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Literature about sustainability and sustainable businesses has become a large field of study during the last years. This

field is growing so fast that there are sub-areas or bodies of literature within the sustainability which scopes with clear

boundaries between each other. This has caused the apparition of several methodologies and tools for turning traditional

companies into sustainable business models. This paper aims to develop the descriptive stage of the theory building

process through a careful review of literature to create the first phase of a theory about corporate sustainability. It provides

the following classification of concepts retrieved from the observation of the state of art: holistic sustainability, sustainable

business models, sustainable methodologies, sustainable operations, and sustainability-oriented innovation. In addition, it

seeks to establish relationships between the sustainable concepts and the expected outcomes that their implementation

can generate among companies and organizations. Finally, it gives an overview of possibilities for managers that want to

embed sustainability in their firms and clear paths of research for keeping the building of the theory about corporate

sustainability as a process of constant iteration and improvement.
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1. Introduction

The impact of sustainability in our society is so profound that some authors call this phenomenon the sustainability

revolution . From a managerial point of view, sustainability comprises the amount of sustainable practices implemented

by companies as a response to new challenges and stakeholder pressures. These practices can be applied in several

areas of the company, from corporate strategy to business processes . In fact, there is a debate between researchers

who state that sustainable practices are only able to reduce costs or improve the company’s environmental, social, and

governance (ESG) ratings but are not able to build competitive advantage. On the other hand, there are those who defend

companies that can integrate sustainability into their strategy and lead them to a better performance and a competitive

advantage generation .

From an academic point of view, research about the field of corporate sustainability has been increasing gradually since

1996 reaching the peak of 3338 publications in 2019. Figure 1 contains a visual diagram that shows the number of

publications about sustainability retrieved from the academic database Web of Science.

Figure 1. Overview of the evolution of research papers on sustainability (retrieved from Web of Science).

 

Therefore, this work tries to establish the relationship between the sustainable practices adopted by organizations and the

results achieved. The analysis of this relationship has been performed under the frame of the theory building process .

Specifically, it aims to analyze the literature about corporate sustainability in order to know the way that managers
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embrace environmental practices across their processes, business models, innovation orientation, and strategic planning.

There are several areas of study in the field of management that try to help managers make better decisions for their

businesses. The field of corporate sustainability or sustainability management shows a similar pattern to the field of

management. This area of study was originated by Taylor with his seminal work Principles of Scientific Management in

1911 , published after the Industrial Revolution. After that, other important works about management were published

during the mid-20th century (as e.g., Schumpeter in 1942  or Weber in 1947 ). Currently, management is a field of

study with a wide range of publications, scientific works, books, and educational programs.

For instance, Porter  states that there are two different fields that managers need to take into account when they are

going to make decisions: strategic decisions and operational effectiveness decisions. Kaplan and Norton  deployed the

Balanced Scorecard with the aim of helping executives to align their business’s purpose with the strategy and operations

of the organization. Even the field of strategy holds different sub-areas like “corporate strategies”, “competitive strategies”,

or “growth strategies” .

On the other hand, there are even authors that have developed some proto-theories about sustainability ; those

works have not reached the acceptance like the theories or frameworks published in the traditional management field.

Nevertheless, as this topic is getting more complex, it is giving birth to more sub-fields or sub-areas of study and leading

to a new way to do business. The establishment of robust frameworks and theories is needed.

2. The Theory Building Process

The theory building process lies in the identification of the causal mechanisms that lead to specific results. The theory

building process deployed for this paper is based on the formal definition of theory  using the empirical research

process .

There are two sides to every lap around the theory-building process: an inductive side (descriptive stage) and a deductive

side (normative stage).

Within the descriptive stage researchers have to go through the following steps:

Observation: During this process, researchers observe phenomena, and describe and measure all the details they

perceive. The data extracted from the phenomena analysis often generate abstractions that can be termed

“constructs”.

Categorization: This categorization attempts to simplify and organize the information in order to detect relationships

between the phenomena and expected outcomes. During this process, researchers can refer to these schemes as

either “concepts” or “conceptual frameworks”.

Associations: During this step, researchers analyze the correlation between attributes and the outcomes observed.

This gives birth to statements of associations, which can be also called “models”  (p. 30).

 

3. Results

This section shows the results obtained in the development of each stage of the building process of the theory of

corporate sustainability (observation, classification, and definition of relationships) and what the relationships are between

them.

3.1. Observation

In this case, the phase of observation was carried out through a meticulous process of literature review of academic

papers, publications from private companies, and reports.

Sustainability has evolved dramatically over the last years. Decades ago, public administrations and governments started

to develop environmental legislation that needed to be accomplished by corporations, especially large corporations like

companies from oil industry or big pollutants. Then, international organizations created voluntary certificates like ISO

14001 (International Standard Organization) or EMAS (Eco-Management and Audit Scheme). In addition, those
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corporations that wanted to go one step beyond had the chance to design eco-innovative practices among their business

processes. These kinds of practices allowed companies to make products decreasing the environmental impact or

launching new products whose consumption does not harm our planet.

Currently, new business models that place sustainability in their core and purpose are emerging. Hence, those companies

try to offer value to customers enhancing a sustainable society.

During the observation phase, it was remarkable to notice that there are numerous ways to tackle sustainability from a

business point-of-view and, apparently, all of them lead to better results for companies, such as more turnover, higher

number of customers, better customer engagement, or more operational efficiency. 

3.2. Classification

The analysis of the state of the art showed that there are different types of bodies of literature about sustainability. These

fields of research are framed under the area of sustainability because they pursue the improvement of environmental

practices through all the areas of the company’s value chain.

However, setting boundaries between each body of literature is determined by the researchers’ different perspectives on

their works to tackle climate change. For instance, the environmental policies and practices suggested by researchers can

affect only a specific area of the company or they can be transversal throughout the organization. Some groups of policies

can be just focused on reshaping processes whilst others have a holistic approach and transform the relationship between

the company and its stakeholders.

There have been some attempts to draw the boundary between different concepts or bodies of knowledge from academic

literature, the aim of which is to classify the sustainable practices that companies can implement in their organizations to

become more sustainable .

Consequently, those groups of bodies of literature, according to the literature of theory building process, may generate

concepts that will lead to further relationships between each other.

In order to offer an accurate classification of the different ways companies can become sustainable, it is necessary to

determine the appropriate level of abstraction of each of the concepts, which will allow researchers to classify each type of

sustainable action in its concept.

3.2.1. Concepts

According to Jabareen , concepts need to be deconstructed to identify their main attributes, characteristics,

assumptions, and role. The bodies of literature detected in the classification phase have clear boundaries with their own

attributes and characteristics, so they can be considered ”concepts”. The following table (Table 1) shows the name of the

concepts, a description of each concept, a concept categorization according to its ontological, epistemological, or

methodological role, and the most important references for each concept.

Table 1. Name, description and concept categorization from each sustainability related concept.

Concept Description Concept
Categorization References

Holistic
sustainability

Policies with a long-term vision with a broad
perspective that encompass sustainable actions

to reshape the interaction of the company with its
stakeholders.

Ontological
concept

Porter and Kramer, 2011;
Nidumolu et al., 2009;

Ioannou and Serafeim, 2019

Sustainable
business models

Business model that creates competitive
advantage through superior customer value and
contributes to sustainable development of the

company and society.

Epistemological
concept

Lüdeke-Freund, 2010;
Schaltegger et al., 2016;

Bocken et al., 2014

Sustainable
methodologies

Methodologies and tools designed for managers
to improve the company’s performance and

sustainability.

Methodological
concept

Joyce and Paquin, 2016;
França et al., 2016; Bocken et
al. 2013; Rodríguez-Vilá and

Bharadwaj, 2017

Sustainable
operations

Activities and business processes that reduce the
environmental impact only focusing on specific

areas of the organization (i.e., product
development, waste management, eco-innovation,

etc.).

Methodological
concept

Segarra-Oña, 2012; Cheng et
al., 2014
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Concept Description Concept
Categorization References

Sustainability-
oriented

innovation

Research field that combines two or more
concepts to improve sustainability among

corporations.

Methodological
concept

Hansen and Große-Dunker,
2013; Geradts and Bocken,

2019

The creation of these concepts sets boundaries which are essential to decide which areas the company will innovate in

and what the scope will be . For instance, sustainable practices classified in the concept of sustainable operations,

such as life cycle assessment (LCA), need a clear scope that determines the areas of the company that will be studied in

order to calculate the environmental impact .

However, it is harder to identify if some activities are only circumscribed to the concept of sustainable operations or they

surpass the boundaries to the concept of sustainable business models. This issue was studied back in 1971 by Habermas

and Luhmann , who defended human beings’ work to reduce complexity through the implementation of system

boundaries. In fact, the design of those boundaries and concept creation are essential stages of the theory building

process presented previously.

5. Discussion

The capability of linking those sustainable concepts with the concepts of strategy and operational effectiveness developed

by Porter (1985)  is remarkable. Thus, practices embedded in holistic sustainability, sustainable business models, and

the literature about sustainable-oriented innovation should be classified as strategic issues, because of their attempt to

achieve a perdurable competitive advantage in differentiating the company from its competitors. According to Porter,

organizations that hold competitive advantage are able to perform different activities from competitors or develop similar

activities as those of rivals in different ways .

In addition, sustainable methodologies and sustainable operations are concepts that will fit in the concept of operational

effectiveness because these kinds of actions allow companies to deploy a myriad of business processes (production,

marketing, delivering, and so on) in a faster way or using fewer resources than rivals.

From a managerial point of view, sustainability should not be siloed or regarded as a department with clear boundaries

and tasks. The effect of eco-innovative processes or environmental certificates may report results in the short-term.

However, in order to tackle the basis of competition, it is necessary to integrate sustainability within the business model

because consumers consider sustainability another performance attribute of the product or service .

The state of the art on sustainability shown above has generated a deep understanding of how environmental practices

transform companies. There are clear hints in the literature that establish causal mechanisms between the implementation

of sustainable practices among companies and its performance improvement .

However, the results expected by managers will be different depending on the sustainable practice implemented. For

instance, corporate social responsibility initiatives increase operational effectiveness within the company and economic

context. Consequently, managing sustainability this way ignores the depth of the corporate sustainable field and it does

not place sustainability at an appropriate level in a strategic decision .

Making decisions about sustainability as a silo without taking into account the strategic decisions made by board

members is an example of the separation fallacy . Separation fallacy is the belief that business decisions should

be made independently from broader ethical concerns, such as the environment and social issues. This is the reason

management areas like finance and accountability are treated independently from sustainability. In fact, as Ioannis and

Hawn state , it has not been possible to successfully integrate environmental issues into strategy.

One example of the importance of positioning sustainability as a strategic element for managers comes from the research

done by Ioannis and Serafeim , who state that companies that implement unique sustainable practices are more likely to

differentiate themselves from their competitors and report more benefits. However, those companies that adopt ‘common’:

practices are more likely to be associated to companies that try to survive instead of outperforming. Another conclusion

that emerged is that organizations that led the adoption of sustainable practices in its market niche and were able to

remain leaders through the adoption of unique sustainable practices achieve higher levels of performance, since these

companies have built barriers to imitation and gained a good position in their client base hard to copy by competitors.
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Research about the theory building process in social sciences holds that the third step consists of defining relationships,

so, the concepts presented above may have relationships and even synergies among companies when implemented in a

combined way.

Additionally, sustainable practices included in various concepts cannot be implemented separately if managers are

looking to achieve both a sustainable and a profitable company . Hence, to turn a traditional company into a sustainable

one, it is necessary to embed sustainability through a holistic point of view which should enhance executives to boost a

cultural shift among employees. It is then necessary to reshape its business models in a deep way to deliver superior

value to customers improving the environmental and social impact. In order to transform a traditional business model into

a sustainable business model, it is necessary to use sustainable methodologies and redefine processes which could be

accompanied by sustainable-oriented innovation policies. Therefore, the element that will help the new company perform

and achieve better results will be a sustainable design of the operations carried out in the company.

Consequently, the actions included in each of the concepts presented above will lead the company to obtain different

types of results (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Diagram that shows a brief description of the results that managers can expect after the implementation of

activities fitted in each sustainable concept. Own elaboration.

Only the combination of activities provided from different sustainable concepts will lead organizations to turn their

traditional business into a sustainable company, capable of surpassing their competitors, targeting new customers,

penetrating new markets and launching new products and services. Turning a traditional business into a sustainable one

is a hard job and a challenge for managers and consultants. Although sustainable methodologies are helpful tools in

overcoming that challenge, people responsible for leading this change need to have a framework that allows them to shift

the strategy of the business, the business model of the company, and the whole range of processes carried out across the

organization.

Integrating sustainability through those concepts into the strategy and operations of a company is a long-term proposition.

An adequate sustainable strategy will align the activities and operations of the organization sharing a sustainable culture

that will lead to an improvement in economic performance. The longer the firm chases value creation through

sustainability, the more it will learn about meeting customer and social needs in a profitable way and the better it will

integrate new sustainable operations, methodologies, and even business models into every area of the company .

 6. Conclusions

This research aims to contribute to the development of sustainability through the classification of different bodies of

literature and the development of a theory of corporate sustainability. Firstly, a careful and deep review about sustainability

was carried out, which led to the classification of the concepts of “holistic sustainability”, “sustainable business models”,

“sustainable methodologies”, and” sustainable operations”.

Secondly, the phase of relationship definition has been analyzed through the review of the literature on the line of the

research called “sustainability-oriented innovation”, since these works focused on the study of the results generated in

companies that implement activities encompassed in different concepts.
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Finally, there is a need to enhance sustainability as a strategic topic for those companies that are heading towards

becoming sustainable. Currently, companies that want to reshape their business model need to modify numerous aspects:

from the company’s culture to the most basic business process and they will need support from the board member to the

operators. Therefore, only the proper combination of concepts will lead companies to better performance and more

satisfying results.
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