social context of the region, allowing their existence to create value 
for the social environment where they are inserted.” 
The regional development perspective should place the port as part of the commu-

nity “taking care of the social aspects of the region where it is installed and helping the 
local communities” (Interviewee_21) and to “create shared value to all the stakeholders 
connected with the business” (Interviewee_23). However, an interesting statement below 
was provided by Interviewee_08 about how the social development role is sometimes 
misunderstood. 

“Often, the regional development role is miscomprehended with the role of the 
public entities that should be in charge of the welfare of the city inhabitants. The 
port tries to offer help and becomes solely responsible for matters such as school 
education or health assistance. Therefore, a clear separation of the social role of 
the port does not create a dependency that the business later cannot sustain. In 
this case, once resources become scarce, it becomes the port’s responsibility if 
people do not have schools or health services available. “ 
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4.1.2. Adapting Ports’ Processes to Achieve Social Objectives 
For the theme ‘Adapt ports’ processes to achieve social objectives’, codes referred to 

having experts in the social dimension inside their organisation (N = 1); defining princi-
ples linked to how to operate sustainably (N = 2); matching port financial investment plan 
with the social demands of their region (N = 1); maintaining a sustainable relationship 
with their internal and external stakeholders (N = 1); acting with respect and proactivity 
(N = 1); and, understanding and responding to the social impacts caused by their opera-
tions (N = 2). 

As stated by Interviewee_06, the social role of adapting ports’ processes to achieve 
social objectives is represented by the fact that 

“managers (of ports) need to be absolutely aware of the transformations they 
are creating in the surroundings, and they need to respect those who live in the 
area and adapt the port processes to do what is expected by stakeholders.” 
Similarly, Interviewee_12 stated that 
“the port needs to grow, become productive and respect the stakeholders and 
the natural environment where they are located. This transformational mental-
ity has to come from the highest levels of the organisation and be cascaded to 
the lower levels.” 
The adaptation was necessary by “adjusting the port sustainability discourse to the 

level of investment in the social dimension, avoiding promoting superficial actions only 
used to improve the corporate image’”(Interviewee_10). This adjustment was possible by 
“hiring managers and employees with a comprehensive view of the port social role to 
implement real actions to benefit stakeholders” (Interviewee_01). However, the port 
should not wait for the need to adjust its processes and had to be proactive in considering 
the internal and external stakeholders, in the view of Interviewee_15. This idea was sup-
ported by Interviewee_19, who stated that 

“the port or any other organisation must understand the impact that it causes 
on the surrounding society. These can be economic, environmental, or anything 
disturbing the region’s social balance. This is the biggest role that the port has 
in the social dimension. Once these impacts are known, the port can adapt its 
actions to cope with the stakeholders’ demands.” 

4.1.3. The Improvement of the Economic Status of the Region 
The improvement of a region’s economic status was a port’s social role identified 

based on statements such as “the main role of the port is to create income by improving 
its economic activity and employing people in the surroundings” (Interviewee_25) or the 
idea of economic development generating income and wealth (N = 2), and the creation of 
jobs related to the operation of the port (N = 1). 

The economic impact as a social role becomes even more important for stakeholders 
in remote regions because, as indicated by interviewee_27, these areas are remote and 
usually need basic assistance from the public authorities. Therefore, by simply having the 
port activity in the region, direct and indirect jobs can be created that somehow allow 
people to improve their socio-economic condition. 

4.1.4. The Leadership Role 
Interviewees considered the leadership role in the social dimension as ports acting as 

a leader in society (N = 2); and as an orchestrator of actions in the social dimension, also 
with regards to other companies in the region (N = 1). Interviewee_07 stated that the lead-
ership role was relevant because he “perceived that the port needs to be a leader in society. 
There is no space anymore to manage without taking what is expected by society into 
consideration.” As Interviewee_27 pointed out: 
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“The port is part of the production chain that includes many other industries. 
Especially in the case where the port is a cluster of different enterprises, I see the 
social role of the port as a leader to promote solutions for the common problems 
that affect the stakeholders around it. “ 
With a stronger statement, Inteviewee_28 summarised the leadership role by stating 

that “the social role of the port is a leadership role. Leadership by example.’ 

4.1.5. Maximise the Port’s Economic Capabilities to Provide Social Betterment 
Three (N = 3) participants considered that the social role of the port was to maximise 

its core functions as the means of providing social betterment for the region, as the port 
being able to explore its capabilities as an efficient link in the supply chain (N = 2) and 
improve the cargo flow (N = 1). In the view of participants, this social role is different from 
improving a region’s economic situation because it focuses on the use of the function of 
the port to promote social betterment. While economic activity can be improved by other 
players involved in port activity, maximising the function of ports is related to the organ-
isation’s internal management. The port is a link in the supply chain, and the port’s opti-
misation as an asset should be considered. If this link does not work correctly, it is impos-
sible to meet society’s demands (Interviewee_02). Complementarily, Interviewee_10 
stated that the social role of the port is to establish a cargo flow, generating benefits for 
stakeholders. The following statement from Interviewee_03 comprehensively explains 
this role. 

“Considering the function of the port to concentrate cargo, the high traffic of 
vessels and vehicles created by its activities can affect the stakeholders nega-
tively. Therefore, it is necessary to optimise the way the port operates to ensure 
that no risks are created for the community in terms of the safety of people and 
the protection of the natural environment. So the level of services has to match 
the requirements that balance the economic, environmental and social benefits 
created. “ 

4.2. Reasons for Adopting a Social Role 
Although investigating the social roles from the managers’ perspectives is important, 

understanding why they adopt their social roles is also necessary. Analysing what man-
agers think to be their social roles in combination with the reasons they should adopt them 
offers the opportunity to investigate what motivates them to adopt specific actions in the 
social dimension. This section presents why ports should adopt a social role (Q2) based 
on the content analysis of participants. According to Table 4, participants considered that 
ports should adopt their social roles as part of their businesses because they have natural 
social accountability (N = 22); can foster stakeholders’ support (N = 6); should take into 
consideration of strategic port development (N = 5); prevent problems from escalating (4); 
comply with laws and regulations (N = 2); and need to offer a return for the exploitation 
of natural resources (N = 2). 

Table 4. Reasons for adopting a social role. 

ID Theme Coding 
Participants Refer-

ence (N) 

M.1 Social accountability 

Because it is not acceptable to refuse social participation 
Because ports are part of people’s lives 
Because ports have great strategic importance and influence 
power 
Because ports impact societies, change their behaviour and 
must minimise impacts 
Because the port is essential in the supply chain development 

22 
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Because this should be part of the natural behaviour of the 
company 

M.2 Stakeholders’ support 
Because it is necessary to have society on your side in diffi-
cult moments 
Because the port needs the social license 

6 

M.3 Strategic development 

Because it improves the port image and reputation 
Because it promotes higher engagement from employees 
Because this is necessary for survival 
Because there is a trend for more demand for social perfor-
mance 

5 

M.4 Prevention of problems 
escalation 

Because external factors can become a problem 
Because society complaints can turn into more significant 
problems 
Because there is a risk that social problems escalate to some-
thing bigger 

4 

M.5 Compliance with laws 
and regulations 

Because there is law enforcement in place 2 

M.6 
Return for the exploitation 
of resources 

Because the company needs to return to society the profit 
from the exploration of natural resources 
Because the wealth must be shared 

2 

4.2.1. The Social Accountability of the Port 
All participants considered the acceptance of natural social accountability was the 

reason for ports to adopt a social role. However, the perspective of social accountability 
differed among participants. Nine participants thought that the ports are socially account-
able because they need to be responsible for mitigating the negative impacts they create 
in their region. As stated by Interviewee_02 

“It is inevitable. Every enterprise, considering its size, creates impacts that affect 
the stakeholders around it. These impacts can occur differently and modify how 
people around the port leave. Fixing this disturbance becomes, therefore, part 
of the port’s responsibility.” 
Six interviewees suggested that social accountability should be a given part of the 

natural behaviour of ports. Three interviewees thought that ports had to acknowledge 
their accountability because they are strategically important and influential businesses 
with the power to shape the social dimension of the region where they are located. Two 
interviewees saw social accountability emerging from the idea that ports are part of peo-
ple’s lives. At the same time, one referred to the social importance of ports in developing 
supply chain operations. Another interviewee understood ports as simply being unable 
to avoid participating in the social development of their local region. As stated by Inter-
viewee_22, “firstly I think the port should be committed (to social responsibilities) and 
from this ensure that activities (to manage the social dimension) are done correctly, re-
specting the social environment”. 

A similar view was provided by Interviewee_16, who stated that 
“Impacts created by the port are significant, and they refer to the land use, im-
pact on the region’s economic activities, and impact on stakeholders’ quality of 
life. The port transforms the region where it is installed, and this transformation 
can echo far away to the regions connected by the port activity. Therefore, the 
port is accountable for ensuring that these changes can mutually benefit all those 
linked to its activities.” 
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4.2.2. The Need for Stakeholders’ Support 
The theme of stakeholders’ support was another reason for ports to adopt social roles. 

It was developed based on codes representing ports’ need for society’s support when fac-
ing a difficult moment and for the so-called ‘license to operate’ granted through stake-
holders’ acceptance of the port operating in the region. According to Interviewee_05, 

“we must have the overall stakeholders, internal and external, supporting the 
organisation. It must be avoided that they have a negative opinion about the 
business. Otherwise, the organisation can be affected during licensing processes 
and, for example, face barriers with plans to expand the port activities in the 
region’.” 
Regarding the social license to operate, Interviewee_09 indicated that the social li-

cense to operate had become a matter of survival. Stakeholders’ support is the key to the 
license to operate. As he stated: 

“In the past, the social dimension was considered a pro-forma aspect of the busi-
ness, oriented to compliance with laws and regulations. Today, the support of 
stakeholders helps with the legal licenses to operate but also ensures that the 
port can exist with the consent of those affected by its activities. “ 

4.2.3. Strategic Development 
The theme of strategic development representing a factor leading to the adoption of 

social roles was developed based on interviewees’ understanding of ports’ challenges and 
the need to play a social role in overcoming these challenges. The codes supporting this 
theme include the need to overcome new challenges in the business environment (N = 2), 
the increasing pressure for more demands related to social performance (N = 1), the need 
to prepare the organisation for promoting employees’ higher engagement (N = 1), and the 
benefits that could be achieved by improving a port’s reputation (N = 1). Interviewee_11 
stated that it is vital to consider the social role of the port strategically, because 

“looking at what happened in the last years, the adoption of the social roles 
shifted from a pro-forma approach to a survival need. The former model in which 
we needed to comply with regulations is in the past. Nowadays, we can only 
survive in the long run if stakeholders issue the enterprise’s social license to op-
erate.” 

4.2.4. Prevention of Problems Escalation 
The theme of prevention of problems escalation was built on concerns expressed by 

participants that external issues easily manageable but ignored by a port can quickly turn 
into big problems and on the belief that “society’s complaints can become a significant 
barrier to port operations and development” (Interviewee_14). 

A wider view of how issues can escalate was provided by Interviewee_23, who stated 
“If you do not have the social dimension of business managed initially, the port 
operations will be impacted and suffer the consequences in a later stage. It can 
occur in the form of interruptions to the operations caused by public demonstra-
tions that block access to the port, legal interruptions imposed by local authori-
ties or even the reduction in investments caused by the negative image of the 
business. Overall, no problem or issue should be ignored; otherwise, the risk of 
becoming unmanageable is too high.” 

4.2.5. Compliance with Laws and Regulations 
Compliance was mentioned as a factor influencing the adoption of social roles, based 

on the idea that ports must follow the existing laws and regulations (2), as the legal aspect 
cannot be simply ignored. According to Interviewee_04, in the Brazilian context, 



Sustainability 2023, 15, 2646 14 of 24 
 

“unfortunately the adoption of social roles usually occurs only when authorities impose 
legal requirements (e.g., licenses)”. 

4.2.6. Return for the Exploitation of Resources 
Two interviewees referred to the need for adopting a social role is to offer a return to 

society from exploiting the natural resources in the region. Interviewee_27 emphasised 
the need to adopt a social role as a matter to promote a society development linked to 
economic equality and Interviewee_25 exemplified how this can occur as follows. 

“the company uses natural resources that belong to the state, in other words, to 
society, and transforms that into profit to a certain group of stakeholders. This 
is unacceptable unless the benefits are shared with the overall people affected 
by the port activity.” 

5. Discussion of Findings 
Once the thematic analysis finished, clusters of themes were created to support key 

ideas emerging from the data analysis. The clustering of themes is not considered a further 
reduction in the thematic analysis in this case, as the themes defined previously have spe-
cific elements characterising them individually. Instead, the clustering was used to indi-
cate how the perceptions of Brazilian port managers convey the status of the comprehen-
sion around social roles and the reasons to adopt them. Finally, the themes of social roles 
and reasons to adopt social roles were included in the discussion. 

5.1. The Social Accountability of Ports 
The themes emerging from the initial analyses suggest that managers perceive the 

port as an entity accountable for the social development of the region where they are. 
Three themes were clustered to support the idea of social accountability, including devel-
oping the regional social environment (SR.1), improving the economic status of the region 
(SR.3) and acting as a leader in the social dimension (SR.4). Altogether, the ideas behind 
these themes indicate that managers perceive ports’ social role as part of their core duties, 
not an ad-hoc activity or a by-product of their existence. Although the term social devel-
opment was defined by managers using different perspectives (e.g., economic develop-
ment, welfare of stakeholders), participants understood ports as assertive actors in the 
social dimension that must work towards improving the region where they are and not 
passive players who only follow directives or react when something happens. Scholars 
such as [90,91] discussed how ports in different parts of the world (e.g., Europe and Asia) 
already adopt sustainability principles as part of their corporate planning, looking after 
the involvement of stakeholders. From a more social-oriented perspective, there is still a 
gap to be filled [5]. Still, the sense of accountability presented by Brazilian port represent-
atives is a mindset that can be noticed elsewhere. 

The accountability from a social development perspective aligns with references 
from the previous literature to sustainability initiatives created by ports. Scholars have 
already presented how regional development inducted by ports occurs, using, for exam-
ple, the improvement of the local infrastructure as one of the benefits created for a region 
[46–48,52,92]. In line with SR.3, another social benefit created by ports is the creation of 
wealth and economic development with local residents employed by organisations or 
emerging business opportunities that can be created [93–95]. In these examples, it is un-
deniable that the port directly or indirectly inducts social development and it is positive 
to see decision makers in ports emphasising these as their roles. 

However, the reference to social accountability also leaves open questions about to 
which extent this development benefits a broader range of stakeholders (e.g., community 
members or the broader society) in the same way it benefits the organisation and its rep-
resentatives. The author of [96] defined social development as “a process of planned social 
change designed to promote the well-being of the population as a whole within the 
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context of a dynamic multifaced development process”. The United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) refined the concept of social development as human development by 

“expanding the richness of human life rather than simply the richness of the 
economy in human beings live. It is an approach that is focused on people and 
their opportunities and choices [97].” 
The statements provided by participants referred to the improvement of road ac-

cesses, the attraction of investments or the creation of jobs as some of the benefits inducted 
by the port, demonstrating an economic or materialistic view of social development. The 
analysis of the elements presented in the data suggests that managers’ understanding of 
ports’ social accountability as a developer of the social environment, although important, 
is limited and should be more inclined towards the definitions provided above. To make 
social accountability more comprehensive, managers’ views around social development 
should include, for example, reducing poverty, supporting school attendance, promoting 
gender equality and others [96]. 

When the view of social development is expanded and includes more than economic 
or infrastructure development, ports’ social accountability gains more legitimacy, espe-
cially if the leadership role (SR.4) is put into practice. However, caution is necessary to 
ensure that ports take care of the initiatives within the organisation’s reach without as-
suming duties that belong, for example, to the government. As stated by participants in 
this study, becoming a reference in the broader view of social development, leading by 
example and using knowledge to benefit society are some skills and knowledge that ports 
can possess, and their representatives should use them to become more socially social 
embedded. The authors of [98] emphasised the importance of improving corporate 
knowledge by developing leaders focusing on the strategic approach to social develop-
ment and supporting stakeholders to understand more about what organisations do in 
the sustainability realm. In the case of Brazilian ports, the main challenge is to ensure that 
leaders can absorb the knowledge related to the social dimension and adopt it as part of 
the organisation’s core activities. 

The multi-stakeholder view should also be promoted as part of accountability in the 
social dimension. For example, when discussing the theme of social development, man-
agers often referred to their responsibilities by looking at the external stakeholders (e.g., 
community members). In addition, their comments emphasised the difficulty of engaging 
with these groups and the resources necessary to execute the social development actions 
focused on those outside the organisation. Interestingly, the reference to internal stake-
holders, who can also be part of the community, did not reach the same level of im-
portance as the external stakeholders. For example, it is common in Brazil that large or-
ganisations offer benefits to their employees, including private health insurance, educa-
tion support, meals offered in the company, bonus salary and others that are not thought 
of, or at least not mentioned, in the managers’ perspective to be initiatives that affect the 
region’s social development. Therefore, leaders need to improve their understanding of 
social development and ensure their organisations are aware of their positive impact, 
working harder to improve their practices as part of the organisation’s culture. This does 
not eliminate the need to care about external stakeholders and invest in initiatives that 
benefit them. Instead, the internal and external views complement each other and provide 
a platform to support the sense of accountability that ports consider in the region’s social 
development. 

5.2. The Capacity to Use the Best of the Port’s Skills in the Social Dimension 
Participants also referred to social roles the organisation need to adapt to provide 

social benefits as part of their core activities (SR.2) and maximise the port’s economic ca-
pabilities to provide social betterment (SR.5). The reference to adapt the port in the results 
is something referred in the literature as a pathway to lead the ports to the necessary 
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changes in sustainability management, investing more emphasis on the social dimension 
of businesses [5,99]. As referred by Interviewee_16, 

“Ports can hire professionals that can offer a different understanding of the so-
cial dimension. These professionals can bring new ideas on board and educate 
the organisation about what needs to be done in the social dimension. The big-
gest challenge in this sense is to ensure that funds and resources are secured to 
guarantee that this can become a sustained action carried out by the organisa-
tion. “ 
The need to adapt and educate the organisation corroborates the previous discussion 

on expanding the ports’ functions beyond their economic dimension and converging the 
external and internal focus to develop their actions. The authors of [100] reinforced the 
need to transform the organisation’s mindset as part of the current port business environ-
ment, including, for example, the social dimension in the analysis of the overall perfor-
mance in the sustainability approach. In this case, the label of ‘good performer’ must com-
prehend aspects of the social dimension (e.g., gender equality in the workforce, employees 
supported by enterprise agreements), with periodic assessments that can indicate how the 
organisation is performing if compared to players inside and outside of the port industry. 
Therefore, capacitating employees at all levels to understand the importance of social in-
dicators and how to assess them is crucial to achieving the expected sustainable results by 
using the know-how and skills available in the organisation. The authors of [101] propose 
an approach where the port should also consider capturing this knowledge while select-
ing their managers, using these in a later stage these employees to propagate their sus-
tainability skills inside the organisation. 

Learning in the sustainability dimension can lead the port, in this case, to the ability 
to maximise its economic capabilities to provide social betterment (SR.5). When partici-
pants refer to providing social betterment as part of the port’s social role, their thoughts 
echo in the literature with scholars such as [102]. The latter demonstrated that community 
participation in the overall planning could help organisations maximise their contribution 
in the social dimension and improve the positive perception of stakeholders about how 
the port impacts those around it. With the understanding of the reach of the social better-
ment that can be achieved, managers can, for example, direct the use of funding reserved 
for social actions and work towards increasing the organisation’s awareness about the 
stakeholders’ expectations regarding the use of port resources to improve the social envi-
ronment. Knowing what is expected can help managers to understand where their 
knowledge can be used to reinforce their social role in the region, offering efficiency and 
positive perception as a return for the resources invested [103]. 

5.3. The Strategic Reasoning for Adopting Social Roles 
Considering the reasoning behind the adoption of social roles, the stakeholders’ sup-

port (M.2), the strategic development (M.3) and the prevention of problems escalation 
(M.4) illustrate how the strategic thinking related to the adoption of social roles is already 
part of managers mindset in Brazilian ports. 

In the words of Interviewee_05, 
“The question now is not if ports will need to look at the social dimension of 
businesses but how they will lead the initiative and put together financial and 
human resources to manage the social impacts created. From a strategic point of 
view, the proactive approach can prevent authorities and other stakeholders 
from overreacting if an issue affects them. In other words, it is better to build 
strategic alliances in advance than wait and see what can happen.” 
From a strategic perspective, scholars such as [104] have shown how the support of 

stakeholders becomes an important asset for any organisation looking forward to estab-
lishing a long-term relationship where future developments have support instead of fac-
ing community reaction. Although the strategic view around social roles is becoming 
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more often discussed by scholars in the port area, the topic is not a novelty in the overall 
business literature. One of the points mentioned by interviewees is the difficulty some-
times in defining specific goals, which can turn the strategic view of the social roles into 
something tangible for stakeholders’ understanding. [105] suggested incorporating sus-
tainability principles (i.e., sustainable development goals—SDG) as a solution to ground 
more sustainable objectives, which include the social dimension, so that strategy and goals 
can be understood. Another advantage of using elements of the SDG is the opportunity 
to compare initiatives on a global scale as an international organisation proposes them. 
The data collected in this study confirm that the strategic view is present but does not 
suggest how this is implemented and what challenges exist to make them effective in ports 
routine. Although managers understand that strategically it is important to have social 
participation and accept their roles in the social dimension, as discussed previously, they 
do not have clarity about what they currently do or what could be further developed to 
improve stakeholders’ support in preparation for difficult situations. 

An additional point refers to an idea from [106], who urged leaders in ports to con-
sider the long-term view as part of their strategic approach to sustainability and social 
roles. The lack of a long-term view was pointed out by participants in the study as a barrier 
to success with regard to their adoption of social roles as results take a long time to be 
perceived or even measured by the organisation. The long-term view is essential to show 
that the organisation legitimately adopts the social roles and considers them a long-term 
strategy that requires timely engagement and consultation with stakeholders to ensure 
the outcomes are positive for both sides. 

5.4. The Moral Responsibility Motivation 
Reasons related to social accountability (M.1) and return for the exploitation of re-

sources (M.6) suggest managers’ view towards moral reasoning, especially as it relates to 
returning to society some of the benefits obtained by ports due to the use of resources 
available in the region. The author of [107] compares this moral or voluntary adoption as 
an outcome of the social pressure channelled towards positive outcomes for society and 
stakeholders. However, for businesses such as ports, ensuring that moral responsibility is 
embedded in the organisations’ culture remains a challenge [102]. One of the examples 
where the level of organisational adoption of social objectives can be assessed is in 
whether or not there is an adoption of a vision, mission and values statement where the 
social role is present and used to guide policies and procedures [5].  

The author of [108] sets a parallel between moral motivation with aspects related to 
corporate citizenship, ethical businesses and corporate governance. The scholar corrobo-
rates the idea that this motivation should arise from the organisation’s desire to contribute 
to social development and make this part of its nature and not as something done for the 
sake of attending regulatory requirements or, worst case, used as greenwashing. 

Overall, moral motivation needs additional exploration in the port literature to un-
veil how businesses incorporate the voluntary adoption of social roles as part of their 
moral obligations. Although scholars have depicted its importance and how it improves 
the relationship with stakeholders, a deeper investigation into how ports incorporate their 
social roles as part of their values could help confirm if the assertions of Brazilian and 
worldwide managers are really true. 

5.5. The Compulsory Reasons to Adopt a Social Role 
Last, but not least, the non-voluntary adoption of social roles (M.5) was also pre-

sented by participants. Similar to environmental performance, there is an embedded per-
ception that regulatory power tends to drive social role adoption. The authors of [109] 
have discussed how difficult it has been for Brazilian companies to adopt a concrete and 
long-last framework of sustainable objectives. Examples of challenges include broadening 
the view of sustainability (i.e., the inclusion of the social dimension) and the continuity of 
actions in the long-term horizon. 
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The challenges presented by [109] align with the findings of [5] and suggest that even 
in the regulatory space, there is a lot that needs to be done to start creating a framework 
that supports, at least at the bare minimum, the social dimension as part of ports’ perfor-
mance. It is interesting to notice that participants in this study have a very generous and 
positive view about why their organisations need to adopt social roles, leaving regulatory 
aspects with few references. However, at this stage, it is impossible to confirm which of 
these reasons would have priority if managers were asked to rank in importance in their 
agendas. 

5.6. Current and Future Scenarios Analysis 
Overall, the view of social roles and the reasons supporting them show that managers 

in ports reflect the thoughts of [2] and [110]. These articles emphasised the positiveness of 
having the institutional (i.e., at a business level) and organisational (i.e., in the port area 
level) social roles included as part of their social performance evaluation, enabling the 
fulfilment of the three dimensions of sustainability practices development. Undoubtedly, 
this can only be possible after the acceptance of the social roles as part of the organisational 
culture, which can enable the adoption of positive behaviours of stakeholders with the 
port. The qualitative outcomes deriving from participants’ data in this study suggest that 
in the Brazilian context, accountability for social development and adapting port skills to 
perform in the social dimension are the main roles that ports should have. Although in-
conclusive, the evidence presented in the discussion session indicates this is the predom-
inant view of the sample of leaders participating in the interviews. 

As part of the contributions of this study, two elements must be considered. Follow-
ing the ideas presented by [107], in the Brazilian context, there is a need to consider the 
inclusion of stakeholders in developing actions that align with what the port thinks is 
important and what society expects in terms of social development and the use of the port 
know-how in the social dimension. The social role legitimacy referred to by [5] can only 
be achieved if the actions developed within the scope of the social roles meet the require-
ments or demands of stakeholders in contact with the port. Figure 2 represents the inclu-
sion of stakeholders as an intersection point between social development and port skill 
adaptation. 

The second point of concern relates to the understanding of social development. It 
needs to be expanded beyond the economic view, as this was commonly referred to by 
participants in this study as their main social role. Studies such as [35] have shown that 
even in areas where economic participation is not the biggest role of the port, they can still 
be of huge importance in the social context by, for example, allowing the connection of 
remote regions with the rest of the world. The broader view of social development needs 
to be considered by managers. If so, it can add more value to what the port can do, looking 
beyond the usual idea of social improvement being represented by economic growth. The 
broader view is also important because, as presented by [57], ports can contribute more to 
the social development of the regions than merely relying on economic factors for social 
embedment. The point made by [57] reflects the current trend in Brazil, where more auto-
mation is used (e.g., automated container gates use), fewer people are employed and the 
migration of a specialised workforce leaves few opportunities for local stakeholders. Un-
derstanding social development as defined by [96] and listening to stakeholders must be 
addressed as part of port leaders’ current and future generations’ professional develop-
ment. 

Finally, for the reasoning behind supporting the adoption of social roles (i.e., why 
they should be adopted), the recommendation is to ensure that equal treatment is given 
to the strategic, moral and compulsory motivations. Although these reasons provided by 
participants are still relevant since the time they were discussed by [2], data suggest that 
some have more priority over others. In a context of continuous exposure and access to 
information, it becomes difficult to hide from stakeholders what drives the social partici-
pation of the port. Depending on which type of actions the companies are involved with, 
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it can become questionable as to whether the heavily emphasised moral obligations have 
equal importance when compared with actions deriving from other reasons (e.g., compul-
sory or strategic). The equalisation of importance between the three must exist to ensure 
legitimate participation in social development. Although easy to say, the equality between 
moral, compulsory and strategic reasons can be considered the most important outcome 
of the ports’ power to transform their surroundings. In Figure 2, the abovementioned 
ideas are represented as the suggested scenario based on the findings from this study and 
the recommended future scenario where the moral, strategic and compulsory reasons 
support the development of actions of ports with regard to the social dimension. 

 
Figure 2. Current scenario and future recommendation for the adoption of social roles in Brazilian 
ports. 

6. Conclusions and Further Research 
The literature describes different roles of ports, and undeniably, these infrastructure 

assets have importance in shaping the physical and social landscape of the regions where 
they are located. However, roles purely focused on sustainability’s social dimension seem 
challenging to define. In addition to the difficulty in observing the social roles’ concrete 
outcomes for the region, it is also questionable as to how the benefits are shared equally 
between stakeholders and the companies. 

One of this paper’s most important objectives in revealing the ports’ social roles is to 
provide the organisations’ leadership with insights about how they can perform better in 
the social dimension of sustainability. The views offered by managers provide an under-
standing of what they think to be important and why, from their point of view, social roles 
should be adopted. However, their view needs to be aligned with other stakeholders’ 
points of view, which can also reveal how aligned the motivations to adopt social roles 
are. This has practical impacts on the actions developed by organisations as they can be-
come more effective in their actions and with their resources invested in something that 
can provide a win-win relationship. If, from one side, stakeholders can benefit from this 
effectiveness, ports will also have a better environment to thrive as they, in theory, will 
face a more supportive environment to develop their business plans. 

From a manager’s perspective, the paper presented how decision-making individu-
als perceive the different social roles of ports. With increasing emphasis, they highlight 
the ports as inductors of social development and the need to adapt the operations to a 
world where the management of the social dimension cannot be relegated to a secondary 
layer of importance. However, it is questionable as to whether the adoption of social roles 
occurs as part of a core principle of the organisation, as often the answers provided were 
inclined to relate to the economic benefits of ports. Although the study’s outcomes dis-
closed that managers see the importance of accepting the leadership role in the social di-
mension, little was explored or revealed about the actions promoted by their organisations 
in the social dimension. One innovative outcome based on the intent of adopting the social 
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roles versus the reality of the actions promoted is the opportunity to develop the strategic 
view of the port, regarding the social dimension with the same level of importance as the 
economic and environmental dimensions. This can be done, for example, during the cre-
ation of the vision, mission and values statements, which will later be cascaded to the 
more tactical level of the organisation (e.g., leadership development training and internal 
campaigns). 

One interesting point is the conflict between the perceived moral obligation to adopt 
social roles and the non-voluntary adoption of social roles. Although managers perceive 
the social roles as a moral commitment to be adopted, they also suggested that what has 
been adopted so far is partially related to the need to comply with regulations in place 
(e.g., licensing mitigation actions). The conflict between moral obligation and voluntary 
adoption highlights how legitimate the adoption of social roles might be or when it is used 
simply as a greenwashing tool. One of the actions that can be created to fill this gap is the 
development of audits or assessment processes that look at indicators in the social dimen-
sion in line with what is expected in terms of social roles for ports. The definition of indi-
cators and the assessment must include the view of other stakeholders and, when possi-
ble, be conducted by a neutral part to show how ports carry out their social responsibilities 
in line with their social roles. 

The paper leaves space for exploring other aspects related to the social roles of ports. 
Further understanding of the meaning of social development needs to be explored to con-
firm to what extent different aspects from the economic ones are also considered part of 
the port’s accountabilities. As the social development concept is fluid and overreaching, 
more needs to be explored about which perspectives are included in it from a multi stake-
holders’ point of view. The outcomes of this analysis can be used for developing internal 
training strategies in the port industry or, from a wider approach, gain more importance 
in the curriculum of the academic courses that are the basis of professionals’ career devel-
opment. 

Also, additional research must be conducted with external stakeholders (e.g., com-
munity members, regulatory bodies and non-government organisations) to present the 
social roles they perceive for ports and how the distinct views can be used to achieve 
common goals. Including different stakeholders’ views is necessary because it will pro-
vide diverse perspectives and identify where there is alignment or where there is a gap 
that has to be filled by ports with regard to the social dimension. Although traditional 
methods can be used to explore the point of view of external stakeholders (e.g., public 
hearings, focus groups), the availability of internet tools can also help assess how the or-
ganisation is seen by its counterparts. Examples of these tools can include electronic sur-
veys or social-media content analysis. 

Last but not least, the reasons for adopting a social role could be tested using quanti-
tative scales to analyse how managers rank them in importance when they can respond 
anonymously. The anonymous quantitative analysis could reveal how altruistic managers 
can be while talking about themselves and their organisations regarding the social roles 
compared to the anonymous disclosure of the importance of each role. This specific anal-
ysis, compared with the findings of this study, could highlight what is really behind the 
reasoning for adopting a social role using statistical tools to support the results. 
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