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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.

sustainability holistic sustainability sustainab

| 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/Z. 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 2!,

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.
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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 [l Specifically, it aims to analyze the literature about corporate sustainability in order to know the way that
managers 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 B, published after the Industrial Revolution. After that, other important works about management were published
during the mid-20th century (as e.g., Schumpeter in 19428 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 8 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”9,

On the other hand, there are even authors that have developed some proto-theories about sustainability122]: 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.
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| 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 theoryld3I4l15 ysing the empirical
research process/t8l,

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”™d (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 1ISO 14001 (International Standard Organization) or EMAS (Eco-Management and Audit Scheme). In
addition, those 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.
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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 sustainablel28/1,

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 [2% 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.
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Concept

Concept Description Categorization

References

Policies with a long-term vision with a

. Porter and Kramer, 2011;
broad perspective that encompass

Holistic . . Ontological Nidumolu et al., 2009;
- sustainable actions to reshape the i
sustainability . . o concept loannou and Serafeim,
interaction of the company with its 2019

stakeholders.

Business model that creates competitive
Sustainable advantage through superior customer value Epistemological
business models  and contributes to sustainable development concept
of the company and society.

Lideke-Freund, 2010;
Schaltegger et al., 2016;
Bocken et al., 2014

Joyce and Paquin, 2016;
Franca et al., 2016;
Bocken et al. 2013;

Methodologies and tools designed for

Sustainable ) ,
managers to improve the company’s

Methodological

LSt performance and sustainability. concept Rodriguez-Vila and
Bharadwaj, 2017
Activities and business processes that hers:
Sustainable TEEIEE t_he enwronrrrgntal IEELEL il Methodological Segarra-Ofia, 2012;
. focusing on specific areas of the
operations o concept Cheng et al., 2014
organization (i.e., product development, Rev.:
waste management, eco-innovation, etc.). K
] -
Sustainability- Research field that combines two or more . Hansen and Grol3e-
. . - Methodological )
oriented concepts to improve sustainability among concent Dunker, 2013; Geradts
innovation corporations. P and Bocken, 2019 1A,

USA, 2019; No. 19-065. Available online: https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/19-
065_16deb9d6-4461-4d2f-8bbe-2c74b5beffb8.pdf (accesed on 10 January 2020)

TheChesion s¢heSeMonCapiiee 3. Boubdarise WResearelestisitig thedCiasavheilmmaatotBudohgrzayl@dicdhnovate in
andviaragensenpd hdby. 2etaebrMarage | satainaoleqraORes8)&40ied5d the concept of sustainable operations,
lif h i f th h I

BRI O TR BARETEL bPELERTHE HeRiseRTehe B e BASAETES RO T ot e e
in order to calculate the environmental impact2l]

6. Schumpeter, J. Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. Edition 2003; George Allen & Unwin: New
Howevk:, NYs USAerl®4dentify if some activities are only circumscribed to the concept of sustainable operations or
R PR, S RRGE oA Rael B B T oSSRt B AT
Ha rm and uhman who %efen(&éirlpumnﬁg gsldvzwk to reduce complexity through the |mplementat|on of

ork University Press:
system boundanes In fact, the design of those boundaries and concept creation are essential stages of the theory

KildRgerobbsV\hatdasirategy ishiarvard Business Review: Brighton, MA, USA, 1996; 74, no. 6
November—December, 61-78.

p.&[ﬂ}is&mi)om. The Balanced Scorecard—Measures that Drive Performance; Harvard

Business Review: Brighton, MA, USA, 1992.
The_capability of linking those sustainable concepts with the concepts of strateg';e//l and operational effectiveness

(?eve%lgezd%y \Iélc?r%]erﬁigSNSfjlrg lr%%aEr gtﬁteqlht?seSrz!\%trlzégce%gengderg hoEI‘ stic sustaa?rﬁl%rlrt)}) sustarna:\lble business
IhoGdBrilkp WM th& dteeshireoalbd ufoswatdnadidreoeytetl Susteanalbitiby Mabageretitd de chassgig isscdntagratsegof
thethatiderlydOintieys @rganiuEznidrenmpefiie?Godaftade in differentiating the company from its competitors.
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1Rc Aoty (R PJieen, drgattemnions, BatGendgeyndpeitianlanegrithgd/arenidse So Epeoivimg diffecsresaofivities from
corsprstimirsabitityvalng fimilar htibtoins fsttineseivectian inatiiteimmpleatsds for renewable energy research.

Renew. Sustain. Energy Rev. 2017, 72, 48-56.

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

o AP e et o D G o e Y e Rt oo anies o Bopiey, A B 6 BEAHEE rocesses

Southwestern Pubc!iﬁhin : Cincinnati, OH, USA, 1991. .
(production, marketing, delivering, and so on) in a’faster way or using fewer resources than rivals.

14. Bunge, M. Scientific Research 1: The Search for System; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 1967.

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

15.J?e¥fgoldﬁ, P.ﬁ). A Primer in Theory Construction; Bobbs-Merri ,qucational Publishing:.In ianﬂgolis,
and tasks. The effect of eco-innovative %I‘OCESSES or environmental certificates may report results in the short-term.

IN, USA, 1971. _ o _ R _
However, In order to tackle the basis of competition, it is necessary to integrate sustainability within the business model

litedAlsekamsL@e Befiitosustdirabiity aReheapelfdauihekresifareRif ibrembdheaansauvitdiFgiResearch

Methods in Operations Management. J. Oper. Manag. 1998, 16, 361-385.

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

17. Turban, E.; Meredi%h, J.R. undamﬁntals of Management Scienc%_Sth ed.; Irwin: Homewood, IL,
transform Companies. There are clear hints In the literature that establish causSal mechanisms betiveen the

_ PSA, 1991. . . . . . 3
implemehfation of sustainable practices among companies and its performance improvement &,
18. Rodrigues, M.; Franco, M. The Corporate Sustainability Strategy in Organisations: A Systematic

Howgyvgie e e HiR S EyiRsC Iy iR radstainBomrylifere s depepgding, on the sustainable practice implemented. For

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

19. Bocken, N.M.P.- Geradts, T.H.J. Barriers and drivers to sustainaple business model innovatjon: .
context. Ce,onsequentl’y, managlsn sustaina |nty t?ns way |rgnores the dsepth oP the corporate sustaemagpe f\lle%ctil and it does

rganization ign an nami ilities. Long Rangg Plan. 2019, 101
not(p))l %s!ﬁ%g%agﬁil ta(ﬁl a%pl%gﬁaté ec\:/ae Frl]ball Ist{reaﬁeég d%cis%n%. an. 2019, 101950,

doi:10.1016/}.Irp.2019.101950 [Open Access].

292988 HeerioNs BARHINY slashdbn R PR MBSO PRNBSOhpcesemhitisnsiraicaiP AssitRie Matde] Ppbagrd
meNkefolisapoeRnaniagighe separation fallacy [27](28][29]  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

21. 1SO Life Cycle Persge?ﬁlve%.-what 1ISO14001 Ingl*.ldes. 2016. Avaijlable onIIinc?: .
reason management areas like finance and accountability are treated independently from sustainability. In fact, as

httgs://é;ommittee.@.or%ﬁles/ ive/sites/tc207scl/iile /I"ifecgcle%ZOpers ectiye%20%20March%202016.pdf
loannis and Hawn statel==| it S not been possli le to successfu y Intégrate environmental iIssues Into strategy.

(accessed on 9 September 2017).

2N¢ aremplaseine URRMIRACH OT RegHeNHSr SHEENRINN S e s SYLRA IPMBIS gRS; BM%elh 5O MRt the
resezsghageie Py rqannis and Serafeimldl, 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

23, Porter, M.E. The Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustainin% Superior Performance; Free Press:
adopt common’: practices are more li elﬁlto € assoclated to companies that tr 8tO survive instead o outperformlng.

ew York, NY, USA, 1985: Igl'\’tﬁgu ished Withtﬁarg?evg itﬂtro uction, 19

Another conclusion that emerged t organizations e adoption 0 sust;;i'nable practices in its market niche

24hdNuestoabl& neeretoa(d OkhiddewiSougit Genzpapies Wsea kg conantsls pate@y doakmorateg e Eeels of
peridaiue cenddaitdeSo nypaidhiesAdvanizyeaeie tdrivieatdy Mk gain20@6gdddniosition in their client base hard

2@_%8&8{‘1\9{_‘?‘{%‘#?@ Linde, C. Green and Competitive: Ending the Stalemate; HBR 1995; Volume 73,

Re%%r_c 2Oa_b:léﬁt3 'tlhléd%ke%_rﬁr%ldﬂ&hg ';p§occ%%|ste%ggg’c%l; Q:?emgeesk’h}(oldgtrtﬂgetgtlﬁg %%dgt\égrscggs?sutgt%p %2*‘%ing

usiness model innovation. In Ha cg)ook of ustain?b,le Innovatié)n; Edward Elgar: Broadheath, UK,
relatlonshlps, So, the concepts presente apbove may nave re atlonshlps ana even synergies among companies when

19; r. 6.
imp%gmgﬁtgéq%pz}ecorgbined way.
26. Freeman, R.E. The politics of stakeholder theory: Some future directions. Bus. Ethics Q. 1994, 4,
Addjtimaliy,1sustainable practices included in various concepts cannot be implemented separately if managers are

looking to achieve both a sustainable and a profitable companyll. Hence, to turn a traditional company into a
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typ%%ﬁg.eﬂ{/ltasilg:t')?g—rgr%?he: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2429870 (accessed on 15 July 2020)
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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

company2L.
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| 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.

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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