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Abstract 

As corporations have attained an increasing focus in the sustainability debate, so have the expectations 

of their sustainability performance. Rather than having a sole focus on an ad hoc mix of philanthropic 

actions, researchers now begin to call for businesses to recognize their role in broader societal 

sustainability challenges. This paper aims to explore the perceived drivers and barriers of corporate 

sustainability (CS) when a company seeks to take a societal perspective on its contributions to 

sustainable development. A case study has been conducted on a management consultancy firm to 

address this, with empirical data stemming from semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire. A 

systematic literature review was furthermore carried out to study the drivers and barriers identified in 

prior research, thus obtaining a methodological triangulation. The data was moreover analyzed with 

theoretical underpinnings from the field of transition management (TM). In doing so, it was possible to 

begin closing the gap between previous research on the drivers and barriers of CS and those that emerge 

when moving beyond traditional CS efforts. More specifically, a business transition management (BTM) 

framework was discussed in relation to the results from the case company, trying to assess whether the 

elements included align with the identified drivers; and to discuss whether the strategies within could 

combat the perceived barriers. 

When analyzing the empirical data and comparing it with the findings from the literature review, many 

similarities could be found. Client expectations, leadership, organizational culture, and communication 

were all essential aspects within the case company, and so were they in the literature review, thus, 

validating much of the findings in previous literature. A key difference, however, appears to be the 

complexities associated with these when taking a wider, societal perspective on sustainability. Relating 

this perspective to the activities carried out by employees is perceived to be difficult, and the business 

case is not fully recognized. It was suggested that aspects from the BTM framework could be utilized to 

combat the barriers associated with increasing complexities, such as the empowerment of visionary 

employees with a deeper insight into the complexities in question. The findings of this research endeavor 

have been complied in a proposed model to widening the perspective of CS efforts. Albeit not definite 

in its construct, it nonetheless begins to reflect on the interlinkages between TM and previous research 

on CS drivers and barriers. Additional drivers and barriers can be identified, and the differences between 

traditional CS initiatives and those that embrace a societal perspective should be further clarified. Still, 

this model provides a good starting point for further research on this phenomenon. 

Keywords: Sustainability, Sustainable Development, Corporate Sustainability, Change Management, 
Transition Management, Business transition, Business Transition Management.   
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Sammanfattning 

Allteftersom företag har fått en större roll i hållbarhetsdebatten så har också förväntningarna på deras 

hållbarhetsarbete ökat. I stället för att enbart fokusera på en ad hoc-blandning av filantropiska åtgärder 

– såsom slumpmässigt utvalda donationer, marknadsföring och svag hållbarhetsrapportering – börjar 

forskare nu uppmana företag att erkänna sin roll i bredare samhällsutmaningar för hållbarhet. Denna 

uppsats syftar till att utforska de upplevda drivkrafterna och barriärerna när ett företag försöker ta ett 

samhällsperspektiv på deras bidrag till hållbar utveckling. En fallstudie har genomförts på ett 

konsultföretag för att undersöka detta, med empiriska data från intervjuer och ett frågeformulär. En 

systematisk litteraturgranskning genomfördes dessutom för att studera de drivkrafter och barriärer som 

identifierats i tidigare forskning vilket medförde att metodologisk triangulering kunde uppnås. Vidare 

så analyserades empirin med underlag från Transition Management (TM). På så sätt kunde klyftan 

mellan dessa forskningsområden börja överbryggas. Mer specifikt så diskuterades ett ramverk för 

Business Transition Management (BTM) i förhållande till resultaten från fallföretaget, för att därigenom 

bedöma om detta överensstämmer med de identifierade drivkrafterna och för att diskutera om 

strategierna inom det ramverket skulle kunna bekämpa de upplevda hindren. 

Vid analysen av empirin så uppvisas många likheter med de drivande faktorerna och barriärerna som 

kan identifieras i litteraturöversikten. Kundernas förväntningar, ledarskap, organisationskultur och 

kommunikation visade sig vara viktiga aspekter inom fallföretaget, vilket de också var i 

litteraturgranskningen. Således valideras mycket av resultaten i tidigare litteratur. En skillnad verkar 

emellertid vara komplexiteten i samband med dessa när man tar ett bredare samhällsperspektiv på 

hållbarhet. Att relatera detta perspektiv till de anställdas projekt upplevs som svårt, och 

affärsmöjligheten med detta är ännu inte helt erkänt. Aspekter från BTM-ramverket antyds kunna 

användas för att bekämpa de hinder som är förknippade med den ökande komplexiteten, såsom att 

framhäva visionärer inom företaget. Slutsatserna av denna forskningsinsats har sammanställts i en 

föreslagen modell, där övergången till ett bredare hållbarhetsperspektiv presenteras. Trots att modellen 

i sig inte är vetenskapligt beprövad ännu, så bidrar den ändock med en reflektion kring 

sammanlänkningarna mellan TM och tidigare forskning om hållbarhetsarbetens drivande faktorer och 

barriärer. Ytterligare drivkrafter och barriärer kan identifieras, och skillnaderna mellan traditionella 

hållbarhetsinitiativ och de som omfattar ett samhällsperspektiv bör klargöras ytterligare. Trots detta så 

ger denna modell en bra utgångspunkt för ytterligare forskning om det undersökta fenomenet. 

Nyckelord: Hållbarhet, Hållbar utveckling, Hållbar affärsutveckling, Transition Management, 
Förändringsledning, Företagsförändring, Business Transition Management.   
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1 Introduction 

The introductory chapter describes the background to the research endeavour. Furthermore, the 

research purpose alongside the research question is presented. Lastly, the structure is explained to 

give the reader a quick overview of this paper’s topic and structure. 

1.1  Problem Background  

During the progression of this century, the spotlight of sustainability has been shedding an increasing 

amount of light on corporations. Adverse societal and environmental impacts have been linked to 

company activities (Lozano, 2015). In the wake of the latest financial crisis, for example, Küpers (2011) 

points out that “the stability and ultimately the very existence of the social and market system depends 

on responsible practices, sustainable business models, and proactive management of the impact of 

business on society” (Küpers, 2011, p. 137). Hahn et al. (2010b, p. 386) similarly calls for a (re)definition 

of businesses to “integrate economic viability with the sustainability of life-supporting environmental as 

well as social systems.” Rather than referring to the financial crisis, however, Hahn et al. (2010b) 

recognize that the role of businesses may be linked to a broader range of social and environmental 

challenges such as climate change, ecosystem degradation, and increasing wealth-gaps. In order for 

businesses to address these complex, sometimes persistent, problems, it is necessary for them to 

understand the systemic nature that these challenges encompass, and be willing to adapt to the changing 

structures that a transition can imply (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). Complying with these changing 

demands will require companies to undergo organizational change processes – processes in which both 

driving forces and barriers will be evident (Lozano, 2015). Understanding the nature of these processes, 

i.e., identifying the drivers and barriers to change, is the topic of this paper. 

As corporations have attained an increasing focus in the sustainability debate (Lozano, 2015), so have 

the expectations of their sustainability performance (Haffar and Searcy, 2017). According to Haffar and 

Searcy (2017), companies are becoming increasingly expected to set and deliver on sustainability targets 

to manage the adverse impacts that can be attributed to them. Efforts in doing so, Haffar and Searcy 

(2017) argue, “fall under the banner of corporate sustainability” (CS henceforth). CS can be defined by 

adopting the definition of sustainable development as formulated in the Brundtland Report from 1987. 

By doing so, CS can be interpreted as “meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders, 

without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002a). 

As for sustainable development, CS also encompasses a balance between different dimensions of 

sustainability, most commonly the environmental, social, and economic dimensions (Bansal, 2005). 

The importance of balancing environmental and social impacts with economic prosperity is recognized 

by many. However, answering the question of how the balance is to be achieved is not as straightforward 

(Lozano, 2015). Tensions among the dimensions are believed to exist, meaning that efforts in one 

dimension have the possibility of adversely affecting another (e.g. Haffar and Searcy, 2017; Hahn et al., 

2010a; Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). Incorporating sustainability principles in the company’s 

system is, therefore, a task accompanied by challenges itself since the societal and environmental issues 

are multi-dimensional and complex – often requiring long-term considerations (Lozano, 2015). Still, 

several attempts at attaining CS can be identified. The most popular approach is to search for win-win 

cases of CS (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015), often referred to as the business case for CS (Haffar and 

Searcy, 2017). There, the aim is to identify situations and strategies in which the dimensions mutually 

reinforce each other, i.e., in which environmentally friendly and/or socially responsible corporate 

behavior induces economic performance (Hahn et al., 2010a; Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). 

Scientific efforts taking this approach can, for example, be found in the literature on business model 

innovations (Schaltegger et al., 2012a) and corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Carroll and Shabana, 

2010). 
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Although the win-win approach dominates research on CS (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015), it is not 

free from criticism (Hahn et al., 2010a). Hahn et al. (2010a) argue that there are limitations of the win-

win paradigm, pointing out that it is a rather simplistic approach given the complex and multi-faceted 

nature of sustainable development. According to them, “trade-offs and conflicts between economic, 

environmental and social aspects in corporate management and performance represent the rule rather 

than the exception” (Hahn et al., 2010a, p. 218). Only focusing on situations and strategies for which the 

three dimensions are in harmony can therefore lead to a limited perspective on corporate contributions 

to sustainable development. Küpers (2011) goes even further, stating that many sustainability programs 

are initiated merely to sustain business as usual rather than taking actual responsibility for the impacts 

of corporate activities. According to him, the discrepancy between rhetoric and reality is spreading. 

Suggesting that, in some cases, win-win cases are merely win cases sought to “ensure a continued 

growth-oriented global market economy instead of re-establishing the way business is organized and re-

integrated into society” (Küpers, 2011, p. 138). Hahn et al. (2010a), albeit being less drastic, too points 

out that the lens of profit maximization can create a tunnel vision that foresees situations where 

important potentials for positive corporate contributions exist. According to them, sustainable 

development ultimately refers to the societal level, and CS initiatives should thus consider that 

perspective as well. Rather than solely judging solutions based on their short-term financial 

contributions to the individual firm, it can be necessary to recognize their effects on the wider system. 

Doing so can convey situations where “a major contribution to sustainable development in one area at 

the societal level might well justify a minor loss in another area at a lower (e.g., corporate) level” (Hahn 

et al., 2010a, p. 219).  

In an effort to apply a societal perspective to the context of CS, Loorbach and Wisjman (2013) explore a 

new role for business in sustainability transitions. In doing so, they bring together transformative 

business strategies with a framework of transition management (TM). The latter being a product of 

Loorbach’s previous research (Loorbach, 2007). TM can be understood as an “integrated governance 

strategy to orient and organize transformation in complex networks in the context of broader societal 

transitions” (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013, p. 21). Their argument for approaching CS with this 

perspective stems from an identified trend that businesses primarily sought to improve existing systems 

of production and consumption rather than radically transforming them, notwithstanding that radical 

transformations may be necessary given the ever-increasing levels of consumption, waste-production, 

energy usage, emissions and so on (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). Referring to Friend et al. (2009), 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013, p. 21) state that “the key to such fundamental transformations starts with 

making explicit decisions to align the way an organization governs itself with basic principles of 

sustainability.” 

Organizational change, regardless of it being radical (as the one referred to above) or minor, involves a 

process of moving from the current state to a more desirable one (Ragsdell, 2000). Change can be 

thought of as an opportunity, one that needs to be anticipated, prepared for, and managed. In this 

process, one can identify both driving forces and barriers. Both of which can act as determinants for the 

success (or failure) of leaving the current status quo and moving to the desirable state (Lozano, 2015). 

Identifying the drivers to CS can thus help in understanding why and how organizations integrate 

sustainability into their businesses (Sroufe, 2017). Barriers, meanwhile, should be identified so that 

strategies can be applied which seek to combat this resistance (Lozano, 2013). 

Plenty of research can be found on the drivers (Lozano, 2015) and barriers (Lozano, 2013) of CS, with 

Schaltegger et al. (2012a); Engert et al. (2016); Przychodzen and Przychodzen (2015); being among the 

most oft-cited. Similar for most, however, is that they follow the win-win paradigm of CS. Lozano (2015), 

for example, found the business case to be one of the most prominent drivers of CS. Engert et al. (2016) 

similarly reviewed the literature on the positive linkages between social, environmental, and economic 

performance, and Schaltegger et al. (2012a) argue that business model innovations can drive the 

creation of business cases for sustainability. As previously pointed out, though, limiting CS to situations 

where the business case is clearly evident may restrain the full potential of CS (Hahn et al., 2010a). Van 

der Byl and Slawinski (2015) argue that, rather than constraining research to win-win cases, researchers 
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should embrace tensions in CS. Doing so may, however, require a shift of perspective from the corporate 

level to the societal level (Hahn et al., 2010a). As pointed out by Loorbach and Wijsman (2013, p. 21), 

though, “such a societal perspective on transformative business strategies is so far lacking in literature 

[…] empirical research that examines the strategic practices of business to structurally change the way 

societal systems operate in order to address persistent environmental and social problems is 

underdeveloped”.  

1.2 Research Purpose  

This paper aims to explore CS when a company seeks to take a societal perspective on its contributions 

to sustainable development. Doing so builds on the existing literature on drivers and barriers of CS and 

simultaneously addresses the gap identified by Loorbach and Wijsman (2013). In accordance with 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013, p.21), taking a societal perspective implies to “move beyond traditional 

CSR and environmental reporting to shape and transform the value chains and markets they operate in 

along with their company’s internal organization.” In other words, such a shift involves to recognize and 

reflect on the role of the business in broader societal sustainability challenges. A case study has been 

conducted on a management consulting (MC) firm seeking to expand its CS scope, shifting the focus 

from an internal corporate focus to an external, wider societal perspective. More specifically, the 

examined case company seeks to increasingly help, shape, and transform their clients so that they, 

together with the MC firm, contribute to more sustainable societies. The motivation for examining a MC 

firm is threefold: Firstly, the industry is proliferating and has been doing so for some time now (Canato 

and Giangreco, 2011; Cerruti et al., 2019). The industry’s influence has increased alongside the trend of 

increasing turnovers (Ylönen and Kuusela, 2019), and consequently, the possibility of consultants to 

address societal issues as well. When examining McKinsey’s involvement in Berlin’s urban economic 

and social policies, for example, Vogelpohl and Klemp (2018, p. 39) found that McKinsey consultancy 

has “gained a particularly powerful role in shaping strategies in economic, but also social, issues.” Albeit 

referring to a specific case, Vogelpohl and Klemp’s (2018) findings nonetheless point to an interesting 

possibility of management consultants as potential influencers of societal change. Secondly, the internal 

activities at an MC firm are limited. Most of the business in MC firms occurs in the consultant-client 

relationship, often so with clients from a range of industries and urban domains. It is there, in these 

networks, that the power of consultants lies. Therefore, taking an external, wider societal perspective 

seems more applicable to an MC firm than for, e.g., a manufacturing company providing a specific 

product. For these, it may be fruitful to focus on a specific ad hoc solution, possibly with strategies from 

the literature on eco-innovation and similar. Internal initiatives for MC firms, on the other hand, seem 

to have narrower implications for the transition towards sustainability. For MC firms to indeed 

contribute to sustainable development, the focus should thus be external and viewed through a system-

, societal lens. Thirdly, the MC industry has been subject to a considerable amount of criticism 

throughout the years, some of which can be related to poor sustainability performance. In the light of 

the increasing expectations on companies to set and deliver on sustainability targets (Haffar and Searcy, 

2017), this could further demand efforts in CS among MC firms.  

To clarify, the purpose of this research paper is to explore the drivers and barriers of CS when the level 

of sustainability inclusion advances from a corporate level to a societal level. This has been examined by 

a case study approach at an MC firm. The theoretical underpinnings stem from previous research on the 

drivers and barriers of CS, as found in a literature review conducted systematically, and from the 

business transition management (BTM) framework formulated by Loorbach and Wijsman (2013). The 

question that will be answered is the following: 

What drivers and barriers are perceived when the corporate sustainability efforts are in the process 

of moving from the corporate level to a societal level? 
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1.3 Report Outline 

The remaining paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents a background to sustainable 

development, CS, MC, and TM, respectively. Section 3 consists of a literature review conducted to 

identify the drivers and barriers of CS, as concluded in prior research. Section 4 presents the BTM 

framework proposed by Loorbach and Wijsman (2013). Section 5 describes the methodology used in 

this research endeavor, while Section 6, 7, and 8 deals with the results, discussion, and conclusion. 

2 Background 

The background to this research will briefly explain the concept of sustainable development, from 

which corporate sustainability and the mentioned frameworks stem from. Continually, corporate 

sustainability will be defined, and the tensions related to CS will be explained. CS is described in the 

background to give a notion of the complexity, issues, and challenges, but also the potential value of 

sustainability from a business perspective. Furthermore, TM is briefly explained. TM is relevant for 

two reasons. To grasp the concept and strategies of Loorbach and Wijsman’s (2013) BTM framework 

and since the strategies suggested in TM are suited for a societal perspective to CS. Lastly, since the 

case study is on an MC firm, the industry, the perception of consultants, and their increasing influence 

in society are explained.  

2.1 Sustainable Development 

In 1987, the Brundtland Commission published a report named Our Common Future (also known as 

the Brundtland Report), concluding the first political vision of sustainable development (Keiner, 2005). 

There, the well-cited definition of sustainable development was proclaimed for the first time. This 

definition states that sustainable development is “development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations 

General Assembly, 1987). Although the definition has been criticized for being somewhat vague and 

simplistic (Hummels and Argyrou, 2021; Redclift, 2005), it has nonetheless become a landmark for 

countless governments, businesses, and civil society organizations wanting to contribute to a sustainable 

world (Hummels and Argyrou, 2021). 

Emas (2015) argues that the Brundtland definition, albeit its vagueness, highlights a key feature 

differentiating sustainable development from traditional environmental policy, namely the importance 

of intergenerational equity. By incorporating the needs of future generations, the definition suggests 

that the long-term stability of the economy and environment has to be achieved for societies to be 

sustainable (Emas, 2015).  

The Brundtland Report paved the way for non-governmental organizations wanting to engage in 

environmental and development issues. This process culminated, according to Radclift (2005), with the 

first Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. There, more than 178 countries adopted Agenda 21, a 

comprehensive action plan addressing the many challenges of global sustainability (United Nations 

Conference on Environment & Development, 1992). 

Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We are confronted with a 
perpetuation of disparities between and within nations, a worsening of poverty, 

hunger, ill health and illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration of the 
ecosystems on which we depend for our well-being. However, integration of 

environment and development concerns and greater attention to them will lead to 
the fulfilment of basic needs, improved living standards for all, better protected 
and managed ecosystems and a safer, more prosperous future. No nation can 

achieve this on its own; but together we can - in a global partnership for 
sustainable development. (Redclift, 2005) 
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The actions included in Agenda 21, such as actions combating poverty, constitute the first building 

blocks for what later would become known as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). There are 17 

SDGs at the time of writing (see Table 1), which were accepted in 2015 (Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs, 2021). These are characterized by three main components: (1) balancing economic, 

environmental, and social dimensions, (2) leaving no one behind, and (3) ensuring the basic 

requirements necessary for future generations to obtain their well-being (Independent Group of 

Scientists appointed by Secretary-General, 2019). 

Table 1 Sustainable development goals (Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2021) 

# Sustainable Development Goal Description 

1  No poverty  End poverty in all its forms everywhere  

2   Zero hunger  
End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote 

sustainable agriculture  

3  Good health and well-being  Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages  

4   Quality education  
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all  

5  Gender equality  Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls  

6   Clean water and sanitation  
Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation 

for all  

7  Affordable and clean energy  
Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for 

all  

8  Decent work and economic growth  
Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work for all  

9  Industry, innovation and infrastructure  
Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization, and foster innovation  

10   Reduced inequalities  Reduce income inequality within and among countries  

11  Sustainable cities and communities  
Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and 

sustainable  

12  Responsible consumption and production  Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns  

13  Climate action  
Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts by regulating 

emissions and promoting developments in renewable energy  

14  Life below water  
Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 

sustainable development  

15  Life on land  
Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse 

land degradation and halt biodiversity loss  

16  Peace, justice and strong institutions  
Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, 

provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and 

inclusive institutions at all levels  

17  Partnership for the goals  
Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global 

partnership for sustainable development  
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The principle of balancing and integrating the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of 

sustainability is, according to Emas (2015), the key determining factor for achieving development that 

is truly sustainable. To consider all of the dimensions simultaneously, Emas (2015) argues, is what 

distinguishes sustainability from other forms of policy. The matter of balancing the three dimensions 

can, however, be difficult. Redclift (2005) touches on this complexity when criticizing the original 

definition of sustainable development, as presented in the Brundtland Report. This definition contains, 

as aforementioned, the concept of essential ‘needs’ (United Nations General Assembly, 1987). Redclift 

(2005), however, argues that meeting these ‘needs’ may not be as straightforward as the definition 

suggests. According to Redclift (2005), this simplistic formulation may be deceiving, overshadowing the 

inherent complexities in identifying sustainable pathways. By this, Redclift (2005) refers to the 

possibility that ‘needs’ are part of the development process itself. If so, this can, in turn, elicit goals that 

are in line with the present needs but which may be at odds with the needs of future generations. 

Is development, or economic growth, the primary determinant of changing needs, 
and to what extent does our consciousness of changes in our needs or ‘wants’ 

influence how they are met?  (Redclift, 2005) 

In addition to the possibility of intergenerational discrepancies, Redclift (2005) also highlights the issue 

of conflicting perceptions of ‘needs’ and sustainability between cultural groups. In this regard, Redclift 

(2005) exemplifies a situation in which the balance between the economic, environmental, and social 

dimensions is not always clear-cut. On the one hand we may have a society that demands open spaces 

and fresh air (environmental/social) in order to recognize development as being sustainable. On the 

other hand, we can have a society that considers material wealth to be essential, even at the cost of 

increased emissions (economic/social). Balancing between these dimensions and deciding on its trade-

offs is something that Redclift (2005) found to be apparent in developing countries at the time of his 

publication. He noticed that developing countries preferred the instant rewards from economic growth 

rather than concerns for the depletion of resources and the degradation of the environment. Having this 

perspective, Redclift (2005) asks himself: “How do we establish which course of action is more 

sustainable? Recourse to the view that societies must decide for themselves is not very helpful. Who 

decides? On what basis are the decisions made?” (Redclift, 2005, p. 68). 

Although Redclift’s (2005) paper dates more than a decade back, similar trade-offs remain. In the Global 

Sustainable Development Report from 2019, for example, trade-offs (and co-benefits) are presented in 

a “systematic compilation of knowledge about casual interaction among the Sustainable Development 

Goals” (Independent Group of Scientists appointed by Secretary-General, 2019). Moreover, the 

appearance of trade-offs in sustainability is not only the case when examining systems with a macro-

perspective, as has hitherto, but readily appears at an organizational level as well. In the case of CS, for 

example, trade-offs and conflicts are “the rule rather than the exception” (Hahn et al., 2010a), but more 

on that in the next section. Before examining CS more closely, some concluding remarks on the 

definition of sustainable development should be made. 

Sustainable development was first defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations General 

Assembly, 1987). This definition has later been criticized due to its simplicity and vagueness (Hummels 

and Argyrou, 2021; Redclift, 2005). Hummels and Argyrou (2021, p. 3) ask themselves: “What are the 

needs of the present and future generations? What is the relation between the limits to the environment 

and economic growth? Do we really need economic growth as Brundtland Commission claims, or do we 

need a redistribution of access to and outcomes of economic prosperity while limiting the use of natural 

resources?” 

It has been argued that the Brundtland definition does not consider the notion of planetary limits, as 

defined by Rockström et al. (2009), which means that the definition is based on the condition that 



  

7 

 

 

economic growth can continue indefinitely without compromising the ecological system that it is a part 

of (Banerjee, 2003; Hummels and Argyrou, 2021). In contrast to the possibility of endless development, 

Foley (2017) states that “our planet has fundamental limits imposed by physics and biology, and we 

humans cannot sustain activities that go far beyond those fundamental limits. Naturally, these limits are 

not always immediate and absolute: we can often cross a limit for a while, but we can’t stay there 

sustainably without risking great harm to the environment and society” (Foley, 2017, p. 251). To this 

end, other definitions have been proposed which incorporate the notion of planetary boundaries. Griggs 

et al. (2014), for example, redefined sustainable development as “the development that meets the needs 

of the present while safeguarding Earth’s life-support system, on which the welfare of current and future 

generations depends” (Griggs et al., 2014, p. 49). 

Despite the criticism that the original definition has received, it is nonetheless the definition that will be 

considered throughout this research. Its rather simplistic formulation is deemed to be sufficient in the 

case of this report. Moreover, it is argued that the original definition can be used at the same as the 

criticism is considered, meaning that the nuance provided by, e.g., Hummels and Argyrou (2021), is not 

for nothing even though the definition used is the very definition they criticize.  

2.2 Corporate Sustainability 

2.2.1 Defining Corporate Sustainability 

CS can be defined by transposing the Brundtland definition onto the level of corporations. In doing so, 

Dyllick and Hockerts (2002b) define CS as “meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect 

stakeholders, without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders.” In order to 

achieve this, Dyllick and Hockerts (2002b) argue, firms have to maintain and grow their economic, 

social, and environmental capital base. Similarly, Bansal (2005) states that the following principles are 

necessary for CS: (i) Environmental integrity through corporate environmental management, 

(ii) Social equity through CSR, and (iii) Economic prosperity through value creation.  

Other definitions of CS can be found as well, and it should be noted that not all of these identify the 

concept in terms of a balance between economic, social, and environmental dimensions (Montiel and 

Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). Marshall and Brown (2003), for example, use CS almost interchangeably 

with corporate environmental sustainability. A large proportion of scholars, however, agree on the 

definition that incorporates all of the dimensions (Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). This will 

therefore be the approach taken in this project as well. 

When discussing the concept of CS as an intersection between economic, social, and environmental 

dimensions, two terminologies often appear and should thus be understood moving forward. These are 

(i) the Triple bottom line (TBL) and (ii) the 3 P’s of people, planet, and profit (Montiel and Delgado-

Ceballos, 2014). 

First coined by John Elkington in his book Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st-

Century Business (1997), TBL is an accounting framework that goes beyond the traditional measures of 

corporate performance – such as profits, return on investment, and shareholder value – by 

encompassing environmental and social dimensions in addition to the economic indicators (Slaper and 

Hall, 2011). In doing so, the TBL “captures the essence of sustainability by measuring the impact of an 

organization’s activities on the world […] including both its profitability and shareholder values and its 

social, human, and environmental capital” (Savitz, 2006).  

The three dimensions included in the TBL (social, environmental, and economic) are also referred to as 

the 3 P’s of people, planet, and profit. When calculating the TBL, it is these that are measured. Doing so, 

however, may not be an easy assignment for accounting. To quote Slaper and Hall (2011, p. 1): “The trick 

isn’t defining TBL. The trick is measuring it.” An issue arises as the 3 P’s do not have a common unit of 

measure. Profits get measured in the currency of choice, but what is the corresponding unit for social 

and environmental capital?  
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There is currently no standardized approach to measuring the TBL. Some advocate monetizing all of the 

dimensions, i.e., also measuring the planet and people in terms of a currency, and some propose that it 

should be measured in terms of an index. Both alternatives allow for easy comparisons between entities, 

but at the same time, other issues prevail. Monetizing all of the dimensions requires determining social 

and planetary factors in terms of money – how much is endangered species worth? – something that is 

not only difficult but also a topic of moral ambiguity (Slaper and Hall, 2011). Elkington (1998) 

exemplifies this when discussing the natural capital embedded in a forest. He argues that one can simply 

not count the number of trees and calculate the accumulated material worth since that would omit much 

of the complexity inherent in the ecosystem. You have to account for the underlying wealth as well, such 

as its contributions to regulating water, mitigating greenhouse gas emissions, and enabling the 

livelihood of flora and fauna (Elkington, 1998). Similarly, measuring all of the dimensions in terms of 

an index poses similar questions – Should the people, planet, and profit be weighted equally? (Slaper 

and Hall, 2011). 

One can avoid these issues by considering the three dimensions separately. Doing so, however, may elicit 

problems in itself. There is a wide range of possible metrics to consider (see Table 2 for examples). When 

the number of factors becomes too large, the TBL could become indigestible and challenging to interpret. 

If so, this could, in turn, impede the practical implications of using the framework and thereby limit its 

potential benefits (Slaper and Hall, 2011).   

Table 2 Examples of metrics to include in a TBL calculation. 

SOCIAL MEASURES ENVIRONMENTAL MEASURES ECONOMIC MEASURES 

Employee support2 Direct/indirect energy usage2 Capital costs1 

Employee satisfaction2 Direct/indirect water usage2 Profit and loss1 

Female labor force participation rate3 Fossil fuel consumption3 Operation cost2 

Relative poverty3 Solid waste management3 Maintenance cost2 

Average commute time3 Change in land use/land cover3 Cost of underemployment3 

1 (Elkington, 1998); 2 (Thabrew et al., 2018); 3 (Slaper and Hall, 2011) 

Setting the challenges aside, e.g., the difficulties in measuring the three dimensions, the TBL framework 

can allow organizations to state the true implications of their decisions, not only in the short-term but 

also for future generations (Elkington, 1998; Slaper and Hall, 2011). Since Elkington first presented the 

framework, it has become compelling in the business world due to its role as anecdotal evidence of 

greater long-term profitability (Slaper and Hall, 2011). This suggests that the challenges discussed are 

surmounted (or partly overlooked) at least by some firms. Cascade Engineering, for example, has 

identified economic variables such as the Amount of taxes paid; social variables such as Average hours 

of training per employee and Charitable contributions; and environmental variables such as Safety 

incident rate, Greenhouse gas emissions, Water consumption, and Amount of waste to landfill. These 

and additional variables are included in their TBL calculations. In doing so, Cascade Engineering tries 

to exhibit their considerations for not only the economic performance but for sustainable development 

at large (Slaper and Hall, 2011).   

2.2.2 Tensions in Corporate Sustainability 

Many researchers agree that it is necessary for organizations to balance the three dimensions of 

sustainability (Bansal, 2005; Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002b; Elkington, 1997). It should be noted, though, 

that doing so is not necessarily a balance without tensions (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). Similar to 

the complexity associated with sustainable development in the case of a macro-perspective, such as the 

difficulties in determining a coherent understanding of ‘needs’ (Redclift, 2005), conflicting views appear 
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at the firm level as well (Hahn et al., 2010a). With reference to a paper by English (2001), Epstein et al. 

(2015, p. 4) defines tensions in CS as “two phenomena in a dynamic relationship that involve both 

competition and complementarity.” According to Epstein et al. (2015), the dimensions of sustainability, 

i.e., the economic, social, and environmental dimensions, are in conflict with each other. Their 

relationship is characterized by “short-term competition and inconsistencies and long-term benefits” 

(Epstein et al., 2015, p. 4). In addition to the conflicts, though, the definition also suggests synergies 

(complementarities) to be found in the dynamical relationships (Haffar and Searcy, 2017). However, as 

later pointed out by Epstein et al. (2015), these benefits may foremost be long-term, and they are still 

conflicting in terms of resource allocation. 

Finding the synergies between the three dimensions of sustainability, also referred to as the ‘win-win 

cases’ 0r’ business cases’ of CS, has been a topic of extensive focus in literature (Hahn et al., 2010a; Van 

der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). The theoretical underpinnings with which this topic is approached varies 

widely. Schaltegger et al. (2012b), for example, proposes a framework for business model innovation 

with the aim to “strategically create business cases on a regular basis as an inherent, deeply integrated 

element of business activities” (p. 1). Hart (1995), on the other hand, approaches the ‘business case’ with 

resource-based theory and proposes that a natural-resource-based view of the firm can foster 

competitive advantage and thus enhance financial performance. Moreover, Carroll and Shabana (2010) 

investigate the ‘business case’ from the perspective of CSR. 

On the contrary to win-win/business cases for sustainability – cases in which the three dimensions of 

sustainability intersect, and firms can adhere to financial gains while addressing environmental and 

social issues – there are also situations where trade-offs are inevitable. Hahn et al. (2010a) even go to 

the length of stating that “trade-offs and conflicts in CS are the rule rather than the exception” (p. 218). 

At the heart of trade-offs lies, according to Haffar and Searcy (2017), two key 

issues: constraint and competition. With reference to Hahn et al. (2010a), Haffar and Searcy (2017) 

describe trade-offs as “decisions made under resource constraints, among competing decision outcomes 

(e.g., reduced emissions vs. reduced water usage), and under competing decision objectives (e.g., 

responding to local community vs. to consumers globally)” (Haffar and Searcy, 2017, p. 501-502). 

Adding to these approaches to tensions in CS, i.e., win-wins and trade-offs, Van der Byl and Slawinski 

(2015) call on scholars to investigate the dynamics through a paradox lens. Moreover, they also found 

research on tensions that approach the topic through an integrative lens. This concludes four general 

approaches to how tensions are examined, namely through a (i) win-win, (ii) trade-off, (iii) integrative, 

or (iv) paradox lens (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). 

Looking more closely at the latter two approaches, the integrative approach recognizes that tensions 

exist. Rather than (a) solely striving for solutions that are aligned to all dimensions of sustainability, as 

the case with win-wins, or (b) making a trade-off that resolves tensions by prioritizing one aspect over 

the other, the integrative approach seeks to bring together the three dimensions holistically without 

preferring any specific dimension. By doing so, the integrative approach seeks to manage tensions by 

counterbalancing the heavy focus on economic performance with increased consideration for the social 

and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. The paradox approach moves beyond this. 

In addition to recognizing that tensions exist and trying to counterbalance unsustainable behaviors, the 

paradox approach is characterized by its view towards tensions as a topic of investigation in itself. With 

this approach, the tensions are explored as possibilities rather than obstacles, acting as creative drivers 

to solve the complex problems related to sustainability. In other words, the paradox approach embraces 

the tensions. 
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Table 3 Approaches to tensions as identified and described by Van der Byl and Slawinski (2015) 

APPROACH 
HOW TENSIONS ARE 

MANAGED 
VIEW 

Win-win 

Tensions avoided through 

alignment/optimization of 

sustainability elements 

Instrumental (economic focus on 

shareholders and profit 

maximization) 

Trade-off 

Tensions avoided as one 

sustainability element chosen over 

another 

Instrumental (economic focus on 

shareholders and profit 

maximization) 

Integrative 

Tensions managed by shifting 

focus from economic to social 

and/or environmental 

Integrative (rebalance from 

instrumental to equal weighting of 

sustainability elements) 

Paradox 
Acceptance and exploration of 

tensions rather than resolution 

Paradox (moving beyond 

integrative to embrace tensions) 

 

2.3 Transition Management 

To understand the BTM framework proposed by Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), it is necessary first to 

grasp TM.  

Sustainability problems are complex because they are embedded in society’s very structure, include 

various actors with diverse interests, and are challenging to understand and interpret. Current policies 

cannot manage problems related to sustainability due to the problems being related to a system failure. 

These system failures are locked-in flaws in our societal structures. Combating these problems and 

failures requires a reconstruction of the societal system (Loorbach, 2010).   

Markard et al. (2012) argue that as socio-technical systems, i.e., the interaction between society’s 

complex infrastructures and human behavior, undergo incremental change (not radical), that will not 

be sufficient to cope with all significant sustainability challenges. This notion has led to a call for a 

transition towards sustainability. Both in social science research and in the policy arena, sectors that 

conceptualize the socio-technical system (e.g., energy and water supply, transportation, and food 

industry) consist of individual, organizational, collective actors, and institutions that are tightly 

connected and interact dependent on each other to provide specific services. A transition within the 

socio-technical system brings about a fundamental shift that changes along different dimensions 

(material, organizational, institutional, political, socio-cultural, and technological). All transitions 

require a long-term mindset, often 50 years or more, and require a broad set of actors. A sustainable 

transition aims to enable sustainable production and consumption through long-term, multi-

dimensional, and transformation processes (Markard et al., 2012). 

In doing an extensive literature review on sustainability transitions, Markard et al. (2012) identify four 

main approaches in the field. These approaches are TM (Rotmans et al., 2001; Loorbach, 

2007), strategic niche management (Kemp et al. 1998), multi-level perspective on socio-technical 

transition (Geels, 2002), and technological innovation systems (e.g. Bergek et al., 2008). Here, the 

focus is on the former approach, namely TM (Rotmans et al., 2001; Loorbach, 2007). 

Before touching upon TM, briefly characterizing governance is in place. According to Loorbach (2010), 

“governance is characterized by diversity, uncertainty, heterogeneity of society, and the decreased 

possibilities for inducing long-term change by the government.” (Loorbach, 2010, p. 166). For 

sustainable development, governance structures must bear in mind that all societal actors exert 

influence and direct social change. For sustainable development, the actors thus have to be aware of the 
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opportunities, challenges, and restrictions of directing this change. Moreover, the actors do not only 

need to plan the market dynamics for societal change but also have to consider reflexive behavior and 

network dynamics. Lastly, steering a societal change towards sustainable development, the actors most 

recognize the change as a reflexive process through learning and experimenting (Loorbach, 2010).  

TM combines technological transition with insights from complex system theory and governance 

approaches (Markard et al., 2012). TM was first stated by Rotmans et al. (2001) and has later been 

further developed by Loorbach (2007) and Rotmans and Loorbach (2009). TM is a strategy to be 

integrated into governance to orient complex networks in societal transitions (Loorbach And Wijsman, 

2013). 

In order to manage complex and adaptive systems, Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) formulated a strategy 

for TM. This strategy incorporates principles built upon the paradox that societal change is too complex 

to handle; however, it has formulated a set of guidelines to the influence of societal change. By gaining 

insight into societal complexity, taking a complex system approach can help grasp how to influence 

complex societal systems, which is required to handle this paradox (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009). 

The principles suggested by Loorbach (2007) and Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) are:  

Creating space for niches: Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) suggest creating space for niches in so-called 

transition arenas. The purpose of these arenas originates in that every small change can have a more 

considerable impact on the system in the long run. A niche could be a small core of agents or a new 

structure that emerges and aligns with the new configuration. 

The focus on frontrunners: Frontrunners stand as a critical aspect of TM. In this complex system, 

frontrunners are agents who can generate emergent structures and handles to operate within them. In 

TM, frontrunners are agents with specific competencies, creative minds, strategists, and visionaries. 

Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) argue that these agents can only be frontrunners if they are not directly 

dependent on the regime’s structure, culture, and practices. 

A guided variation and selection: A diverse culture helps avoid rigidity within the system, and together 

with coherence between different entities, it helps explore a variety of innovative options instead of only 

looking at the optimal solution. According to Rotmans and Loorbach (2009), by exploring different 

options, one can reduce aspects of high-level uncertainty and thus make better-informed decisions. 

A radical change in incremental steps: Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) state that radical and structured 

change is needed to erode the existing structure and ultimately dismantle it. However, immediate radical 

change can lead to maximal resistance from the existing structure that cannot change too fast. As 

abruptly dismantling the whole system would backlash because of the resistance, incremental change is 

needed to allow the system to adjust to its new circumstances and build upon the structures that align 

with the changes. 

Empowering Niches: It is essential to empower the niches created (see above principle). Rotmans and 

Loorbach (2009) opine that empowering these niches need financial aids, competencies and knowledge, 

lobby mechanisms, exemptions of rule and laws, and space for experimenting. 

Anticipation: Anticipating future trends and developments is a vital element of a proactive and long-

term TM strategy. When anticipating future trends, it is also crucial that seeds of change that could harm 

the systems are considered. Adapting to these trends requires adequate insight into the dynamics and 

fundamentals of a complex system. Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) argue that even though a complex 

system seldom has a linear and straightforward path, transitions imply generic patterns that indicate 

future pathways, such as path dependency. 
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Multiple domains and scales: A complex system also involve multiple domains growing within different 

organizational levels. Every transition domain has its dynamics: Cultures only change slowly while 

economic changes are fast and short-term. The different dynamics influence each other through various 

interactions. Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) argue that analyzing these interactions is vital for 

identifying transitional change patterns and influence. 

Following the principles for TM, Loorbach (2007) translated these principles into a practical framework, 

called the transition management framework (TMF). TMF provides the basis for managing transitions 

in an operational sense. In the TMF, four governance activities are identified as relevant to societal 

transitions:  

(1) Strategic activities – concerns mainly with cultural aspects of the change process, focusing on 

vision development, strategic discussions, long-term and collective goals, and anticipation. In 

transition arenas, frontrunners with different backgrounds and perceptions of persistent and 

complex problems and solutions to overcome these problems can deliberately discuss and 

confront each other. The frontrunners do not necessarily need to be experts and should 

participate personally and not as representatives from their organization. The purpose of these 

frontrunners is to call for and promote sustainable development (Loorbach, 2010).  

(2) Tactical activities – focuses on identifying steering activities that are interest-driven and relate 

to the regime of societal systems. In the transition arena, the tactical activities should further 

translate the strategic activities and root them within various networks, organizations, and 

institutions. The focus lies in overcoming the regulatory, institutional, and economic barriers 

hindering the desired direction (Loorbach, 2010).  

(3) Operational activities – as the long-term actions are carried out, operational activities focuses 

on the short-term horizon, relevant in the context of innovation, projects, and programs. 

Innovation, in which the context of TM is emphasized in including all “societal, technological, 

inspirational and behavioral practices that introduce or operationalize new structures, culture, 

routines, or actors.” (Loorbach, 2010, p. 170).  

(4) Reflexive activities – Refers to monitoring and evaluating the ongoing policies and the societal 

change process. The reflexive activities are partly located within the institutions established to 

monitor and evaluate and embedded in media and the internet. This is important for the public 

to influence and judge the political agenda (Loorbach 2010).  

All these activities suggested in TMF by Loorbach (2010) have been tested and are currently undergoing 

in the Netherlands. Grounded in complex system theory and new forms of governance approach, the 

TMF can help deal with complex and persistent problems for sustainable development. 

2.4 Management Consulting 

The MC industry has been proliferating throughout the last decade (Canato and Giangreco, 2011; Cerruti 

et al., 2019). In a survey conducted on 13 European countries, it was found that the MC compound 

annual growth rate exceeded the GDP growth rate by 5.9% on average (FEACO, 2019). 

MC firms have a vast pool of areas of activity in which they operate, from strategic management to 

information technology, financial management, marketing, and human resources (Cerruti et al., 2019). 

The role of a consultant could be summarized as a problem solver and supplier of expert knowledge 

(Ciampi, 2008; Sturdy, 2011). Firms and organizations hire consultants because they face some 

difficulties and/or sense some dysfunction and entrust the responsibility to consultants to suggest a 

solution or need guidance in the diagnostic activity and a facilitator in solution discovery and application 

phases (Ciampi, 2008). Consultants are seen as crucial agents and symbols of contemporary social 

change (Sturdy, 2011). In the public sector, consultants are seen as a significant part of governments' 
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need to modernize, innovate and adapt to a fast-changing society as the consultants are seen as the 

carriers of this expertise (Ciampi, 2008). 

Furthermore, there is an argument that consultants possess competencies suitable to make sense of 

complex situations and enable managers to progress strategic priorities, making them suitable for 

problems in complex systems, such as in sustainable development, or within healthcare or other 

socioeconomic systems (Lapsley et al., 2013). Wright et al. (2012) argue that consultants are often 

characterized as a key source of innovation, titling consultants as change agents well-positioned to 

transcend organizational inertia and challenge existing norms through discontinuous innovation 

(Wright et al., 2012). Other researchers, such as Cerruti et al. (2019), suggest that consultants are agents 

of stability who help clients reduce experienced uncertainty when exposed to change (Cerruti et al., 

2019). 

Researchers do, however, come with a word of caution regarding these change agents. Vogelpohl and 

Klemp (2018) argue that due to MC firms working closely with the public sector in the socio-technical 

system, they could influence policymakers, not only in economic but also social issues (Vogelpohl and 

Klemp, 2018). A contrasting view depicts the consultants as manipulators, persuaders, exploiters of 

management weakness rather than possessors of expertise and knowledge in a profession (Lapsley et 

al., 2013). Pinault (2000) even depicts consultants as self-serving and opportunistic rather than 

providers of impartial advice to management (Pinault, 2000). One common criticism is that 

management consultants are motivated not to innovate, change, and develop the companies they work 

for but rather that consulting agencies only seek profits (Lapsley et al., 2013). 

Regardless of MC's criticism and its flaws, Sturdy (2011) argues that consultants significantly affect 

management in particular contexts. The consultancy has been seen to shape, formalize and legitimize 

both methods and the very nature of organizational change, integrate management ranks, and deflect 

eventual critiques towards them (Sturdy, 2011). 

According to Costas and Kärreman (2013), CSR initiatives could be viewed as a form of management 

control within organizations, rather than viewing CSR as something that exclusively influences 

relationships between a corporation and external stakeholders. CSR should therefore constitute a 

significant part of corporate activity, be central for employees and the overall attitude of the organization 

(Costas and Kärreman, 2013). Cerruti et al. (2019) highlight MC firms as fashion-setters, emphasizing 

their fundamental role as mediators between management thinkers and firms (Cerruti et al., 2019). Due 

to the specific expertise of management consultants in working with complex problems, with a broad 

field of knowledge, and as a role as mediators and agents of change in managerial positions, one could 

argue that consultants could be highly suitable as frontrunners for sustainable development.  
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3 Literature Review 

The literature review was conducted systematically. A list of journal papers was generated using the 

keywords: Corporate sustainability and Driver(s)/Enabler(s) or Barrier(s)/Obstacle(s). This was 

followed by an iterative process of exclusion based on the respective papers’ relevance, a process that 

yielded a final list of 50 papers to review in detail. For a description of this process, the reader is referred 

to section 5.2.1.3. 

Literature on the drivers and barriers of CS is wide. The topic is being approached from a range of 

different research strands, resulting in varying theoretical lenses through which the topic has been 

examined. Organizational change is a part of most, but some examine the drivers and barriers of said 

change with a holistic perspective (e.g. Lozano, 2015), while others approach the topic from a narrower 

and case-specific point of view (e.g. Klewitz et al., 2012). Moreover, some researchers focus on 

innovation as a driver for CS (e.g. Paraschiv et al., 2012), while others examine the role of business 

models (e.g. Rauter et al., 2017). Also, identifying the appropriate initiators of change appears to be a 

frequently occurring strand of research, whether it be through ‘heroic’ leadership, as proposed by Walls 

et al. (2020); ‘change agents, as highlighted by Kiesnere and Baumgartner (2019b); or through 

partnerships and stakeholder collaboration, as argued by Stadtler and Lin (2019). In terms of theoretical 

underpinnings, the most often referred to are institutionalization theory (e.g. Thakhathi et al., 2019), 

resource-based theory (e.g. Tariq et al., 2017; Tseng et al., 2018), and stakeholder theory (e.g. Wannags 

and Gold, 2020). 

All of the above will be clarified in due time. The literature review will be structured as follows: Firstly, 

CS drivers will be presented, followed by the barriers to change. Lastly, the more specific methods for 

approaching drivers will be examined. 

3.1 Drivers 

To provide the reader with an overview of drivers, the writings of Lozano (2015), with his holistic 

approach to the topic, appear to be an appropriate point of departure. His paper called A Holistic 

Perspective on Corporate Sustainability Drivers is, moreover, the second to most cited paper in this 

literature review, suggesting at least something about the source’s credibility.  

Lozano (2015) acknowledges the definition of CS as stated by Dyllick and Hockerts (2002b) – “[…] 

meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders, without compromising its ability to meet 

the needs of future stakeholders as well” – but criticizes its vagueness. Rather than using this 

reformulation of the Brundtland definition of sustainable development, Lozano (2015) argues that it 

should be understood in accordance with his prior research (from 2011) on CS, namely as: “Corporate 

activities that proactively seek to contribute to sustainability equilibria, including the economic, 

environmental, and social dimensions of today, as well as their inter-relations within and throughout 

the time dimension, while addressing the company’s system, i.e., operations and production, 

management and strategy, organizational systems, procurement and marketing, and assessment and 

communication; as well as with its stakeholders” (Lozano, 2015, p. 33). Recognizing the systemic 

characteristics of CS, Lozano (2015, p. 33) argues, help give an understanding of the “interdependencies, 

interactions, and the interconnectedness of an organization”. Moreover, the notion of seeking 

sustainability equilibria refers to organizations being in a ‘steady state’ or ‘status quo,’ which can be 

driven into a transition phase through forces (drivers to change) acting within and on the system. 

Undergoing the transition can, in turn, result in a new, stable ‘system state,’ i.e., a sustainability 

equilibrium’ (Lozano, 2015). 

According to Lozano (2015), research before his paper had mainly approached organizations as either: 

(a) being part of an open system, treating companies as ‘black boxes’ and thereby not “accounting for 

subcultures and intra-organizational differences”; or (b) being a closed system, where the internal 

aspects are in focus and companies are treated as isolated islands. Opposing this, Lozano (2015) 
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advocates for treating organizations as semi-open, recognizing both the internal and external drivers to 

change, i.e., advocating for the holistic perspective he undertakes. 

Basing his research on a literature review followed by 13 semi-structured interviews with top-level 

corporate managers, Lozano (2015) constructs a driver model for CS containing internal, external, and 

connecting drivers to CS, where the latter is sought to provide a more “integrative and holistic model of 

CS drivers” (Lozano, 2015, p. 42). From the interviews, Lozano (2015) found proactive 

leadership and business case to be the most prominent internal drivers, and reputation, customer 

demands, and expectations to be the most prominent external drivers. For the full list of drivers and the 

model depicting them, the reader is referred to the paper by Lozano (2015). 

Building on the findings of Lozano (2015), Sroufe (2017) also explores drivers of CS by conducting cross-

industry interviews. In doing so, Sroufe (2017) found that respondents emphasize the importance of 

leadership as an internal driver towards sustainability (similarly as Lozano (2015) found proactive 

leadership to be a key driver). Moreover, stakeholders, environmental impacts, and reputation are the 

top external drivers, according to Sroufe (2017). Thus, further confirming the findings of Lozano (2015). 

Adding to this, Sroufe (2017) also found evidence that combining and aligning internal drivers with 

stakeholder pressures are powerful precursors to successfully integrate sustainability in the 

organization. Similarly, Wang et al. (2020) found internal stakeholder pressure to be the most 

significant facilitator to implementing corporate environmental strategies. More specifically, they found 

the manager to be the key driver of such an implementation. Albeit the research conducted by Wang et 

al. (2020) focuses on environmental strategies, it nonetheless resonates with other findings that 

consider CS in general. Contributing to this, Engert et al. (2016) also examine the role of managers when 

integrating CS into strategic management. When reviewing the literature on the topic, Engert et al. 

(2016) quote Millar et al. (2012, p. 491), stating that “implementation and organizational change are the 

key issues the sustainability agenda is demanding action on. This requires a change of thinking, a change 

of attitude that usually needs to start with leadership”. Similarly, Walls et al. (2020, p. 11) call for “heroic 

leaders in business in order to conquer the grand environmental and social challenges we face,” referring 

to a hero as described in the Oxford dictionary: “a person admired for their courage, outstanding 

achievements, and noble quality.”  

It should be noted that leadership, as mentioned above, does not necessarily stem from company 

management solely. Sustainability leaders can also be in the form of change agents (Thakhathi et al., 

2019; Walls et al., 2020), which refers to individuals who “initiate, promote, or implement change 

towards sustainable development” (Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019a, p. 1610), and which should be 

distinguished from company management, since these “are not necessarily the same” (Kiesnere and 

Baumgartner, 2019b, p. 4). Regardless of their position within the organization, however, support from 

top-level management is still crucial for a successful implementation of sustainability (Kiesnere and 

Baumgartner, 2019b; Tseng et al., 2018). Sustainability has to be adopted on the normative level in order 

to enable change agents to act. If limited support is given from top management, e.g., in the form of 

insufficient resources set aside for sustainability management, it could limit the level of implementation 

that is possible (Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019a). As put by an interviewee in another paper by 

Kiesnere and Baumgartner, “If the boss doesn’t want to manage sustainability, (s)he will not employ 

experts to do so” (Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019b, p. 1617). When change agents are employed 

successfully, though, i.e., with support from top management, Kiesnere and Baumgartner (2019a) argue 

that they can facilitate sustainability-oriented learning and change. They go on to state that “such 

processes need change agents that coordinate the sustainability efforts between the organizational units 

and motivate the colleagues” (Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019a, p. 34). 

In addition to stating the importance of change agents and their support from top management, 

Kiesnere and Baumgartner (2019a; 2019b) also emphasize the importance of organizational culture as 

a driver of sustainability implementation and integration. Lozano (2015) also includes this in his 

proposed CS model, as do Engert et al. (2016). When reviewing the literature on the topic, Engert et al. 

(2016) refer to Baumgartner (2009) and Borland (2009) and states that “sustainability initiatives and 
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strategies have to be embedded in the organizational culture” (Engert et al., 2016, p. 2842). As noted by 

Gabler et al. (2017), though, this is often the responsibility of management. According to them, 

“management plays a key role in integrating values into the corporate culture” (Gabler et al., 2017, p. 

266). A unified organizational vision should be agreed upon, followed by the communication of said 

vision, both internally and externally, starting from the organization’s top through visible leadership 

(Gabler et al., 2017).  

As touched on by Gabler et al. (2017), communicating the message of sustainability can act as a driver 

for CS in itself. When conducting interviews with upper-level executives at a global, B2B manufacturing 

firm, they found support for this from respondents stating that “communication of our initiatives inside 

and outside of the company is a key to success. It’s so important and yet so difficult. It is the toughest 

issue.”; and “we need to communicate our sustainability initiatives better both inside and outside the 

company. I think the inside dimension is even more important. We’re doing things but we don’t 

communicate them. We need to put [these issues] on the frontline of our communication efforts” (Gabler 

et al., 2017, p. 269). Engert et al. (2016) differentiate between internal and external communication but 

argue that both can be essential for driving sustainability integration. According to them, external 

communication is primarily examined in the form of sustainability reporting – an aspect also 

approached by Lozano et al. (2016) and which is included in his driver model (Lozano, 2015) – while 

internal communication has been given a lesser degree of attention (Engert et al., 2016). Despite the low 

number of authors approaching internal communication, Engert et al. (2016) nonetheless highlight its 

importance by stating that “in order for employees to understand and trust into a sustainability mission 

statement and to comprehend the related strategies, objectives and measures must be communicated 

clearly and transparently” (Engert et al., 2016, p. 2841). They moreover refer to Siebenhüner and Arnold 

(2007), pointing out that, in addition to immediate and direct communication between managers and 

employees, it is essential to embrace other forms of internal communication channels as well, such as 

“intranet, email, seminars, presentations, and folders” (Engert et al., 2016, p. 2841).  

In addition to the usage of sustainability reports as a form of communicating sustainability externally 

and in length driving CS, external communication can also be viewed from a marketing perspective 

(Tollin et al., 2015). As found by Lozano (2015), reputation, e.g., in the form of “corporate or brand 

reputation,” is one of the most protrusive drivers of CS, an element that is central in marketing (Tollin 

et al., 2015). Tollin et al. (2015, p. 471) moreover state that “marketing can act as a driver for the 

company’s engagement in product responsibility and social issues.” Kim and Lyon (2015), however, raise 

a cautionary finger in this regard. They examine corporate greenwash, i.e., exaggerations of 

environmental accomplishments through information disclosure strategies, which, according to them, 

have accelerated in recent years. This has, in turn, provoked a growing skepticism about corporate green 

claims, thus complicating marketing efforts of sustainable activities. Quoting O’Sullivan (1997), Kim and 

Lyon (2015, p. 24) lift that “if they [companies] don’t say enough about their charity links consumers 

believe the companies are hiding something and if they say too much they believe charities are being 

exploited by the big corporations. It makes the promotion of such schemes one of the most delicate jobs 

in marketing”. 

In addition to the aforementioned drivers of CS, some authors also approach the topic focusing on 

innovation (e.g. Delmas and Pekovic, 2018; Klewitz et al., 2012; Przychodzen and Przychodzen, 2015), 

business models (e.g. Cosenz et al., 2020; Rauter et al., 2017; Schaltegger et al., 2012b), or management 

systems (e.g. Mazzi et al., 2016; Souza and Alves, 2018) as drivers towards sustainability. For the 

purpose of this paper, though, these are regarded as more practically oriented and will thus be dealt with 

in a separate chapter. There, the focus will be on how CS can be managed in practice. Before doing so, 

however, the barriers of CS should be reviewed, which is the topic of the following section. 

3.2 Barriers 

First of all, it should be noted that many, if not all, of the aforementioned drivers, can be regarded as 

barriers simply by reformulating them as a lack thereof. Lozano (2015), for example, identifies business 
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cases as one of the main drivers to CS, i.e., the economic benefits of engaging in sustainability. 

Meanwhile, Lozano (2013) identifies no clear business case as a barrier to change in his earlier paper. 

Thus, the phenomenon is the same, only that its existence drives the change while its absence is a barrier. 

Such barriers will therefore be left out in this section to avoid repetitions. Instead, the focus here is on 

barriers that have not yet been mentioned. 

When examining barriers, Lozano (2013) distinguishes between individual, group, and organizational 

system levels. Moreover, the identified barriers are categorized into being either: (a) informational, (b) 

emotional, (c) behavioral, or (d) systemic. Through a triple-case case study, he identified a number of 

barriers. Among these, ignorance was considered a key barrier in two case study companies – a barrier 

that was regarded at the individual level, categorized as an informational attitude. Similarly, lack of 

awareness, lack of information, and lack of ability to face the problems was also identified as barriers 

at the individual level. At the system level of groups, Lozano (2013) found the difficulty of “seeing the 

connection or relating it [sustainability] to everyday activities or jobs especially in functions that have 

no evident connection to CS” (Lozano, 2013, p. 287). Among organizational barriers, Lozano (2013) 

found middle-management’s short-term focus to be a constraint of CS integration, as well as a “lack of 

holistic focus in operations” (Lozano, 2013, p. 287). For the complete list of barriers, the reader is 

referred to the paper by Lozano (2013). Similar barriers were found in a literature review by Ahmed et 

al. (2021) and through case studies by Neri et al. (2018).  

Szalavetz (2018) also proclaims that “inertia, opposition to change, lack of information […] would turn 

into effective barriers to corporate environmental performance improvement” (Szalavetz, 2018, p. 3). 

According to her, this could be the result of trade-offs and interdependencies that are left unaddressed. 

There, three dimensions of trade-offs are considered: (i) trade-offs in strategic choices when resources 

are constrained, (ii) balancing between different environmental initiatives, resulting in different 

sustainability outcomes, and (iii) trade-offs in a situation where one environmentally sustainable 

solution result in adverse effects for another domain or area of sustainability. As the case when trade-

offs emerge, the interdependent characteristic of environmental solutions concurs that issues related to 

sustainability rarely can be solved in isolation but rather requires a joint effort through collaboration 

(Soderstrom and Heinze, 2021; Wannags and Gold, 2020; Szalavetz, 2018). Practically oriented 

solutions to trade-offs and potential barriers will be discussed further in the next section. 

3.3 Approaching Drivers and Barriers 

What is presented below is not necessarily applicable to MC firms. Rather, the models described are 

different strands of research to approach drivers and barriers in CS. This is sought to give the reader 

an understanding of what other approaches exist in literature. 

3.3.1 Business Model for Corporate Sustainability 

Rather than examining the drivers towards CS, Schaltegger et al. (2012b) examine the drivers of 

business cases for sustainability. As found by Lozano (2013), though, the business case is a driver for 

CS in itself, and thus links the research by Schaltegger et al. (2012b) to the wider topic presented 

hitherto. Moreover, the business case can also be linked (or contrasted) to the trade-offs touched upon 

by, for example, Szalavetz (2018) previously. Both trade-offs and business cases are concerned with the 

tensions apparent in CS, with the former focusing on situations where one effort may adversely affect 

another. In contrast, business cases (or win-win cases) are found where “economic success is increased 

while performing in environmental and social issues” (Schaltegger et al., 2012b, p. 97). 

In examining the business case for sustainability, Schaltegger et al. (2012b) draw a link between its 

drivers and business models, or more specifically to business model innovation. In doing so, they 

provide an integrated framework of sustainability strategy, business case drivers, and business model 

innovation, thus making their contribution practically oriented. When examining ten companies 

showing notable sustainability activities, Rauter et al. (2017) similarly found sustainability to be an 

integrative part of their respective business models. They add to this by arguing that company leaders 
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play a significant role in organizing the change processes required to encompass sustainability in 

business practices, which is very much in line with the findings of, e.g., Lozano (2013) in regards to CS 

in general. 

Adapting sustainable business model innovation may require a high level of dynamic capabilities 

(Bocken and Geradts, 2020; Cosenz et al., 2020). Quoting Lozano (2018), Cosenz et al. (2020, p. 652) 

state that business models for sustainability “should be a holistic and systemic reflection of how a 

company operationalizes its strategy, based on resource efficiency (through operations and production, 

management and strategy, organizational systems, governance, assessment and reporting, and change), 

so the outputs have more value and contribute to sustainability more than the inputs (with regard to 

material and resources that are transformed into products and services, economic value, human 

resources, and environmental value). The business model is affected by the company’s resources 

(tangible and intangible), the supply chain and the company’s stakeholders (internal, interconnecting 

and external), including the environment (inside and outside the company).” In compliance with the 

systemic perspective emphasized by Cosenz et al. (2020), Bocken and Geradts (2020) states that 

“dynamic capabilities govern how a firm’s ordinary capabilities (e.g. effective marketing tactics; efficient 

manufacturing processes) are developed, augmented and combined and include competences to: (1) 

sense and evaluate opportunities and threats; (2) seize opportunities, mitigate threats and capture value 

from doing so; and (3), reconfigure a firm’s tangible and intangible assets to remain competitive” 

(Bocken and Geradts, 2020, p.3).  

Implementing a sustainable business model (innovation) is, however, not a topic free of obstacles. 

Similarly, as for the implementation of CS, there are apparent barriers in the process of implementing 

sustainable business models, too (Bocken and Geradts, 2020; Schaltegger et al., 2012b). Bocken and 

Geradts (2020) shed light on a range of barriers, as well as drivers, in their multi-level framework for 

organization design in relation to dynamic capabilities for sustainable business model innovation. Many 

of these are similar to those touched upon previously, i.e., in relation to CS, such as short-termism. 

Adding to these, however, Bocken and Geradts (2020) states that a dominant focus on exploitation can 

act as a strategic barrier to the implementation of sustainable business model innovation. Both the 

prioritization of short-term growth and focus on exploitation can, Bocken and Geradts (2020) argue, 

can be mitigated if approaching the topic with a systemic perspective, as argued by Cosenz et al. (2020) 

and Rauter et al. (2017) as well. Doing so, Bocken and Geradts (2020, p. 16) argues, “would allow multi-

national companies to move beyond perceived trade-offs between shareholder and stakeholder value, 

and enables multi-national companies to align internal and external stakeholders interests and build 

more sustainable value propositions when organizing themselves accordingly.” 

3.3.2 Innovation 

Another strand of research related to CS (and the factors driving or prohibiting its implementation) 

concerns innovation, sometimes referred to as eco-innovation (e.g. Klewitz et al., 2012; Paraschiv et al., 

2012; Przychodzen and Przychodzen, 2015), green product and process innovation (e.g. Tariq et al., 

2017) or sustainable innovation (e.g. Delmas and Pekovic, 2018; Reficco et al., 2018). Eco-innovation, 

although its definition aiming towards environmental sustainability – “any form of innovation resulting 

in or aiming at significant and demonstrable progress towards the goals of sustainable development, 

through reducing impacts on the environment […] or achieving a more efficient and responsible use of 

natural resources” (Paraschiv et al., 2012, p. 406) – it has also been linked to financial performance 

(Przychodzen and Przychodzen, 2015) and social sustainability (Paraschiv et al., 2012).  

In addition to being linked to CS, as argued by Paraschiv et al. (2012), sustainable innovation can also 

be examined through a business model perspective (Reficco et al., 2018), thus linking this strand of 

research to the previous section as well. Reficco et al. (2018) examine how collaboration mechanisms 

are connected to sustainable innovation and how boundary-spanning business models can be used to 

attain synergies or “otherwise meaningful connections between the different collaboration 

mechanisms.” 
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4 Business Transition Management 

The advantages of sustainability have become increasingly known to businesses (Porter and Kramer, 

2006). Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) reflect on frontrunner businesses and their activities when 

transitioning towards sustainability to accelerate and guide this emergent trend. Loorbach and Wijsman 

(2013) argue that there is a more fundamental shift to take place within business to mitigate adverse 

impacts of production and consumption and create social and economic value in the context of complex 

societal change. Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) suggest that a TM perspective (Loorbach, 2007) for 

business offers a way to conceptualize this strategy systematically and actively develop it. Further, by 

pursuing a transformative role, a business can transform their own business and change the market they 

are operating in, contributing to actively shaping a transition towards sustainability (Loorbach and 

Wijsman, 2013). 

Most efforts between businesses and within their own business have, over the past decade, primarily 

sought to increase energy and resource efficiency but have never radically transformed it. Businesses 

have shown no efforts in breaking the current pathway dealing with negative impacts. Loorbach and 

Wijsman (2013) argue that there are signs of a more fundamental change towards sustainability within 

businesses in which economic profit is closely linked with social and ecological value by allowing 

frontrunner businesses to create their market and change the routines in how to structure themselves 

within that market, thus defining a new culture and purpose. Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) opine that 

by interacting with stakeholders and societal context, they can reshape the market in which they are part 

and create added value for their own business and society (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). 

BTM is a framework for businesses built upon the existing TM framework by Rotmans and Loorbach 

(2009) to explore the possibilities for businesses to transformative change in their markets. The 

transition framework offers a way to debate ongoing changes and coordinate actions to deal with these 

changes. The strategy presented is based on the notion that all businesses are part of one or more societal 

systems and interconnected with different societal actors. Thus, the transition approach can 

systematically analyze the societal context and determine possibilities in market growth and the room 

for innovation, helping businesses articulate and structure alternative strategies besides everyday 

business (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). According to Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), four specific 

activities play a crucial role in accelerating, structuring, and guiding such a fundamental change process 

in a business environment.  

Strategic Envisioning: Strategic envisioning suggests that businesses should bring together 

frontrunners with stakeholders and the broader societal context to discuss and frame which societal 

challenges and issues they want to contribute. According to Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), the strategic 

choice should be based on the business relationship to the selected issue and the anticipated impact the 

business has on the problem at hand, society at large, and the characteristics of the systems. 

Sustainability principles and a vision on market transformation should become core business; by 

developing a narrative and related business case outside of the day-to-day, short-term concerns, an 

integrated perspective on the role of the business within their value chain can be achieved. 

Tactical Networking: Businesses should network tactically to develop strategies and coalitions around 

themes relating to the challenges, identifying learning objectives and intermediate goals and 

experiments. Multiple changes are crucial in terms of, e.g., organizational structure, stakeholder 

relations, customer behavior, and financial regulations. Such diversity in change cannot be managed 

straightforwardly and need to be experimentally developed through collaborations with indirectly 

related societal stakeholders. Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) argue that it is essential to invest in 

facilitating coalitions and networks around discussions linked to the overall vision from a TM 

perspective.  

Operational innovation: Implementing a strategic transition visioning combined with a networking 

strategy for market transformation provides new business models and practices. These practices are 
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crucial to investigate the profitability and possibility of the transition. Individual businesses can engage 

in internal and external transition experiments, aiming to nudge the business towards co-evolution with 

their respective market towards sustainability. In order to simulate these experiments, Loorbach and 

Wijsman (2013) suggest that collaboration and stimulation between private, public, and non-

governmental organizations need to work together to accelerate the process. 

Reflexive Monitoring and Evaluation: All activities described above need to be linked through a process 

of joint reflection and evaluation. According to Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), all objectives, goals, and 

actions need to be re-evaluated together to strengthen them. Monitoring and evaluation aim to see 

whether the objectives, goals, and actions are progressing toward sustainable development. 

By adopting BTM as a business model towards societal transitions, new business models can, according 

to Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), be developed that tie economic profitability and social and ecological 

sustainability in a fundamentally new way.  
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5 Methodology 

In this section the research methodology will be presented. It will give an extensive explanation of the 

research design chosen and the research process for this research. Moreover, the collection of data, the 

analyzing process, ethics and research quality will be presented.  

5.1 Research Design 

In order to fulfill the aims and objectives of this paper, an exploratory approach was undertaken. 

According to Robson (2002, p. 59), exploratory research can be used to investigate “what is happening; 

to seek new insights; to ask questions and to assess phenomenon in a new light.” Little can be found in 

previous literature on the barriers and drivers for management consultants seeking to engage in CS. 

Furthermore, little can be found on how a societal perspective influences such CS efforts. Hence, the 

phenomenon will be examined in a new light, making an exploratory approach suitable (Robson, 2002). 

Moreover, since we are concerned with the perceptions of barriers and drivers, rather than finding any 

definite and fully generalizable results, a qualitative method was used. As argued by Eriksson and 

Kovalainen (2016, p. 4), “qualitative research approaches […] are concerned with interpretations and 

understanding, whereas quantitative approaches deal with explanation, testing of hypothesis, and 

statistical analysis”. Here, the interest lies in the beliefs, motivations and experiences constituting the 

barriers and drivers of change, and a qualitative approach is thus suitable (Robson, 2002). 

Typical for exploratory qualitative research is that it adopts an interpretive philosophy (Peters and 

Simaens, 2020). This position is taken in this research as well. Through this philosophical lens, the 

interest lies in identifying how people, either as individuals or as a group, interpret a phenomenon 

(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). Similarly, the aim of this research endeavor is directed towards 

interpreting the perceptions of individuals within the empirical context. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2016) 

argue that with this position, research does not predefine dependent and independent variables. Rather, 

it tries to capture the full complexity of how humans view the phenomenon in question. Eriksson and 

Kovalainen (2016) goes on to state that in doing so, it also recognizes that different interpretations can 

be made from the same data, possibly with several different meaningful implications.  

In order to obtain in-depth knowledge of the investigated phenomenon of CS, a case study method was 

used. According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2016, p. 131), case studies are “excellent in generating 

holistic and contextual in-depth knowledge through the use of multiple sources of data”. This is further 

motivated by the inherent complexity associated with sustainability (e.g. Redclift, 2005). By 

approaching the topic with a case study, this complexity can be embraced rather than overly simplified 

or neglected (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016), something that Van der Byl and Slawinski (2015) argue 

is preferable when examining CS. 

Often referred to when designing a case study is Yin (2014). He defines a case study as an “empirical 

inquiry that: (i) investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, when (ii) the 

boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly evident, and in which (iii) multiple 

sources of evidence are used” (as quoted by Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). These aspects are very 

much aligned to the aim of this research. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2016, p. 133) moreover distinguish 

between intensive and extensive case studies, and defines them as follows: (a) “Intensive case study 

research aims at understanding the case from the inside by providing a thick, holistic and contextualized 

description and interpretation”, and (b) “Extensive case study research aims at advancing or generating 

theory by comparing a number of cases to achieve generalization”. Following the previous line of 

argument – that the interest lies in understanding the case-specific perceptions in-depth rather than 

acquiring generalizable results – the appropriate type is an intensive case study. The focus, therefore, 

was to fully understand one specific case rather than comparing several. More specifically, the case in 

this paper consists of one management consultancy firm, hence making it a single-case study. 
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5.2 Research Process 

The research process has been conducted in an abductive manner, i.e., including a mix of deductive and 

inductive influences. One could furthermore argue that it is circular in its design with hermeneutical 

underpinnings. According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2016, p. 23), deduction “rests on the idea that 

theory is the first source of knowledge”, and that this is followed by empirical research testing one or 

more hypotheses generated from the theoretical knowledge base. Induction, on the other hand, “follows 

the logic of proceeding from empirical research to theoretical results (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016, 

p. 23). In this research endeavor, theory was first used to understand the problem, formulate the 

objective, and generate preliminary hypotheses regarding the identified problem. This was followed by 

data collection in a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews (see the following section). During this 

phase, the literature review was revisited, and the interpretations from the data collection were used as 

indicators of further theory to investigate. In this sense, theory was used to understand the empirics, at 

the same time as empirics were used to understand theory, hence the abductive nature. This furthermore 

made the process circular rather than linear. This can be assimilated to the so-called ‘hermeneutic circle’. 

According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2016, p. 35), the hermeneutic circle refers to the methodological 

process of understanding, constructing and deepening a meaning in the interpretative process during 

research activities”. By this, Eriksson and Kovalainen (2016) mean that prior knowledge can be modified 

and changed based on the interpretations made by the researcher, much like the process in this research. 

In hermeneutics, objects are not definite in their construction; but are rather “interpreted and 

contingent things”, and it is, therefore, possible to reconsider visions of knowledge throughout the 

research process as further learning, analysis and reading take place” (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016, 

p. 35).  

In addition to the circularity apparent in the relationship between theory and empirics, certain iterative 

aspects were part of other elements. When conducting the interviews, for example, each interviewee 

brought a new perspective on the problem. New insights could thus be attained throughout the interview 

process. Given the circular approach stated above, this allowed for refining and slightly modifying the 

focus and scope of the interviews. Similarly, before spreading the questionnaire throughout the 

company, pretests were conducted. This, too, yielded new insights that were taken into consideration 

before proceeding with the finalized questionnaire. More details on these processes can be found in 

Sections 5.2.1.1 and 5.2.1.2. A schematic showing the general research process can be seen in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1 Schematic of research process 

5.2.1 Data Collection 

 The data collected in this research stems from three 

sources: literature, interviews, and a questionnaire (see 

Figure 2). In doing so, methodological triangulation 

could be obtained (Denzin, 2009). According to Jack 

and Raturi (2006, p. 345), triangulation uses several 

research methodologies to study the same phenomenon. 

They moreover state that “complementary methods are 

deployed under the assumption that weaknesses 

inherent in one approach will be counterbalanced via 

strengths in another” (Jack and Raturi, 2006, p. 345).  

Jack and Raturi (2006) highlight three rationales 

frequently referred to when turning to methodological triangulation. Firstly, one rationale is that it can 

contribute to the completeness of the research. As quoted above, weaknesses in one specific approach 

may limit the possibilities to draw validated conclusions. By using several (or in this case three) different 

sources of information, such limitations can be avoided by the richness provided by complementing data 

Figure 2 Methodological triangulation 
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sources. A second rationale that Jack and Raturi (2006) highlight is that of contingency. This is, 

according to them, “driven by the need for insights into how and why a particular strategy is chosen” 

(Jack and Raturi, 2016, p. 346). When the investigated phenomenon is complex or poorly understood, 

as the case in this research, Jack and Raturi (2006) argue that contingent choices of methodology often 

are appropriate. Thirdly, triangulation can also be motivated by the need for confirmation. As stated by 

Jack and Raturi (2006, p. 347), “by combining multiple data sources, alternate observers, distinctively 

different theories, alternate methods, and varying empirics, the researcher hopes to overcome intrinsic 

biases arising from single method, single-observer, and single-theory studies”. 

5.2.2 Questionnaire 

The purpose of developing a questionnaire was threefold. Firstly, complementing the interviews (the 

main source of primary data) with a questionnaire sought to establish a methodological triangulation, 

thus enhancing the qualitative research’s validity (Bekhet and Zauszniewski, 2012). Secondly, the 

questions were formulated to generate a good overview of the knowledge, current practices, and current 

perceptions of sustainability-related activities within the case company. For this overview to be valid, 

the questionnaire had to be developed early on the project’s course, i.e., before the interviews. Thirdly, 

by allowing the respondents to, optionally, state their name and agree on participating in an interview, 

the questionnaire could identify and map relevant interviewees. 

According to Roopa and Rani (2012), it is essential to carefully consider the questionnaire’s design to 

gather relevant and helpful information. To accomplish a well-designed questionnaire, they argue that 

it has to be developed in many stages. This process can be configured differently depending on the given 

situation (e.g. Roopa and Rani, 2012; Stone, 1993). Roopa and Rani (2012) identify five stages of 

planning a questionnaire, and Stone (1993) identifies ten. Still, the processes they propose are similar 

in many ways. The purpose of the questionnaire used in this paper was mainly to support the interviews. 

Thus, it was deemed appropriate to follow the streamlined process, consisting of five steps, as suggested 

by Roopa and Rani (2012). The steps presented by Roopa and Rani (2012) are the following: (1) Initial 

considerations, (2) Question content, phrasing and response format, (3) Question sequence and 

layout, (4) Pretest and revision, and (5) Final questionnaire. However, apart from stating the steps, 

little (to none) information is given by Roopa and Rani (2012) on the actual activities included in them. 

Certain elements touched on by Stone (1993) have therefore been considered as well to enhance the 

validity of the questionnaire. Moreover, some elements included in the process have been necessary for 

the circumstances of the case. The process is depicted in Figure 3 below. 

.  

 

Figure 3 Stages of questionnaire development 
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The first step involved having to anchor the thought of conducting a questionnaire at the company. For 

this to be possible, validation had from CEO had to be obtained; this required a brief pitch of the topic 

and purpose of the survey. Once validations had been attained, discussions began concerning the 

software of choice. It had already been established that it would be conducted as an online survey. The 

software of choice, however, was not concluded beforehand. The options consisted of Google Forms1, 

SurveyMonkey2, and Questback3. Google Forms had the benefit of being cost-free and easy to access. 

SurveyMonkey and Questback, on the other hand, required subscriptions. The drawback of Google 

Forms, though, is that customization is limited. Without financial support, though, and as no access to 

the software could be attained through the company, the software of choice ultimately was Google 

Forms. 

The second step involved listing the items of information that the questionnaire sought to retrieve, which 

Stone (1993) also promotes. This was followed by the items being rephrased as questions, a step during 

which wording had to be carefully considered. As stated by Stone (1993, p. 1265), “the golden rule here 

is brevity: if in doubt leave it out. There is no place for convoluted literary prose, however brilliant the 

syntax”. Following this ‘golden rule’ meant avoiding all that could be considered ambiguous and 

redundant. In parallel with this, the response format had to be considered. According to Roopa and Rani 

(2012), there are “about” four different types of response formats, consisting of (i) contingency 

questions, (ii) matrix questions, (iii) close-ended questions, and (iv) open-ended questions. Since the 

questionnaire partly served an exploratory purpose and predefined responses were scarce, open-ended 

questions were preferred for many of the questions. According to Roopa and Rani (2012, p. 274), open-

ended questions mean that “the options or predefined categories are not suggested. The respondent 

replies in their own words without being constrained by a fixed set of possible responses”. However, 

since open-ended questions generally take longer to answer, these had to be balanced with closed-ended 

questions, i.e., those where the respondents’ answers are limited to a fixed set of responses (Roopa and 

Rani, 2012). 

Moreover, one contingency question was used – or as stated by Roopa and Rani (2012, p. 273), “a 

question that is answered only if the respondent gives a particular response to a previous question”. 

When asked whether the respondent “could consider participating in an interview”, this was the case, 

and those answering “yes” could state their email addresses in the following question. No matrix 

questions were used. Subsequently, the distribution of question-types was as can be seen in Table 4 

below. For all the questionnaire questions, the reader is referred to Appendix I. 

Table 4 Distribution of types of questions 

Open-ended questions 9 

Closed-ended questions 13 

Contingency questions 1 

Matrix questions 0 

Total number of questions 23 

 

 

 

 
1 https://www.google.com/forms 
2 https://www.surveymonkey.com 
3 https://www.questback.com 
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The third step in the process consisted of question sequencing and layout development. The questions 

were arranged partly based on a funnel design, as proposed by Stone (1993), meaning that the sequence 

went from the general questions to those being more specific. According to Stone (1993), this is the most 

comfortable sequence of questions. This can be demonstrated by the first question in the questionnaire 

being “please state your personal view on sustainability”, while the latter questions are instead focused 

on company-specific questions. Moreover, this step in the process also consisted of developing the layout 

of the questionnaire. As stated previously, Google Forms was the software of choice. The layout options 

there are somewhat limited. A pamphlet was designed to be sent out together with the questionnaire to 

give a sense of professionality, devotion, and originality. This was meant to provide a more thorough 

and pleasant read for those interested in the purpose of the survey. This can too be found in Appendix 

II. 

The fourth step, referred to as pretest and revision, consisted of several revisions with appointed 

company representatives. This was an iterative process, which consequently impacted the previous steps 

as well. Both Roopa and Rani (2012) and Stone (1993) emphasize this as an essential step for a successful 

survey. It would, however, have been desirable to be more comprehensive in this step if time would have 

allowed. Only two people were appointed to participate in the pretests. It would have been beneficial to 

conduct a complete pilot with more people, including analyzing the responses. Due to time limitations, 

though, with this being conducted in an early stage of the research project and with interviews being 

partly based on the responses from the survey, this had to be relatively quickly conducted. 

However, it should be noted that despite the pretests only being conducted on two people, they yielded 

several inputs and revisions. Moreover, once the pretests had been done, the survey was also sent to the 

company’s upper management for feedback to attain a final validation and see whether any mistakes 

had been made. Given this iterative aspect of the process, one could argue that it is not an entirely linear 

process since it requires returning to the previous steps. This is depicted in Figure 3 as well. One such 

input concerned the language used in the questionnaire. Until this point, the questionnaire had been 

written in Swedish, accidentally overseeing some employees speaking other languages. Thus, the entire 

questionnaire had to be translated to oblige all, a process required to carefully consider wording yet 

again, i.e., returning to the previous steps of the questionnaire process. Once revisions had been done 

and validation acquired from the CEOs, the final questionnaire was completed. The questionnaire was 

emailed to all employees at the company. 

5.2.3 Interviews 

Interviews were conducted as the primary source to produce research data. The interviews were set to 

50 minutes – 10 minutes for introduction and interview purpose, 35 minutes for the main body, and 5 

minutes for summarization and ending. All interviews were done through Microsoft Teams and recorded 

through that platform and backed up with note-taking. Interviews were chosen to collect empirical data, 

so the case study could be considered more accurate, convincing, and rich as suggested by Eriksson and 

Kovalainen (2016, p. 91), and secondly, to get a perspective from people actively working in the field of 

the research (Hopf, 2004). The interviewees had different positions within the company; 12 consultants 

were interviewed, one consulting manager, and one CEO, totaling 14 interviews. The reasoning to have 

interviews with people at different positions was to prevent hierarchical bias, self-justification, and a 

narrow perspective which, according to Walker (1997), are problems with interviewing only top 

executives. 

The interviews were structured as qualitative interviews, with an exploratory purpose which, according 

to Campbell et al. (2004), can cover issues, questions and provide answers that are not covered in the 

literature or the questionnaire. The interviews’ structural layout started with identifying which typology 

of qualitative interviews was best suited for this case study. There are three types of qualitative 

interviews: positivist, emotionalist, and constructionist. These typologies focus on different types of 

research questions. The emotionalist typology focuses on the perceptions of the one interviewed – their 

experiences, concepts, and understandings of the phenomenon studied (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016, 
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pp. 92–93). Since the research question evolved around mapping different employee perceptions, the 

emotionalist typology was the most suitable. The most common interviewing structures 

are structured (standardized), semi-structured (guided), or unstructured (formal) interviews. The 

interviews’ structural composition guides the layout of the appropriate questions, which reflect the 

research approach and research questions. Semi-structured interviews are appropriate for “how” and 

“what” questions and are structured with a pre-designed outline of topics, themes, and issues but still 

lets the interviewee have the possibility to vary in wording, order, and ask to follow up questions that 

are not pre-designed. Even though semi-structured interview questions come with challenges, such as 

giving questions the same amount of time and keeping track of time while simultaneously being 

prepared to probe in for in-depth responses, it also has its advantages (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016, 

pp. 94–95). These advantages include giving more freedom to the researchers to ask follow-up questions 

and allowing space for the respondent’s verbal expression and perception (Kallio et al., 2016). However, 

the main drawback is that semi-structured interviews tend to have lower reliability due to the lack of 

standardization compared to structured interviews, which runs the risk of respondents deviating from 

the original question (Collis and Hussey, 2014). Semi-structured interview questions were nonetheless 

used since its advantages were considered more beneficial for this research endeavor.  

Following different types of interviews, there are a variety of question types that one can use. Questions 

can be open or closed, simple or complex, neutral or leading, direct or indirect, and primary or 

secondary. Usually, the questions follow the same type throughout the interview, but different types can 

be mixed. The questions used in this research were all based on questions asked in the questionnaire 

and, from there, further developed. The questions consist of three (3) open-ended questions to 

encourage the respondent to speak freely and control the respondent. Since the interview is structured 

with guided questions, the three (3) open-ended questions will lay the base for the interview. During the 

interview, sub-questions were asked depending on the respondent’s initial answer, making the interview 

semi-structured. Simultaneously the questions will be leading. The reasoning behind this is to guide the 

respondent into a specific area of interest, as one drawback of open-ended questions is that the 

respondent may quickly derail from the original question. As CS and societal transitions are complex 

research areas, the questions were simplified to make it easier for the respondent to answer (Eriksson 

and Kovalainen, 2016, p. 96–97). The respondents will help answer these three main questions: 

 How is sustainability currently related to your work when engaged in client projects? 

 

 What drives the ongoing sustainability initiatives? 

 

 What barriers do you experience in your work for the company to engage in sustainability?  

 
 

The first question was asked to know how the employees currently relate their work towards 

sustainability. The second question was considered essential to see what drivers are prominent for 

ongoing sustainability initiatives. Lastly, the third question was asked to explore what barriers that the 

respondents perceived, which hindered them from incorporating sustainability in their external 

assignments.  

The whole process of interview development can be found in Figure 4. The development of the specific 

questions followed all the criteria mentioned above. In the first iteration, 15 questions were created, 

which stemmed from the questions and answers from the questionnaire. The initial questions were 

summarized into three open-ended questions (see above). These three questions laid the base for all 

interviews that were conducted for the study. After the first interview, the questions were evaluated to 

see if any of the questions needed revisioning.  

The first interview functioned as a “pilot interview” where the open-ended interview questions were 

tested. The purpose of the pilot was to analyze and see if the questions were easy to understand and that 

the questions provided answers that were suitable for this research, and that they were simple enough 
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to answer so the interviewed person could give answers that did not derail while simultaneously not 

being too leading. After the interview, the questions did go through a minor revision. However, there 

was not another pilot interview after the first one. The main questions remained the same, but small 

changes were made for respondents with a shorter period of employment. After the pilot, the following 

interviews followed the same structure, but as open-ended questions work, different sub-questions were 

asked. For example, employees whom the company recently hired got questions regarding the hiring 

process and how sustainability was mentioned during their first employment. Employees who had been 

employed for a long time did get more questions regarding company structure and company initiatives 

during their time of employment. 

 

Figure 4 Stages of interview development 

5.2.4 Literature Review 

The literature review was conducted systematically, with the first step being to identify the appropriate 

key terms to include in the search process. In order to do so, the broader topic of CS was explored using 

Google Scholar. Given the purpose of this paper, the keywords found to be relevant consisted 

of Corporate Sustainability and Driver(s)/Enabler(s) or Barrier(s)/Obstacle(s). Since the field of CS is 

interdisciplinary, it was deemed necessary not only to review specific scientific journals (as sometimes 

the case) but rather to review and develop theory from several fields, i.e., using a mix of journals (see 

Webster and Watson, 2002). Once the keywords were concluded and the choice of embracing their 

interdisciplinary characteristics had been made, the material could be collected. By using Web of 

Science4 and searching for the keywords as topics (i.e., searching for them in titles, abstracts, author 

keywords, and Keywords Plus5), this generated 208 documents. 

Once a list of documents had been obtained, the next step could be initiated – a brief analysis of 

document information (such as year of publication and number of citations) using Excel. The purpose 

of this was to get an overview of the topic’s shifting popularity and identify if any further limitations 

would be appropriate. As clearly evident from Figure 5 below, the attraction of the topic has increased 

considerably during the last decade. The earliest publication found (given the keywords used)  

was published in 2004. Only two articles were released that year. This can be compared to the number 

of submissions during 2020, which amounted to 37. 

 
4 https://www.webofscience.com 
5 Key words Plus® are index terms automatically generated from the titles of cited articles (Web of 
Science, 2020). 
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Figure 5 Number of publications per year 

To mitigate the risk of including irrelevant papers, i.e., those currently outdated, the number of citations 

retrieved by year of publication was also analyzed. This resulted in a distribution that can be seen in 

Figure 6. A decision was made to draw a line somewhere, before which no papers would be included. If 

any of the early papers were to be highly cited, these could still be of interest. Looking at Figure 6, 

however, it is clear that it is not until 2012 that the number of citations peaked. Before then, the total 

number of citations during a single year did not exceed 200 (compared to 611 citations for the papers 

published in 2012). Of course, though, the total number of citations per year of publication is dependent 

on the number of papers published, which increased over the years. In order to account for this, the 

average number of citations was also examined (see Table 5). There, it becomes clear that neither the 

total nor the average number of citations was high until 2012. In 2011, for example, the average number 

of citations amounted to 18, while the corresponding amount for 2012 was 87. Thus, making that an 

appropriate line before which no papers would be included. 

 

Figure 6 Number of citations generated per year of publication 
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Table 5 Compiled data of publications 

YEAR NUMBER OF 

PUBLICATIONS  

TOTAL NUMBER OF 

CITATIONS  

CITATIONS  

PER PAPER 

2004 2 87 42 

2005 0 - - 

2006 1 38 38 

2007 3 142 47 

2008 1 26 26 

2009 6 188 31 

2010 4 140 35 

2011 5 92 18 

2012 7 611 87 

2013 7 211 30 

2014 9 320 36 

2015 20 758 38 

2016 18 479 27 

2017 24 431 18 

2018 29 394 14 

2019 28 238 8 

2020 37 84 2 

2021 5 1 0.2 

 

Moreover, to further address the risk of irrelevancy, a decision was also made to exclude papers that had 

received zero citations. However, an exception was made for papers released during 2018-2021 due to 

them being newly released and may have been unnoticed, not because of their lack of validity, but rather 

for the short time they have been available. Given this set of limitations, the number of papers included 

in the list amounted to 175. 

The following step consisted of an exclusion based on title and abstract. There, certain boundaries had 

to be established. Firstly, empirical studies concerned with a specific, clearly stated industry were left 

out. For example, out of the 173 papers remaining from the previous step, 7 mentioned “construction” 

in their title and dealt, among other things, with the state and future agenda of construction firms; 

something that was deemed irrelevant given the purpose of this paper. Secondly, papers concerned with 

supply chains and supply chain management were also left out (a topic which 15 studies mentioned in 

their title), as were those dealing with accounting. Thirdly, three papers were left out simply due to them 

being inaccessible. Lastly, based on the abstracts of specific papers, exclusions were made on the 

foundation of assessing their contribution to the field of barriers/drivers of CS, with some being 

recognized as irrelevant due to their limited contribution and usefulness. From these criteria, which 

were considered when reading (and re-reading) the titles and abstracts of the 173 documents, the 

number of documents was decreased to 69. 

The remaining papers were read in their entirety, still with the aforementioned boundaries kept in mind. 

When doing so, several additional papers were found to be irrelevant, given the purpose of this paper. 

Especially due to their lacking contribution in the field of barriers/drivers to CS. This final step limited 

the number of documents further, yielding a total list consisting of 50 papers to review in detail and 

develop theory from. 

5.3 Data Analysis 

This section will provide information on how the results from the empirical data (questionnaire and 

interviews) were analyzed to help answer the research question.  
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5.3.1 Questionnaire 

After having received answers from the questionnaire, the analyzing process began. Firstly, all answers 

were read through carefully. This benefits the researcher to gain familiarization with the data collected 

and helps the analyzing process (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). After gaining familiarization with the 

questionnaire results, all data was gathered in a spreadsheet. The answers to the questionnaire were 

analyzed and coded through different means depending on the category of the question. The closed-

ended question’s answers were summarized and represented in the form of diagrams. Questions that 

gave open-ended answers were analyzed then coded through a three-step process. Firstly, the answers 

were read thoroughly; secondly, keywords relating to the question subject were categorized. For 

example, the question “please state your personal view on sustainability” respondents that had 

formulated their answers concluding that sustainability was important were placed into one category. 

The keywords used to categorize were based either on literature or own expertise in the subject area. 

Lastly, diagrams were created to show the respondent’s different views on the various questions. 

5.3.2 Interviews 

The interviews were transcribed through a transcription software called Trint6. To ensure that 

everything was transcribed correctly, the whole interview was listened to while simultaneously reading 

through the transcript. All interviews were also backed up by note-taking during interviews to 

complement the transcription process.  

The interviews followed Saldana's (2016, p.13) introduction to coding interviews. The interviews were 

first read through carefully. Sections and quotes from the interviews (referred to as findings in Figure 

7) were copied into a new document. From there, categories were created based on the interviewing 

questions and categories relevant to the research. For example, if an interviewee had mentioned the 

company culture, it was categorized as culture. After all relevant quotes had been placed into categories, 

they were clustered into themes; these themes were: drivers, barriers, and strategies. The final themes 

were then used, with the help of the literature and the questionnaire, to provide a result and answer the 

research question. A summarization of the coding can be found in Appendix III.   

 

To keep every interviewee anonymous, they were categorized based on work experience (at the case 

company) and whether they worked at an operative or strategic level. The consultants were given the 

 
6 https://www.trint.com 

Figure 7 Process of coding interviews based on Saldana (2016, p.13) framework 
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letter C with a number to represent them, the consulting manager and upper management were given 

CM, respectively UM to represent them (see Table 6).  

Table 6 Interviewee overview 

POSITION 
WORK EXPERIENCE 

AT COMPANY (YEARS) 
LEVEL OF WORK ABBREVIATION 

Upper management - Strategic UM 

Consultant manager 0-3 Strategic CM 

Consultant 7-10 Operative C1 

Consultant 0-3 Strategic C2 

Consultant - Strategic C3 

Consultant 0-3 Operative C4 

Consultant 0-3 Operative C5 

Consultant 0-3 Strategic/Operative C6 

Consultant 11-13 Strategic C7 

Consultant - Strategic C8 

Consultant 4-6 Operative C9 

Consultant 0-3 Operative C10 

Consultant 0-3 Strategic/Operative C11 

Consultant 0-3 Operative C12 

 

5.4 Research Ethics 

The research conducted has thoroughly followed the Swedish ethics council's "good research practice." 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2017) 

All participants in the research were informed by the study's real purpose, following the so-

called information requirement. In the research conducted, all meetings with representatives from the 

company and university, and when communicating with participants in the questionnaire and 

interviews, they had the real intent of the research explained for them. Either as a text or in a speech 

before participating in anything that could be used for research purposes. All participants agreed to be 

either studied or to participate in an interview/questionnaire that follows the ethics council's consent 

requirement guidelines.  

As a confidentiality requirement, all participants remained anonymous throughout the whole research. 

All data gathered that could have anyone's name or email address was deleted after final submission 

(June 2021). In the final submission, participants were only referred to as their position within the 

company and given a code name if used for, e.g., quoting.    

Lastly, the research ensured good use requirements, where all data gathered served and only served the 

purpose stated when it was collected. For example, when conducting interviews, these interviews aimed 

to understand eventual barriers and possible drivers for the company studied to engage in sustainability; 

that was the only purpose of these interviews and was not used for anything other than that specific 

purpose.  
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The research aims to contribute to existing research on sustainable development, corporate 

sustainability, and TM and hopefully contribute towards the SDGs mentioned in section 2.2. However, 

one cannot with complete certainty say which SDGs the research will contribute to. Since the study is 

focused on business transitions towards sustainability, it takes a broad perspective on sustainability 

contributions rather than focusing on a specific goal within sustainable development. In length, the 

researchers hope that the research will touch upon most SDGs by facilitating such transitions. 

5.5 Research Quality 

The following chapter shows how the quality of the research has been ensured. According to Anney 

(2014), suitable elements to consider when doing so are credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Following the arguments put forward in her research, they were chosen for this research 

too.  

5.5.1 Credibility 

Credibility is defined as the confidence that can be placed in the truth of the research findings. Credibility 

is established if the research findings could be considered plausible or/and truthful and drawn from the 

participants' original data. There are different strategies to ensure credibility. This study includes three 

of these strategies. Firstly, prolonged engagement in the field or research site states that the researchers 

immerse themselves in the world of the participants being studied. This insight in the field of study 

improves trust and provides a greater understanding of the participant's culture and context. Secondly, 

peer debriefing provides an opportunity for the researchers to test their growing insight and expose 

themselves to searching questions. In order to achieve this, the researchers should seek support from 

other professionals willing to provide academic support, e.g., a member of the academic staff. Lastly, the 

use of triangulation, as mentioned in 5.2.1, involves using multiple research methodologies to study the 

same phenomenon. The use of triangulation helps strengthen the integrity of the findings.  

Prolonged engagement in the field or research site was achieved through conducting interviews with 

the sole purpose of immersing in the field of MC. Before this research neither of the researchers had any 

experience or expertise in consulting. The interviews were approximately one hour long and focused on 

the daily work of consultants and organizations they belong to. Moreover, the researchers also got an 

insight into the organization through an HR representative that introduced the case company in an early 

stage of the research process. Peer debriefing was achieved by continually asking the university 

supervisor to evaluate the academic work throughout the study. Furthermore, peers evaluated the work 

at two separate times. The use of triangulation was used to achieve credibility by using three separate 

sources (i.e., literature, questionnaires, and interviews) to gather data in favor of the integrity and 

validity of the findings. 

5.5.2 Transferability  

Transferability is defined as the degree to which the results of a qualitative study can be transferred to 

other contexts with other respondents, i.e., generalizability. There are different means by which 

transferability can be achieved.  

In order to ensure transferability, the researchers tried for the study to provide a thick description. A 

thick description is achieved when the methodology, context, and results would be considered rich and 

extensive in detail. The purpose of having a thick description is to increase the generalizability of the 

research. Firstly, the methodology was written so the study could be replicated in other settings. The 

whole process of the research has been described with as much transparency as possible. Furthermore, 

the results and discussion in this study are written to contribute to the research in CS, providing meaning 

to readers not involved in the study. However, if replicated, the result may vary, primarily if the study is 

conducted on an MC firm based (or founded) in another country. This is due to differences in, e.g., 

organizational structure and culture. 



  

34 

 

 

5.5.3 Dependability 

Dependability is achieved when the study's researchers evaluate the findings, interpretation, and 

recommendation of the study to ensure they are all supported by the data received. Different strategies 

can be used to ensure dependability, of which three were considered throughout the study.  

Firstly, the researchers can validate their research through extensive accounts for all the research 

decisions and activities that show how the data was collected, recorded, and analyzed. This validation 

strategy is called an audit trail and was partly achieved. The researchers have tried to be as thorough as 

possible to describe how the data was gathered, recorded, and analyzed. However, dependability is only 

partly ensured because the field notes and recordings consist of names, positions, and other information 

that would jeopardize the anonymity promised to the participants, which is part of the research ethics 

this study aims to follow. Therefore, they are not included in the Appendix, which they should. Secondly, 

the interviews were analyzed through stepwise replication. Stepwise replication aims to analyze the 

empirical result separately and then compare the findings to achieve dependability. The interview was 

analyzed separately by the researchers, and after the analysis was finalized, when presenting the 

findings, the researchers found themselves categorizing the coding, similarly, showing similar findings 

(for the whole analyzing process, the reader is referred to 5.3.2.). Hence, by utilizing these strategies, 

dependability was achieved.  

Lastly, as briefly mentioned in 5.5.1, the study conducted by the researchers was evaluated by peer 

examination. This evaluation was delivered through opposition to the academic work on two separate 

occasions. The opposition was conducted to critically question and discuss the academic study, the 

primary purpose of the opposition is for the researchers to defend their work, helping the researchers 

be honest about their work and help identify negative cases. 

5.5.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability is defined through the degree to which the research results can be confirmed or 

corroborated by other researchers; there are different strategies in which confirmability can be achieved. 

Confirmability is achieved if the findings are not figments of the inquirer’s imagination but are derived 

from the data gathered. Anney (2014) mentions two different strategies to ensure confirmability. This 

research has strived to assessing the integrity of research findings to achieve confirmability.  

To ensure confirmability by assessing research findings’ integrity, one has to be skeptical about the 

information and findings provided. Other strategies include triangulation, good thought of interview 

technique and structure, and keeping participants anonymous in order for them to give trustworthy 

answers. By constantly critically analyzing information and findings, and through the use of 

triangulation, semi-structured interviews (see, 5.2.3), and lastly, by ensuring anonymity as part of the 

research ethics, confirmability could be ensured.  
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6 Results 

6.1 Case Company Background 

The company examined in this research endeavor is a Nordic management consultancy company. 

Internally, the company has undertaken several sustainability initiatives, the most prominent being 

gender equality at the workplace. They have, for their equality initiative, received a reputable award for 

their progress. The company also engages in the pathway towards climate neutrality and aims to be 

fossil-free in 2045 latest. Efforts to reach this goal have, too, yielded them a sustainability award. The 

company measures the employees’ CO2e from, e.g., commuting, office spaces, and electronics. To lower 

these emissions, the company has had efforts to minimize flight and maximize the longevity of 

computers and mobile telephones. The company has moreover implemented a policy for leasing cars to 

promote the usage of electric vehicles. The company has attained an ISO certification within 

environmental management, and a majority of the employees have attended an environmental 

education program. The internal policies to encourage sustainability have been well received by the 

employees of the company. When, for example, asked in the questionnaire to state, “what has been done 

correctly in work towards sustainability so far”, several employees showed appreciation to the initiatives 

taken. A table presenting such answers is shown below (Table 7).   

Table 7 Answers from the questionnaire on what has been done correctly so far. 

Respondent What has been done correctly in the work towards sustainability so far?  

R1 Moved to an office close to public transport to minimize travel 

R3 Minimizing travel. 

R8 
The company has secured possibilities to recycle, have minimized the need to travel and have 

enlightened and shown an equal workplace.  

R10 Equality, health work environment and an eco-friendly thinking. 

R12 
The company takes care of their employees and work towards overcoming the global environmental 

issues. 

R33 A proactive care policy, and investigations and reports of environmental footprint. 

R34 Equality, environmental thinking, donates money to various charities. 

R37 Zero emission goal, placing office close to railway station and the equality work. 

 

Externally, the incorporation of sustainability is not as 

evident. The company engages in charity work and has a 

code of conduct to ensure that the business proceeds 

ethically. The company does, however, seek to broaden 

the inclusion of sustainability in external assignments. 

Most employees promote this. In the sustainability 

report, one measurement concerns the employee’s 

willingness to, together with clients, contribute to 

sustainable societies, in which more than a third-ranked 

it as very important. The ambition to widen the inclusion 

of sustainability to encompass external affairs is why this 

company was chosen in the first place. However, the 

competencies necessary to engage in sustainability-

focused projects vary among the employees. In the 

questionnaire, a question states: “Do you consider your 

competencies regarding sustainability to be sufficient for 

Do you consider your 
competencies regarding 

sustainability to be sufficient for 
you to take on sustainability-

focused projects?

Yes Partly No I do not know

Figure 8 Competencies regarding 
sustainability 
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you to take on sustainability-focused projects?” The results in Figure 8 show that most of the employees 

who responded to the questionnaire partly possess the necessary skills or lack them completely to engage 

in sustainability-related projects. However, the employees seem to be promoting sustainability. In Table 

8, on the question “please state your personal view on sustainability” some respondents highlighted 

that sustainability is important.  

 
Table 8 Answers from the questionnaire on the personal view on sustainability. 

Respondent Please state your personal view on sustainability  

R10 
Sustainability is important and central for me as a person and employee. [...] Every individual and 

have a responsibility to contribute towards sustainability 

R11 Sustainability is important 

R12 A critical issue for mankind, organizations and the individual  

R14 
We only have one world, we have to secure it for future generations. It is my and everyone's 

responsibility to manage and not exploit the resources.  

R12 Very important, a personal responsibility 

R20 
Everyone has to contribute to a society that protects the environment and each other. The more 

resources you have the more of a responsibility you have 

R50 Sustainability is needed 

R52 It is very important  

 

 Moreover, not only do employees consider 

sustainability important. The employees seem to 

promote sustainability as they [the employees] gather 

information regarding sustainability from various 

sources, such as literature, academic texts, media, and 

former client experiences, even though the employees 

feel that they lack (or partly lack) the competencies to 

engage in sustainability-focused projects, sustainability 

knowledge is perceived as high among the respondents, 

as Figure 9 shows. One employee state:  

“I follow the media regarding sustainability and I do 

what I personally can to contribute. I personally 

experience that I am doing as good as I can in this 

regard. What I lack however is the competencies to 

translate these things into a work context.” (R1) 

A majority of the respondents recognizes the importance of sustainability and perceive their knowledge 

in the topic to be above average (see Figure 9). However, they lack the competencies to translate their 

knowledge into something concrete that can be used to help their customers. Many employees asked for 

educational programs and lectures to attend where these competencies can be developed from the 

questionnaire. One employee state: “We need to educate and create a form of basic knowledge for our 

business area […]. We need to educate our leadership in all levels.” (R45). 

Examining a company that is currently changing to include sustainability in external affairs constitutes 

a good source of empirics on the drivers and barriers to such a change. Since sustainability is considered 

complex (Loorbach, 2009) and the case company want to encompass a societal perspective, using the 
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Figure 9 Level of knowledge regarding 
sustainability 
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principles and strategies suggested by Loorbach (2009) and Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) could help 

the case company take a more prominent role in the overall transitions to sustainability, wanting to be 

a factor in accelerating the change. They have, however, not initiated this change process based on any 

specific framework.  

6.2 Factors Influencing the Integration of Corporate Sustainability 

6.2.1 Client Expectations and Demands 

Lozano (2015) has identified customer demands and expectations to be among the most important 

external drivers to CS. Moreover, these can be linked to competitive advantage and 

customer reputation (Engert et al., 2016), the latter of which is an additional driver included in Lozano’s 

(2015) CS driver model. When not complying with the customers’ expectations and/or demands, this 

can limit the possibility of attracting clients. When examining the case company, this was exemplified 

by one of the interviewees. In an event prior to the case company having attained an environmental 

certification, the case company found themselves in a negotiation where the competing firm had many 

of the same capabilities as the case company. According to the interviewee, the only difference was that 

the competing firm had an environmental certification, which the case company had not. This, in turn, 

drove the case company into acquiring one, i.e., drove them towards a more sustainable-oriented state.  

“During the negotiations, it was a fact that we and a competitor were the same in 
everything, except the competitor being environmentally certified. Then, we lost 

that proposition, and it was at that point that we decided to become 
environmentally certified.” (C7) 

 This can, however, be regarded as an ad hoc, 

internal measure for CS rather than the 

accomplishment of a broad inclusion of 

sustainability in the external assignments. To attain 

a competitive advantage through CS, Engert et al. 

(2016) argue that sustainability must move from 

being a “disconnected, ad hoc mix of philanthropic 

actions, such as randomly selected donations, 

advertisements, and weak sustainability reporting, 

to becoming a coherent and integrated part of 

business strategy” (Engert et al., 2016, p. 2839). One 

interviewee similarly states that it is necessary to 

“show how the firm contributes to sustainable 

development, not only by donating money to a 

charity or what you now intend to do but through 

your behavior and in deciding which businesses we 

develop so that it gets concrete and not just an alibi, 

so to speak” (C8). Still, the example nonetheless 

points to a possibility of increased sustainability 

expectations among clients. The data gathered from 

the interviews and the survey also indicates that 

sustainability is, in many cases, of interest for the 

case company’s clients. In the survey, one question 

read: “Do you consider sustainability to be on the 

client’s agenda, and does it influence you during 

projects?” whereas 36 out of the 51 respondents 

stated that it was on their agenda. Six employees, 

meanwhile, stated that they did not know, and the 

remaining nine employees did not consider it to be 

on the agenda. However, in the latter part of the 

Do you consider sustainability to 
be on your client's agenda, and 

does it influence you during 
projects?

Yes, it is on their agenda and it
influences me

Partly, it is on their agenda but does
not influence me

No, they do not have it on their agenda

I do not know

Figure 10 Sustainability on client’s agenda 
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question, whether it influenced them in projects, only 

a minority believed it did so (see Figure 10). Also, 

when asking about the degree to which sustainability 

was part of the employees’ delivery to clients, the 

answers were weighted towards it playing a minor 

part (see Figure 11).   

 The interviews provide a more nuanced picture of 

this. It appears as if the level of influence that 

sustainability has on projects depends on the level of 

management one interacts with. Several interviewees 

point this out. C11, for example, believes that “if you 

get into a higher level and work with upper-

management, close to the CEO, you have the 

possibility to talk about sustainability and business 

development for real”. CM similarly touches on these 

hierarchical effects, saying that “the further down the 

bottom and the more operational character our 

project has, the more practically oriented issues are on 

the agenda and there I, unfortunately, do not believe 

that we are pursuing this [sustainability] agenda”. 

Moreover, C9 highlights that this is especially difficult 

in MNEs because there, the interviewee has “no direct 

contact with management”. 

On the contrary, working strategically with clients at a management level appears to be increasingly 

influenced by sustainability. One interviewee working in close contact with upper management at 

companies, for example, stated that "when you have discussions with leadership teams on strategy, on 

what is the prioritized initiatives and their strategic and business development areas, [sustainability] is 

more and more often mentioned as a key area" (C3). The same interviewee compares CSR development 

in management with the development of digital strategies, stating that digital strategies were separate 

from business strategies historically but eventually became an integrated part of them. The interviewee 

believes that sustainability has embarked on a similar journey – moving from a separate topic to 

becoming integrated into companies' business strategies. 

 “It's kind of in the same way as a corporate strategy before it was split into a 
digital strategy that was on the IT part of the organization's table and the 

business strategy was more of the management agenda. Those two areas have 
more and more become one common discussion. I think, in the same way, CSR 

was historically very much a separate priority in most businesses. Well, now it's 
becoming more and more expected to be part of the business strategy”. (C3) 

Another interviewee similarly states that “I have noticed that, when I talk to boards and management 

groups, I get through easier if I talk about sustainability and about some form of responsibility in the 

business […]. It is about the same as it was about innovation ten years ago. That was what gave us access 

to the boardrooms. In today’s situation, it is actually sustainability that has taken over the role” (C8). 

However, it should be noted that it seems as if it is not always something that the case company’s clients 

have on their strategic agenda. As one interviewee points out:   

“We are moving more and more towards it [being on the agenda], but we cannot 
assume when we are working in this global environment that everybody 

understands the value of it at the moment […]. I will always try to make it on the 
agenda of top-management. However, like I said, it is not always”. (C2) 

According to C2, “there are still some industrial differences as well as geographical, national 

differences”. C3, too, highlights these industrial differences, stating that “it is easier to get traction on 
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this […] when it comes to some segments […]. When approaching, for instance, the energy sector, 

sustainability becomes a key lever for being a relevant vendor for those companies. Because in the energy 

sector, if you do not take on sustainability, you could easily get irrelevant”. C7 believes that most clients 

will demand a sustainability perspective eventually, only at different times depending on the level of 

maturity the clients have. When they do so, the interviewee argues, “we have to have the capability and 

imagination necessary to, based on the projects or demands they [the clients] have, add this perspective 

to their needs”. Adding to the aforementioned, some interviewees believe that they, as consultants, have 

the authority to incorporate a sustainability perspective in their assignments, regardless of it being an 

aspect in the original assignment or not. One interviewee points to this, stating that: 

“We can definitely help in accelerating how sustainability is taken into the 
business strategy for different companies, pointing out why it's important and 

what the values will be of actually putting it on the agenda.” (C3) 

Doing so, some interviewees believe, would be positively received by their clients, even when 

sustainability is not on the client’s agenda, to begin with. One interviewee, for example, stated that the 

clients appreciate it when the consultants are proactive, and another that a sustainability perspective 

would be endorsed if it is well supported and motivated. Providing clients with a sustainability 

perspective could hence elicit financial benefits for the case company. As one interviewee points out, the 

main driver for pursuing this is the economic gains it can induce.  

“It would absolutely be appreciated, I believe. If I could find a good angle on it. 
The clients usually value when we are proactive and bring new ideas.” (C1) 

“If I can come and say that “this will affect you positively in the sense that it gives 
you a sustainability perspective”, for example in a social context, then they will 

definitely listen to it. I do not experience any difficulties in getting my suggestions 
through, as long as they are well supported and motivated.” (C10) 

“The driving factor is simply that it is good for our affairs – both for our brand 
and in the sense that it increases our business if we include such aspects. If we 
deliver something to a client that is better than what they have expected, then 

they are pleased and will return.” (C10) 

Another interviewee furthermore exemplifies such positive feedback. There, that person is involved in a 

new startup department within the case company. In meeting with potential clients for their new 

business area, the interviewee states the following:  

“Last week, we got some very good feedback from some senior managers about 
our startup business focus. One point [they brought up] was that we showed that 
we are courageous and brave to take sustainability as heavily on our agenda of 

management consulting. And they said that nobody has done that as much as we 
have at the moment. So, there I see a possibility. There's a huge possibility. But we 

need to play with the relationship level as well as the time when and at what 
weight these things will be, let's say, presented […] I believe that we can steer the 
sustainability of the companies, but we need to be cautious when, how and with 

which means.” (C2) 

Despite the positive attitudes towards increased inclusion of sustainability in assignments, regardless of 

them being strategically or operationally oriented, it appears as if some interviewees nonetheless 

experience difficulties in understanding how it is to be incorporated. One interviewee points to this by 

stating that “I believe that it would be generally appreciated if we would bring a sustainability 

perspective with us, but I cannot in my head figure out how we are to integrate it in every assignment” 

(C4). This can be compared to a barrier identified by Lozano (2013) too, where the difficulty of “seeing 

the connection or relate it [sustainability] to everyday activities or jobs especially in functions that have 

no evident connection to CS” (Lozano, 2013, p. 287) was found to hinder the possible integration. This 

lack of understanding can not only be found among the consultants themselves but also the clients. This 

is emphasized by one of the interviewees working in close contact with clients’ upper-management 
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teams. There, the interviewee perceives that not only himself lacks the necessary tools to grasp the 

implications of sustainability but also that the clients do. 

“I have noticed that I stumble, but also that the client and its board of directors do 
when trying to relate to sustainability. One does not have the models, the 

approach, or the reasonings necessary and one lacks the terminology.” (C8) 

According to Hahn et al. (2010b), the possibility of incorporating sustainability may be further limited 

by having a mere focus on situations were CS results in financial, short-term benefits. This can restrain 

the full potential of CS since it excludes many of the necessary solutions for attaining sustainable 

development. This perception can be identified among some of the interviewees as well. One interviewee 

argues that being measured by revenue gains hinders the possibility of fully bringing the sustainability 

perspective to assignments. Another interviewee similarly states that if sustainability inclusion concurs 

additional costs, it will make it very difficult to propose such solutions to clients.  

“These people are measured by the quartile revenue gains so in order for the 
sustainability issue to come through to every company's agenda [...] we need to 
change the way the boards of these companies are measuring success. It cannot 

be only financial success. Unfortunately, today it is very much about the 
efficiency and efficiency gains rather than something more. I always want to look 

at the glass as half, but these are the realities of life, you know.” (C2)  

“I do not experience any internal barrier. I would say that it is the clients, that if 
they do not ask for it – then it is very difficult to bring that perspective, because it 

is often associated with additional costs. Or at least that the financial benefits 
appear long-term and then it is a difficult argumentation. But with little steps 

forward I think that it can be a development. Taking giant leaps, however, that is 
difficult since it then becomes much more expensive and right now we do not have 

the budget for it, or see the profits of it.” (C6) 

Lozano also includes this aspect in his research on the drivers (Lozano, 2015) and barriers (Lozano, 

2013) of CS. According to Lozano (2013), having no business case can be a barrier to CS. Also, in his 

driver model (2015), the business case, when existent, was one of the most prominent drivers to CS. 

When asked about the business case for an increased focus on sustainability within the case company, 

however, one interviewee responded that if there is a business case, then it is a complex one. Still, that 

respondent nonetheless believes that it is necessary to pursue sustainability to stay relevant in the long 

term continually. As long as the original demands of clients are met, the interviewee believes that it is 

possible to provide the client with a sustainability perspective. 

“I do not believe that there is a clear business case, and if there is… then it is a 
very complex business case. It is not like ‘oh, spend this much on sustainability 
commercials and gain this many assignment in return’. I do not think that it is 

that easy. To stay relevant and earn our spot in the market, though, then I believe 
that you have to do it.”  (C4) 

“The clients know what they want in their deliveries. They have thought out a 
certain result beforehand through placing that order in the first place. It is not 

possible to overlook that. But absolutely, we have a possibility of influencing the 
clients with new perspectives. Like, ‘have you thought that it may not be 

especially cool if you fire up that coal power plant in the winter? Maybe we can 
find a new, alternative heat source here. You could maybe start by burning pellets 
instead?’ We are rarely engaged in discussions concerning fuel choices but still.” 

(C4) 

Without a clear business case for sustainability, it becomes difficult for the employees to incorporate CS 

in client projects. C3 states: “I think if it is difficult for them [clients] to see the financial rationale of 

actually setting off resources and to discuss these topics, then it easily becomes a not prioritized task” 

(C3).  
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6.2.2 Leadership 

Lozano (2015) found proactive leadership to be one of the most prominent drivers of CS. As stated by 

Millar et al. (2012, p. 491), “Implementation and organizational change are the key issues the 

sustainability agenda is demanding action on. This requires a change of thinking, a change of attitude 

that usually needs to start with leadership”. 

In the case company analyzed here, several respondents, both in the survey and interviews, expressed a 

positive attitude towards their leaders. One interviewee, for example, stated that “I believe that our CEO 

and our board of directors understands and recognizes the potential of [an increased focus on 

sustainability]. They seem to understand that it can be good business” (C11). Another interviewee 

similarly stated that “I consider the gang at the top of the company to have done a hell of a lot of good 

initiatives, only the fact that they have decided that this [sustainability] is important and included it in 

the vision [is an example of this]” (CM). These quotes refer to upper management, but as pointed out by 

Thakhathi et al. (2019) and Walls et al. (2020), sustainability leaders do not necessarily stem from 

company management solely. They can also be in the form of change agents. Kiesnere and Baumgartner 

(2019b, p. 1610) define change agents as individuals who “initiate, promote, or implement change 

towards sustainable development”. Albeit not using this very terminology, one interviewee emphasizes 

the importance of those that, regardless of their position within the case company, “are passionate for 

[sustainability] and search for information which they then mediate to those in their vicinity”. This is 

exemplified by another interviewee, one that has been referred to as having an “internal driving force” 

(C7). In that event, the interviewee (together with two colleagues) explored a potential business area 

related to sustainability and did so based on their interests. The beginning of this process is explained 

by the interviewee as follows: 

“Following the emergence of COVID-19, it was a bit uncertain with the amount of 
assignments at our disposal – we had some time left over. Then we put together a 
presentation, and this was actually based on our own interest […]. This may not 
have awakened the entire business area we investigated but we did at least start 

discussing sustainability then.” (C11) 

One aspect that enabled its initiation was, as the quote suggests, the time availability that emerged due 

to the pandemic (COVID-19). This made it possible for the employees to examine the area unbounded 

by their customary workloads. This is not always the case, however. As one interviewee points out, “Time 

availability in the daily week is probably the biggest barrier [...] project execution always comes first. So, 

it is just difficult to set off time to have these topics put on the strategic agenda” (C3). This aspect is 

emphasized by Kiesnere and Baumgartner (2019a) too regarding change agents. If limited support is 

given, e.g., in the form of limited financial resources and time constraints, it could, according to Kiesnere 

and Baumgartner (2019a), limit the level of implementation of CS that is possible. 

Additionally, a certain level of personal engagement may also be necessary for successfully integrating 

sustainability into the core business (Lozano, 2015). In the case company, the responsibility of seeking 

information is up to the individual consultant. When discussing the process of generating knowledge, 

one respondent states that “It is up to me of course, as a consultant you have to search for information 

yourself and attend the courses that you think you should. It is not like it is a part of your regular 

assignments” (C9). Not being engaged in the topic may thus limit the amount of research pursued in this 

regard. C11, for example, exhibited a high level of engagement concerning this, both in the substance of 

what he communicated but also in the way he did it. In addition to their endeavor being enabled due to 

the emerging time availability (a result of the pandemic), it was also motivated by an urge to prepare 

themselves for changing market demands. Hence, suggesting a certain level of engagement in the topic. 

“We have to equip ourselves. We have to be prepared for taking on assignments 
that we currently lack the competence for. Then it comes down to reading and 

reading and trying to find good educational programs to join.”  (C11) 
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It has, however, been observed that not all employees show this level of personal engagement in the 

topic. This can be exemplified by one of the respondents in the survey stating that sustainability is “a 

necessary evil... We have to do it, and we have to deal with the consequences of doing it, even if it will be 

painful” (R57). The CEO problematized this further, stating that “you have enthusiasts in the 

departments that drive [sustainability] almost as charity work on the side of their assignments, 

meanwhile trying to incorporate it in their work”. The enthusiasts are out there, the CEO argues, but 

“without interlinkages”, making the company unable to “utilize their full effect”. According to the CEO, 

this lack of integration results in employees having to “invent the wheel to some degree, something that 

is a barrier going forward”.  

6.2.3 Organizational Culture 

In the literature review, it was found that organizational culture is an essential element for the success 

of CS. When collecting data from experts and company leaders, Lozano (2015) found it among the top 

mentioned internal drivers. Engert et al. (2016), too highlights the importance of organizational culture 

when implementing CS. In their research, Engert et al. (2016) examine a case with a clearly defined 

vision that incorporates sustainability as a central element. From their observations, they found that the 

vision and/or mission statement was referred to by all interviewees to point to the integration of 

sustainability in the organizational culture.  

In regards to the case company’s vision, it too incorporates sustainability as a central element. Positive 

attitudes towards it doing so can be found both in the survey and in the interviews. In the survey, one 

question read: “What do you consider that [the company] has done correctly in the work towards 

sustainability so far?”, whereas several respondents brought up the vision as something that has driven 

the work towards sustainability.  One respondent, for example, stated that “We have a vision that we live 

after in our assignments. Everything we do concern sustainability for real – to be able to do more with 

less or the same amount of resources”. It appears, though, as this mainly concerns the internal 

sustainability initiatives. The respondent quoted above goes on to state that “we have to do more 

externally”. On the same survey question, another respondent, too, points out that “the vision for the 

company” has been done correctly but exemplifies this with the “diversity and gender initiatives” 

conducted internally. Another respondent similarly states that “our vision is fantastic, but if I am to be 

completely honest, I would like to see more action”. 

The discrepancies between the vision and the external activities are further pointed out in the interviews. 

When asked about the coherency between the vision and daily activities, it is mainly brought up as a 

lever in negotiations with clients. On a more operational, day-to-day level, however, several employees 

appear to have difficulties relating the vision to their activities. One interviewee, for example, stated the 

following when asked to relate an example where the vision was to an assignment:  

“I would say that it is evident in our offerings, or when we chose between 
different clients to work with – then it appears […] But it varies in regards to my 

specific and concrete deliveries.” (C6) 

Another interviewee also stated that: “I believe that I have some difficulties in mapping the vision to the 

work we do at clients” (C5). This is similarly touched upon by several respondents in the survey. When 

asked: “What are the most important short-term goals that [the case company] should prioritize 

regarding sustainability”, answers included to: (i) “overview whether we have assignments that are in 

tune with our vision”, (ii) “define concrete keys that can carry up our vision”, (iii) “identify if, and if so 

which, assignments that contribute to the vision and in what way”, and (iv) “connect the vision and 

values to actions”. One interviewee similarly states that he, although having management 

responsibilities within the company, also has difficulties in identifying the connection between the daily 

assignments and the sustainability elements existing in the company’s vision.  

“I have actually struggled with it myself, I am not so sure that we are able to 
deliver on it. I think that we sometimes incorporate parts of it, which is not so 
bad, it is a good start. I think that we quite often touch on the topic with our 
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clients. We work with a society in development and we want to work digitally. 
We help our clients become digital [...]. But it is the aspects with ‘more humane’ 
and ‘sustainability’ that I do not think that we always are able to solve.” (CM) 

Although some employees express a desire to increase the integration of the company’s vision in their 

current assignments, the general attitude towards the company’s organizational culture is nonetheless 

positive. As one interviewee points out, within the company is “a quick-footed troop of people that act 

very much on signals”. According to that interviewee, no one would oppose a change towards being more 

sustainability oriented. Still, it can be problematic or even constitute a barrier if the company’s vision of 

sustainability is perceived to be intangible by the employees (Gabler et al., 2017), as appears to be the 

case according to several of the survey respondents and interviewees. According to Gabler et al. (2017), 

the organizational vision should be “consistent and tangible before that vision is communicated with 

outside stakeholders.  

6.2.4 Communication and Collaboration 

According to Gabler et al. (2017), communicating the message of sustainability is an essential element 

for the success of CS. Engert et al. (2016) also points to this and differentiates between internal and 

external communication when doing so. According to Engert et al. (2016, p. 2841), “internal 

communication is particularly important with respect to the process of integration. For employees to 

understand and trust in a sustainability mission statement and to comprehend the related strategies, 

objectives and measures must be communicated clearly and transparently”. Similar to this, Lozano 

(2015) incorporates employees’ shared values as an internal driver to CS in his driver model. 

The importance of communication is emphasized in the case company as well, although related to a lack 

thereof. Szalavetz (2018) argues that the lack of information, i.e., communication, is an effective barrier 

to improving corporate environmental performance. As Engert et al. (2016) pointed out, internal 

communication should unify the employees in regards to the organizational vision. They should 

understand the sustainability mission statement and comprehend its implications. Several respondents 

in the case company, however, expressed a desire to improve this kind of communication. In the survey, 

one question read: “What do you consider that the case company should do differently and 

why?” whereas answers included, among other things, that the case company should “define the work 

related to sustainability more specifically, and what it implies for the work, both internally and 

externally” (R8). A table consisting of all the answers related to communication (from the question) is 

compiled in Table 9 below. 

Table 9 What do you consider that the case company should do differently and why? 

Respondents What do you consider that the case compan y should do differently  and why?  

R2 Talk more about sustainability 

R6 
My perception is that you don’t know that much about HOW [the case company] works with 

sustainability, only that we DO. 

R8 
Define the work related to sustainability more specifically, and what it implies for the work both 

internally and externally… 

R10 

I do not know exactly what we do and can therefore not say what we should do differently. Maybe 

communicate the why, what and how we work with the question so that everybody is aware of it. 

Then we could all pull in the same direction, together. 

R21 More concretely specify what each and every one should do in order to contribute 

R25 
I consider that [the case company] can be more distinct with the sustainability goals, I think that they 

can be a bit abstract sometimes. 
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R26 
I am not aware of what has been done so it is difficult to answer. I participated in a sustainability 

survey but do not know what has been done otherwise. 

R31 
Be more concrete what the individual employee can do. What goals are there this year and the next, 

and how are these sought to be realized. 

R34 
That I do not know, since I do not feel that all that has been done, has been communicated. Hence, I 

do not know what should be done differently, if anything. 

R40 Probably communicate what is being done in regards to sustainability. 

 

External communication is also an important aspect of the integration of CS. Gabler et al. (2017) argue 

that the organizational vision should be communicated externally. Before doing so, however, Gabler et 

al. (2017) state that the vision should be consistent and tangible. As suggested by the respondents quoted 

above, this is not always the perception among the employees. Another question in the survey read: 

“What are the most important short-term goals that [the case company] should prioritize regarding 

sustainability?” There, one respondent touched on the need for more consistent and tangible efforts in 

sustainability. R32 states that “I think that we contribute to increased sustainability indirectly, but I 

perceive that it is neither explicitly stated nor expected of us to prove that it does so. This makes it 

abstract instead of concrete and tangible”. The complete list of answers to that question which relates 

to communication is presented in Table 10 below. 

Table 10 What are the most important short-term goals that the case company should prioritize regarding 
sustainability? 

Respondent 
What are the  most important short -term goals that the case company  should 

prioritize regarding sustainability?  

R2 Education and communication concerning the ongoing work related to sustainability. 

R6 Present the results of our work and convey how client projects have contributed to sustainability. 

R19 Cannot answer the question since I know too little about what initiatives that have been conducted. 

R23 

Identify if, and if so which, assignments that contribute to the vision and in what way. Show 

considerably more concrete examples that can ignite the imagination. Communicate these both 

internally and externally. 

R31 Concretize the goal of the company – why and how is it thought to be achieved. 

R32 

I think that we contribute to an increased sustainability indirectly, but perceive it as not being 

explicitly stated or that there is any expectation on us to prove that it does so. This makes it abstract 

instead of concrete and tangible. 

 

From the answers presented above, it becomes evident that many employees would like to see 

improvements in communication. In an interview, one employee moreover stated that: “We [the case 

company] have to continuously question, cogitate and test new ideas on how to further develop in 

sustainability. The dialogue is the crucial part, not the delivery of that process. We have not been able to 

tie together that dialogue with the client project we do today”. (C8) Suggesting that the dialogue 

revolving around sustainability is essential for further development in sustainability.   



  

45 

 

 

Even though external communication can be seen as a driver (Gabler et al., 2017), a word of caution can 

also be identified in this regard. Kim and Lyon (2015) argue that as of late, there has been an increase in 

the exaggerations of environmental accomplishments, called greenwash. Participants also fear 

greenwashing; one employee states: “I believe, especially in social media, that we should be careful with 

showing our sustainability work. [...]. I believe that it is better if it is only accessible on the website.” 

(UM).  

At the case company, they have a habit of working with reference cases. The inclusion of sustainability 

in these, however, does not seem to be especially evident. According to UM, those that do include 

sustainability are not explicitly stated, and several interviewees suggest a desire for the interlinkage to 

be clarified. As one interviewee points out: “we work with reference cases and such […] it would have 

been fun if these depicted others that have successfully integrated sustainability into an assignment 

where the integration was not obvious – some success stories.” (C5). Another interviewee furthermore 

relates this to communication in stating that: “it is important in the communication to have concrete 

examples of how we create value for real – what is it that we do now that creates value?” (C11). Another 

interviewee argues that many cases that do encompass a sustainable contribution remain unnoticed: 

“There are probably more cases than we have found but for which nobody has understood that it is a 

case on the topic” (C7). The same interviewee argues that even though the vision is good, it is not always 

evident how to connect it [the vision] in daily work, making the vision intangible, which would, as 

mentioned previously, work as a barrier towards CS (Gabler et al., 2017). To the question: What do you 

consider that [the case company] should do differently and why? The interviewee answers. 

“Show considerably more concrete examples that can ignite the imagination. 
According to measurements, many employees think that the vision is good, but 

cannot relate it to their daily work. Sustainability is lacking as a topic to search for 
when seeking reference cases at our webpage and there are basically no cases that 

demonstrate their benefit for sustainability. Our clients can currently not see a track 
of us working with sustainability when doing assignments for them. The things we 

convey concerning sustainability have an internal perspective.” (C7) 

Another employee has a similar request, suggesting some standardization of questions and strategic 

topics to bring sustainability to the table. These are standardized, with the primary purpose to make it 

easy for the consultants to open a dialogue with their clients revolving around sustainability. Moreover, 

the employees argue that having these standardized questions could help create a business case for 

future proclamations relevant for the trends in the market and for the various industries in which they 

operate, the employees' state:  

“Make sure that we have a set of standard questions or strategic topics that we 

can bring to the table as relevant trends in the market, relevant trends for industries 

and in business, in general, to make sure that we focus on a larger scale of 

companies and don't end up only focusing on the financial guys, but also see the 

relevance of putting efforts into formulating or articulating sustainability levers in 

their strategies.” (C3) 

However, due to the complex nature of sustainability, the various industries in which the consultant 

operates standardization of questions and strategic topics could be problematic. To overcome the 

complex nature of another employee, suggest collaboration between different actors to contribute to the 

ongoing development:  

“It is very complex. Many actors need to participate and contribute to the 

development […] If they do so, then it can have an effect. Then I think that one can 

bring this into the business. Talking to one actor at a time is difficult.” (C11) 

Increase efforts in collaboration are not only asked for by the employees. Researchers argue that when 

sustainability issues emerge, they can rarely be solved in isolation. Solving these issues requires joint 
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efforts through collaboration. (Soderstrom and Heinze, 2021; Wannags and Gold, 2020; Szalavetz, 

2018).  

Furthermore, the internal communication also seems insufficient as the case company has made small 

or no incitements for enthusiasts in sustainability to be interlinked. CM states:  

“These enthusiasts drive almost voluntary work besides their client engagements and try 

to connect that to their work. I believe they are all out there but they are lacking means 

to connect with each other, so the effects of their work are lost. I believe that to be one 

barrier.” (CM) 

Another employee makes a similar statement, implying that the lack of collaboration in the case 

company is a barrier, stating that “the organization is filled with people that have a lot of knowledge and 

really want to engage in this [sustainability]. I believe that the company does itself a disservice if they 

are not including the employees.” (C5).  

The case company studied is a networking organization. A networking organization means that the 

company is divided into different departments that function as separate companies. This cluster of 

companies is then associated with the head company in internal affairs, e.g., business strategies. On the 

interviewing question: “What is, according to you, the largest barrier for the case company to integrate 

sustainability”, the interviewee answered that the organizational structure, being a networking 

organization, is a barrier. 

“Our organizational structure is a barrier.  It is [sustainability] a general question in 
which everyone has to contribute or can someone take ownership, from a client 
perspective. Internally there are prominent people who have ownership from 

management and HR, but I believe that this question becomes fractured and small, 
which is a barrier for us.” (UM) 

The existing barriers in the internal communication in the networking organization become clear when 

interviewing the employees at the case company. On a question stating: Do you believe that the different 

departments know their role within the company vision?  UM replied: “Not all, but I would say that 

most of us do. We work hard with the vision as a foundation of what we do” (UM). While on similar 

questions, many of the employees interviewed could not connect their work to the vision regarding 

sustainability. One employee state: “We have our vision which includes creating a sustainable society 

through digitalization; I believe that the sustainability part has been lost” (C11). Even though the 

organizational structure can be a barrier for internal communication, it is not only perceived negatively. 

“I believe networking organizations are good, but that could be because I have a large network” (C9). 

Networking organizations also tend to “benefit those that are actively seeking to improve their network” 

(C5). Moreover, C9 argues that the case company does provide support for new employees with a smaller 

network, stating:  

“I do believe we are strong in taking in new, young talents and successfully integrate 

them in everything we do thus expanding their network. We are good at exchanging 

information with each other. Since we are a lot of small departments we do have meetings 

with other departments where everyone speaks their mind.” (C9) 

However, not everyone agrees. One interviewee state that there are flaws in internal communication, 

especially when trying to find information, as many of the existing reference cases and information are 

in Swedish. The interviewee states:  

“It's like driving blind. You try to get somebody who knows something about a 

subject and then you start investigating like Sherlock Holmes, trying to find 

something/someone somewhere and when you do, you find it to be in Swedish or in Danish 
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and your customer wants it in English. And then you are totally... oh, f**k, I wasted like five 

hours on this thing and the end result was a disaster.” (C2) 

The interviewee later suggested means to overcome these flaws, calling for “easily accessible and easily 

findable cases somewhere that we could share. And one thing, everything in English. [...]. This company 

states to be international but, unfortunately, Swedes do not speak English” (C2). Engert et al. (2016) 

refer to Siebenhüner and Arnold (2007), pointing out that it is equally important to communicate 

through internal communication channels, such as channels, platforms, email, and seminars. UM 

touches upon similar solutions, suggesting platforms to share information and collect the various 

existing channels on various communication platforms, the entire statement reads:  

“I believe there is a culture question in how to work in a structured way and how you 
spread and share information. [...] It’s about creating platforms where we can share 

information. I believe there are a lot of different channels on Teams etc. that 
sustainability is prominent, but we need to collect and structure those channels 

together. It could be checklists connected to offers and in our customer dialogue. 
Take a sustainability perspective when you write the reference cases.” (UM) 

As mentioned in the various quotes above, the solution called for by the employees to overcome the 

barriers in the organizational structure and communication are cross over communication platforms, 

joint discussion groups, and reference cases with standardized indicators and questions the employees 

could ask and act upon when engaged with clients.  
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7 Discussion 

The purpose of this research has been to explore the drivers and barriers of CS when the level of 

sustainability inclusion advances from a corporate level to a societal level. A shift that is called for by 

researchers, pointing to the urgency, persistency, and scope related to broader societal sustainability 

challenges (e.g. Hahn et al., 2010a). Currently, many sustainability programs are initiated merely to 

sustain business as usual rather than taking actual responsibility for the impacts of corporate activities 

(Küpers, 2011). Opposing this trend, Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) argue that businesses should move 

beyond traditional CSR and environmental reporting and begin recognizing their role in the face of these 

broader societal sustainability challenges. In doing so, businesses should seek to shape and transform 

the value chains and markets they operate in and do so based on the principles of sustainable 

development (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). 

The empirical data paints the picture of a firm that is only now beginning to reflect on its role within 

these broader systems. Being in an early phase of such a shift, there appear to be vast challenges to 

overcome. Taking a societal perspective on sustainability is complex (Loorbach, 2007), which impedes 

much of the reflections concerning the perceived drivers and barriers of embracing this perspective. 

Neither the case company nor their clients appear to comprehend what measures such an effort implies 

in practice. Still, drivers and barriers can nonetheless be identified. Discussing their diverging 

characteristics from a traditional approach to CS will be the topic of the following sections. Moreover, 

as TM builds on complex systems theory, and since it offers a way to conceptualize the complexities 

inherent in societal systems, a BTM framework will be discussed in relation to the identified drivers and 

barriers. Doing so attempts to convey whether the driving factors align with the elements included in 

the framework and whether any barriers could be mitigated by enforcing the framework. 

7.1 Drivers, Barriers, and Their Relationship to Transition Management 

7.1.1 The Business Case of Corporate Sustainability 

To find situations in which the three dimensions of sustainability mutually reinforce each other has been 

a topic of extensive focus in literature (Hahn et al., 2010a; Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). Often 

referred to as ‘win-win cases’ or the ‘business cases’ of CS, these emerge when synergies are attained 

between economic, environmental, and social performance (e.g. Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015). 

According to this paradigm, environmental and social issues are only considered when they (at least 

partly) contribute to enhanced economic performance (Hahn et al., 2010a). Following this paradigm, 

Lozano found the business case to be among the more prominent drivers (Lozano, 2015) of CS and that 

the lack thereof could constitute a barrier (Lozano, 2013). Schaltegger et al. (2012a), too, examines the 

use of business model innovation to create business cases of sustainability. This approach to CS has been 

observed in the examined case as well, both within the firm itself and among its clients. The way this can 

be a driver to increasing the inclusion of sustainability is exemplified when the case company, in a 

situation before this research endeavor, decided to acquire an environmental certification to increase its 

competitive advantage. There, the possibility of it being a ‘win-win’ case is quite clearly evident. 

Now, on the other hand, the company seeks to take a wider, external perspective on sustainability, not 

limiting its efforts to internal activities. In other words, the case company seeks to help clients 

with their transition towards sustainability. When doing so, it appears as if the business case is a bit 

more indecisive. As one interviewee pointed out, “I do not believe that there is a clear [business case], 

and if there is… then it is a very complex business case” (C4). 

This complexity appears to partly stem from the fact that a consultant’s external activities vary widely, 

with assignments within various sectors. Helping clients with their transition towards sustainability 

would thus require varying measures depending on the client in question. Identifying a standardized 

approach to its incorporation is therefore perceived to be complicated. As pointed out by the same 

interviewee as quoted above, “I believe that it would be generally appreciated if we would bring a 

sustainability perspective with us, but I cannot in my head figure out how we are to integrate it in every 
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assignment” (C4). However, if an angle could be found, it appears as if synergies between economic, 

social, and environmental performance can be achieved. Since clients are perceived to encourage 

sustainability considerations, integration could yield additional business opportunities and result in 

future revenue streams. This suggests that there is a potential business case, albeit a complex one. 

According to Hahn et al. (2010a), however, trade-offs between the dimensions of sustainability are 

inevitable if sustainable development is to be achieved on a societal level. Restricting corporate activities 

to the ‘business cases’ may limit the range of assessed solutions, resulting in necessary measures being 

overlooked. So, although the business case can be a driver to integrating sustainability, it can also be a 

barrier if certain solutions are discarded due to their lack of short-term financial benefits. Especially so 

if this limits the number of possible solutions to such a degree that no sustainable solutions are 

integrated into the business at all and that businesses remain in their status quo. Szalavetz (2018) points 

to this issue when stating that the negligence of trade-offs can result in inertia and opposition to change. 

This is problematic if companies, as some researchers argue, are linked to an increasing amount of 

adverse societal and environmental impacts (Lozano, 2015). Küpers (2010), for example, problematizes 

this when arguing that many sustainability programs are initiated merely as a way to sustain business 

as usual rather than taking actual responsibility for the impacts of corporate activities. Loorbach and 

Wijsman (2013) similarly argue that businesses mainly have continued along already established 

pathways, dealing with the negative impacts as they arise rather than proactively avoiding them through 

radical transformations. According to them, “the majority of the efforts within and between businesses 

over the past decades have primarily sought to improve existing systems of production and consumption 

in terms of increased energy and resource efficiency, but not radically transforming it” (p. 21). In light 

of this, Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) advocate for the societal perspective on transformative business 

strategies and argue that a TM approach can facilitate the development of such strategies.  

However, it should be noted that a company to favor short-term financial benefits is common (Van der 

Byl and Slawinski, 2015). If the economic costs would far surpass the environmental and social gains, it 

is reasonable for companies to dismiss such solutions regardless of their necessity in the light of 

sustainable development. This can be exemplified in an extreme scenario, where systems are sustained 

despite being entirely misaligned with sustainability goals. As argued by Hahn et al. (2010a), 

“sustainable development at the societal level may be best served if certain companies or sectors cease 

to exist” (Hahn et al., 2010a, p. 219), which clearly would be met by resistance among the companies or 

sectors in question. This focus on short-term financial benefits is also suggested in the barriers to CS 

identified by Lozano (2013). According to him, it can be a barrier when not recognizing sustainability 

related to the financial bottom line. Lozano (2013) moreover identifies “middle management short-term 

constraint” as a barrier to CS.   

Balancing the dimension of sustainability appears to be further complicated when taking a more broad, 

external perspective on CS – i.e., also help clients with their transition towards sustainability – since the 

firm, when doing so, not only is influenced by the internal approach to the ‘business case’ but also by the 

clients’. Regardless of whether the case company embraces tensions or not, it can nonetheless be a 

barrier if clients are unwilling to allocate finances to attain long-term social and environmental benefits. 

This would limit the consultant’s possibility to, via their clients, contribute to more sustainable societies. 

This issue is problematized by two of the interviewees in stating that “These people are measured by the 

quartile revenue gains so in order for the sustainability issue to come through to every company’s agenda 

[...] we need to change the way the boards of these companies are measuring success” (C2), and “it is 

very difficult to bring that perspective, because it is often associated with additional costs. Or at least 

that the financial benefits appear long-term and then it is a difficult argumentation” (C6). Loorbach and 

Wijsman (2013) do, however, argue that there are signs of a more fundamental change within businesses 

towards seeing profitability as closely linked with social and ecological value. This was partly suggested 

in the case company as well. As pointed out by one of the interviewees, though, “we cannot assume when 

we are working in this global environment that everybody understands the value of [sustainability] at 

the moment […] there are still some industrial differences as well as geographical, national differences” 

(C2). This is part of what distinguishes a systemic approach to CS from treating companies as closed 
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systems. The interdependencies, interactions, and interconnectedness that the organization is affected 

by appears to become increasingly influential when trying to take a broader approach to CS. Rotmans 

and Loorbach (2009) pointed out that complex systems (such as those facing persistent problems in the 

light of sustainability) involve multiple domains. They are growing within different organizational levels, 

and they are dynamic. Different stakeholders influence each other through various interactions, and 

these are important to understand if transitional change is to be accomplished (Rotmans and Loorbach, 

2009).  

Influencing clients appears to be a possibility within the case company, at least on a strategic level. 

According to one interviewee, the consultants can “definitely help in accelerating how sustainability is 

taken into the business strategy for different companies, pointing out why it is important and what the 

values will be of actually putting it on the agenda”. (C3) Following the line of argument proposed by 

Hahn et al. (2010), it would be beneficial if clients, as well as the case company themselves, would 

embrace tensions rather than only measure success through quartile revenue gains as appears to be the 

case occasionally. If neither the client nor the consultant firm would view sustainability through the lens 

of short-term profit maximization, this could allow for a broader range of ways to integrate the 

sustainability perspective. However, to convince clients into doing so would require motivative and well-

supported arguments, possibly by highlighting the long-term economic benefits of pursuing a wider 

inclusion of sustainability in the current way of doing business. It seems, though, as the consultants 

currently stumble regarding the topic and lack the necessary reasonings and approaches to motivate this 

pursuit concretely. 

One possible approach could be to view CS from a TM perspective. With this approach, the motivations 

of engaging in societal transitions stem from the economic benefits it can induce in the long term. Rather 

than focusing on the short-term financial gains, Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) are concerned with 

seeing the organization’s position within the markets over long periods. Seeing transitions as major, 

non-linear changes in societal cultures, Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) argue that these bring about 

increasing pressures and competition of alternatives to the current structures. Part of their framework 

is the envisioning of future pathways that this change brings about. Analyzing these societal systems also 

allows the business to influence, adapt, and position themselves in the new configuration. According to 

them, “the frontrunner businesses that orient themselves towards sustainable market transitions 

develop a competitive advantage by co-creating these sustainable markets and in the short term develop 

renewed ambition and enthusiasm” (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013, p. 20). Taking this approach could 

thus enable consultants to recognize the financial incentives for pursuing sustainability, both for 

themselves but also for their clients. 

7.1.2 Frontrunners 

Leaders can be identified as a driver to CS, with researchers such as Lozano (2015) and Millar et al. 

(2012) pointing to their importance when integrating sustainability into the business. Leaders are not 

only found at the level of upper management, where strategic visions, goal formulations, and business 

strategies can be used to guide the business towards wider inclusion of sustainability, but can also be 

found at lower hierarchical levels, e.g., in the form of change agents (Kiesnere and Baumgartner 2019b). 

Kiesnere and Baumgartner (2019a) define change agents as “individuals who “initiate, promote, or 

implement change towards sustainable development”. A role that does not necessarily refer to upper 

management. Management consultants have frequently been referred to as change agents in literature 

too (Cerruti et al., 2019) and can be defined as “[…] an independent professional advisory service 

assisting managers and organizations to achieve organizational purposes and objectives by solving 

management and business problems, identifying, and seizing new opportunities, enhancing learning, 

and implementing changes” (Kubr, 2002, p. 10). In the examined case company, one could identify 

consultants acting in line with these descriptions. Referred to as ‘enthusiasts’ in the interviews, these 

were exemplified by consultants who researched potential interlinkages between their current 

assignments and sustainability. This process was based on their interest in the investigated topic and 

involved examining the trends within the systems they operated in, searching for potential areas where 
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new business opportunities could be captured. Doing so appeared to be successful. When bringing this 

new sustainability perspective to clients, it seemed as if it was positively received. The beginning of this 

process was recounted by one interviewee as follows: “Following the emergence of COVID-19, it was a 

bit uncertain with the number of assignments at our disposal – we had some time left over. Then we put 

together a presentation, and this was actually based on our interest […]. This may not have awakened 

the entire business area we investigated, but we did at least start discussing sustainability then” (C11).  

“Frontrunners are agents with the capacity to generate emergent structures and 
operate within these deviant structures. They can only do that without being 

(directly) dependent on the structure, culture, and practices of the regime. In the 
context of TM, we mean frontrunners agents with peculiar competencies and 

qualities: creative minds, strategists, and visionaries”  

(Rotmans and Loorbach 2009, p. 189) 

In TM, a key aspect is the focus on frontrunners (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009). According to Loorbach 

(2007, p. 117), these actors should be involved in the transition “on a personal basis and because of their 

own motivation regarding the issue”. This depiction of frontrunners can be compared to that of 

‘enthusiasts’ presented above. In doing so, one can identify several aligning aspects. Firstly, the notion 

of pursuing an issue on a personal basis appears in both instances. Secondly, similarly, as for the 

frontrunners described by Rotmans and Loorbach (2009), with a necessity of them being independent 

of the regime they operate within, a key dimension of MC has also been pointed out to be the role of 

consultants as independent in financial, decision-making, and emotive terms (Ciampi, 2008). Thirdly, 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013, p. 26) proclaim that frontrunners should be brought together to “discuss 

and frame the societal challenge they want to contribute to”. This should be based on the characteristics 

of systems, the business itself, and the impacts (both on the firm and society at large) that the business 

has related to the problem. Within the identified sectors and systems, Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) 

argues that the frontrunners should ask themselves: “What (macro) trends can be recognized that might 

influence the system, what kind of (persistent) problems occur or are perceived, and how many 

innovations and niches are in development?” (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013, p. 26). In doing so, 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013, p. 26) argue that “sustainability principles together with a vision should 

then become core business, interlinked with the role of the business within the system”. In the example 

from the case company, they asked themselves: “How can we help the public sector, and especially 

municipalities, to take a step towards becoming smarter?” (C11). A question that, according to the 

interviewee, has encompassed the principles of sustainability to an increasing degree (C11). With a vision 

of creating smarter and more sustainable cities, this process involved analyzing the evident trends within 

the system (i.e., municipalities) and the problems faced within. According to the interviewee, the result 

of this has been an emerging new business area that has been received overwhelmingly positively by the 

clients involved. 

Despite this possibility of driving sustainability inclusion from the bottom-up through frontrunners, it 

is nonetheless vital to gain management support for the integration to be effective. Loorbach and 

Wijsman (2013) argue that the envisioning carried out by the frontrunners should “take place in the 

relative shade outside of the day-to-day short-term concerns” (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013, p. 26). For 

this to be possible, the frontrunners need to be equipped with the necessary resources to be empowered 

(Loorbach et al., 2015). Kiesnere and Baumgarner (2019a) similarly state that for change agents to be 

efficient, it is necessary to gain support from top management, e.g., in the form of insufficient resources 

set aside for sustainability management. Otherwise, it could limit the level of implementation that is 

possible (Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019a), or as put by an interviewee in another paper by Kiesnere 

and Baumgartner, “If the boss does not want to manage sustainability, he will not employ experts to do 

so” (Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019a, p. 1617). In the example provided above, the possibility of 
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devoting time to the topic emerged due to COVID-19. Not all employees have had that sort of time 

availability, neither during the pandemic nor otherwise, and this could then limit the process of finding 

ways in which sustainability can be integrated into external assignments. As mentioned, in regards to 

the business case of CS, finding the alignments between current assignments and a sustainability 

perspective can be complex, and finding the solutions may require extensive research. If time is not 

available to do so, the integration could suffer. As one interviewee points out, “time availability in the 

daily week is probably the biggest barrier [...] project execution always comes first. So, it is just difficult 

to set off time to have these topics put on the strategic agenda” (C3). 

In addition to the empowerment of frontrunners through financial support, Loorbach et al. (2015) argue 

that frontrunners should be provided with “multiple resources in order to be better equipped to play the 

power games with the regime” (Loorbach et al., 2015, p. 61). This includes both financial resources and 

mental resources, such as a deeper insight into the complexities associated with the issue in question. 

In referring to Grin et al. (2010), Loorbach et al. (2015) argue that this should be done by “reframing 

that problem and by transforming it into a sustainability challenge, including the possibilities to relate 

the rather abstract vision to concrete projects that partly shape the visionary future” (Loorbach et al., 

2015, p.62). Relating to the inherent complexity in many of the challenges faced, the “enthusiast” 

referred to above states that “to be able to visualize and broaden the perspective makes it easier to work 

with complex things. Now we are working with societal development and smart cities, and that is very 

complex. Nevertheless, see how easy it is to do it with easy projects, where their value has been 

concretized. Putting them in their context makes them clearer.” (C11). This further points to the 

alignment between the interviewee’s perception of sustainability challenges and a TM approach. 

It appears as if many of the elements included in the BTM framework may be beneficial when dealing 

with the drivers and barriers to taking a broader, external perspective on CS. However, it should be 

noted that not all employees may have the necessary devotion to pursuing this, especially if the time 

availability is scarce. As pointed out by Lozano (2015), personal engagement can be a necessary driver 

for the integration of CS, something that certain employees may lack. In the examined case, several 

respondents stated that they currently lack the necessary competencies to pursue a wider, external 

perspective on sustainability. With the responsibility of attaining knowledge being on the individual 

consultant, in conjunction with a lack of engagement and/or time availability, this could further limit 

the possibilities of integration given the complex nature of the societal sustainability challenges. 

According to Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), not all employees have to act as frontrunners. It can be 

sufficient or even beneficial if it is up to a few devoted, visionary personnel to guide the transition 

towards more sustainable businesses. For this to be possible, however, the frontrunners have to be 

empowered, which is highlighted as a key feature in the BTM framework. A TM perspective could 

furthermore more be fruitful for those than wants to contribute, but that currently lacks the necessary 

knowledge and tools to grapple with the complexities inherent in the systems, since a TM perspective 

offers a way to conceptualize the transition strategies systematically and actively develop them 

(Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013).  

7.1.3 Strategic Envisioning 

Organizational culture was found to be a driver to CS, according to several researchers. For example, 

Engert et al. (2016) recognized the importance of having a strategic vision that encompasses 

sustainability as a central element, and Gabler et al. (2017) argues that this vision should be tangible for 

the employees, unifying them towards a common goal. This importance was recognized by interviewees 

in the examined case as well. In the survey and the interviews, several participants expressed a positive 

attitude towards the organizational culture, pointing to the inclusion of sustainability in the vision 

statement as a driving factor. Notwithstanding the satisfaction directed towards the case company’s 

vision, participants nonetheless appear to find it intangible in its relationship to their current, external 

assignments.  Several participants requested that the company’s vision should be increasingly related to 

their client projects since they currently appear to have difficulties seeing this connection. As one 

respondent, for example, stated in the questionnaire: the case company should “identify if, and if so 
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which, assignments that contribute to the vision and in what way”. Now, the employees foremost point 

to the internal activities when trying to link the sustainability part of the vision to their company. This 

might be sufficient if the sustainability ambitions were restricted to the internal, corporate level. 

However, when trying to widen the inclusion of CS, this could constitute a barrier if the gap between the 

vision and practice widens, and the vision becomes increasingly intangible. This could be further 

problematic if the vision is formulated to encompass a societal level, as the case company’s do, but 

remains unrelated to the company’s external activities. In such a situation, this could acknowledge much 

of the corporate criticisms proclaimed by researchers such as Küpers (2011). According to him, the 

discrepancy between rhetoric and reality is spreading. Arguing that, in some cases, firms seek to “ensure 

a continued growth-oriented global market economy instead of re-establishing the way business is 

organized and re-integrated into society” (Küpers, 2011, p. 138). 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), too, highlights the importance of having a shared vision of sustainability 

to guide the transition towards sustainable development. The strategic transition vision should, 

according to Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), be linked to “so-called transition pathways” and lead to 

“short-term experiments and actions to explore the transition”. In doing so, they suggest that icons and 

pilots can be constructed around specific business cases relating to the greater challenge. This should 

foremost be driven by the frontrunners referred to previously before communicating these throughout 

the company. This process also resembles that of ‘enthusiasts’ in the case company, as recounted in the 

previous section. In addition to pursuing their exploration based on their personal interest, they also did 

so based on sustainability being a central element in the company’s vision statement. As 

aforementioned, though, this requires frontrunners to be empowered, and it may entail a certain level 

of awareness and personal engagement in the topic, characteristics which not all employees appear to 

exhibit. It seems to be especially difficult for those working operationally within the examined case 

company, where the influence of sustainability occasionally is perceived to be disconnected from their 

day-to-day work. This could be associated with a lack of holistic focus in operations, something that 

Lozano (2013) has identified as a potential barrier to CS. It has been observed that many of the external 

assignments are (at least) indirectly connected to the case company’s vision, and in length, to a transition 

towards more sustainable societies, only that these interlinkages sometimes remain unacknowledged. 

Taking a TM approach could be beneficial because it highlights the importance of being experimental 

with the incorporation of sustainability in the business. Several respondents in the survey found it, as 

aforementioned, difficult to relate their corporate activities to sustainability, and some proclaimed that 

this partly was due to their activities being far from the topic. Lozano similarly found one barrier to CS 

to be the perception that “it is difficult to see the connection or relate it to everyday activities or jobs 

especially in functions that have no evident connection to CS “. TM, however, is based on a systemic 

perspective. Through this lens, a wide range of actors are involved in the societal transitions that take 

place. With this approach, it can be easier to understand the interlinkages between the external 

assignments conducted at the company and their influence on societal transitions towards 

sustainability. Rather than having a narrow focus on assignments that have a direct impact on 

sustainability, e.g., assignments that are labeled as sustainable, a TM perspective could also take indirect 

impacts into consideration.  

7.1.4 Communication and Collaboration 

According to Gabler et al. (2017) and Engert et al. (2016), communication can unify the employees, 

engaging them towards a common goal. The lack of communication regarding sustainability has been 

identified as a barrier in the case company, thus confirming its importance.  

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) do not explicitly include communication as a key dimension in their 

framework for BTM. They do, however, incorporate aspects similar to the demands touched on by the 

employees at the case company. It has been observed that many employees have little to no awareness 

of the sustainability initiatives conducted within the company. Many, moreover, suggest difficulties in 

relating their activities to the goal of sustainability as formulated in the organizational vision. 
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Furthermore, several participants, both from the interviews and questionnaire, expressed the need for 

more consistent and tangible efforts in sustainability regarding external communication. 

As Gabler et al. (2017) argue, the business must communicate the inside message and establish it before 

turning it into an external one. This is especially important for boundary-spanning employees. By 

successfully communicating internally, the employees would communicate the company vision and 

ambitions as a unified force to clients. In the studied case company, one could perceive that the vision 

seems clear, tangible, and easy to apply when interviewing upper management, which has a holistic view 

and strategic operations. However, for lower-level employees, who arguably work more on an operative 

level in day-to-day projects, it appears more challenging to connect the vision to their work. According 

to Engert et al. (2016), immediate communication between employees and upper management is of utter 

importance. Improving means in which communication regarding sustainability is distributed the vision 

could be more tangible for the consultants on the operative level, making it easier for them to incorporate 

sustainability as part of the delivery to clients. The communication towards the employees must be clear 

and accessible, so when the employees communicate externally, there is no risk of exaggeration 

regarding sustainability (greenwashing), which could backlash and financially harm the company. 

Improving internal communication could help the case company fulfill its vision towards its clients, 

possibly strengthening the bond between the company and existing clients while simultaneously 

opening new market pathways and gaining new clients. 

The barriers in the organizational structure are prominent in the case company. According to UM, the 

enthusiasts work individually with little interlinkages, limiting their possibilities to influence the 

organization. Another employee states: “It is very complex. Many actors need to participate and 

contribute to the development [...] if they do so, then it can affect.” (C11). Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) 

argue that the complex nature of broader societal sustainability challenges requires new conceptual 

models to research the relation between society, environment, and business. Taking a TM perspective 

to handle persistent and complex problems, Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) suggest that: “bringing 

frontrunners together from within the business, stakeholders and broader societal context to discuss 

and frame the societal challenge they want to contribute to” (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013, p.24). 

Hence, through joint communication efforts, these frontrunners can recognize trends that might 

influence the system and identify problems that have occurred.  Rudimentary, for sustainability 

principles and a vision on market transformation to become part of the core business, companies can 

develop “a narrative and related business case” to convey the interlinkages between the business 

practices and their role in a broader societal transition towards sustainability. Moreover, by 

communicating sustainability both internally and externally, Engert et al. (2016) increase transparency, 

reduce complexity and make sustainability more manageable. By finding concrete examples, questions, 

and cases in which the employees can proceed, greenwashing would also be lower as the risk of 

exaggerating or providing false information could be minimized.  

Engert et al. (2016) argue that internal communication channels, e.g., intranet, channels, and seminars, 

are essential for implementing CS strategies. The participants also call for shared platforms and 

channels in which employees can share information and ask questions regarding sustainability. “It’s 

about creating platforms where we can share information. I believe there are a lot of different channels 

on Teams etc., that sustainability is prominent, but we need to collect and structure those channels 

together.” (UM).  

The fact that there are no shared platforms and channels to communicate sustainability and find other 

enthusiasts to collaborate within these channels and platforms is considered a barrier; however, 

recognizing the lack of these platforms while simultaneously seeing their potential and value could be 

considered a driver. Furthermore, the participants mention working with reference cases. Taking a TM 

perspective, evaluating and monitoring client projects through developing flexible platforms for cross-

departments, where participants can debate, evaluate, monitor, and discuss cases and challenges to find 

the role of the business in a societal context finding the goals, objectives, and actions through 

collaboration open ups the possibility to actual progression towards CS.  
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7.2 Towards a Societal Perspective on Corporate Sustainability 

As depicted in literature, management consultants appear to be in a position where such a shift could be 

possible. Societal and environmental issues are multi-dimensional and intricate (Lozano, 2015). 

Therefore, taking a societal perspective on these challenges requires an ability to consider complex 

problems (Loorbach, 2007), an ability attributed to management consultants in literature (Lapsley et 

al., 2013). Moreover, Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) argue that a key aspect is a focus on frontrunners 

when managing societal systems. These are described as “agents with the capacity to generate emergent 

structures and operate within these deviant structures” (p. 189). According to Rotmans and Loorbach 

(2009), these should be independent of the initial cultures and practices of the system. This suggests 

that consultants could be suitable for this role given their position as an outside supplier of expert 

knowledge (Ciampi, 2008; Sturdy, 2011). Management consultants have furthermore been referred to 

as mediators between management thinkers and firms (Cerruti et al., 2019) and by Wright et al. (2012) 

as change agents well-positioned to transcend organizational inertia and challenge existing norms 

through discontinuous innovation. These descriptions also align well with the concept of frontrunners, 

as presented by Rotmans and Loorbach (2009). 

In the examined case company, one employee referred to as an ‘enthusiast’ showed similar attributes as 

a frontrunner. Moreover, that interviewee appeared to manage the complexity associated with 

sustainability challenges similarly as suggested by Loorbach and Wijsman (2013). The outcome of his 

efforts has not yet materialized, but the initiative can nonetheless be perceived as a driver. However, 

when examining the case company, it becomes apparent that single employees pursuing this individually 

is insufficient to concur an organizational change towards a societal perspective on CS. When trying to 

widen the perspective on CS towards a societal perspective, several barriers emerge which either directly 

or indirectly counteract this change process. Competencies appear to be lacking, time availability is 

scarce, and communication is perceived to be insufficient. Although the case company is in an early stage 

of shifting perspective on CS, these must be considered moving forward. As Loorbach and Wijsman 

(2013) emphasized, frontrunners have to be empowered for a change to be possible; otherwise, it risks 

falling short in the light of the inherent complexities that emerge with a societal perspective on 

sustainability.  

Another aspect in need of careful considerations is the organization’s attitude towards trade-offs. When 

examining the case company, it becomes apparent that a heavy focus on the ‘win-win’ cases of 

sustainability can be a barrier when taking a societal perspective on CS. As pointed out by Hahn et al. 

(2010a), there are limitations of the win-win paradigm, stating that it is a rather simplistic approach 

given the complex and multi-faceted nature of sustainable development. According to them, “trade-offs 

and conflicts between economic, environmental and social aspects in corporate management and 

performance represent the rule rather than the exception” (Hahn et al., 2010a, p. 218). Only focusing on 

situations and strategies for which the three dimensions are in harmony can lead to a limited perspective 

on corporate contributions to sustainable development. It has been indicated that this paradigm 

impedes both the MC firm and its clients. This criticism has been directed towards the MC industry in 

previous literature too. Pointing out that MC firms are motivated not to innovate, change, and develop 

the companies they work for, but rather that consulting agencies only seek profits (Lapsley et al., 2013). 

Societal change takes time, and the potentials for financial gain is, therefore, long-term (Loorbach and 

Wijsman, 2013). Companies would therefore have to reconsider their methods for measuring success. 

To summarize, the empirical data suggests that having enthusiastic employees, albeit showing 

appropriate characteristics, coupled with a vision statement that targets the broader societal 

sustainability challenges is insufficient if the aim is to take a societal perspective on CS efforts. The 

identified barriers, alongside the increasing complexities, appear to hinder the possibilities to undergo 

such a change. Sustainability must become a core in the business strategy, resources have to be allocated, 

and measuring success must be reconsidered. Moreover, the data suggest that the BTM framework 

aligns well with the identified drivers and barriers of taking this perspective on CS. To adopt the methods 

suggested in the framework appears to offer a way of managing the evident complexities and barriers 
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within the case company. As pointed out by Loorbach and Wijsman (2013), a TM perspective can offer 

a way to conceptualize the transition strategies systematically and actively develop them, something that 

the data suggests is necessary when widening the perspective of CS. However, the research on BTM is 

still in an early phase of being defined and developed (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013). Therefore, the 

argument is not that simply adopting the framework would solve the vast challenges companies face. 

Instead, the alignment between the framework and the identified drivers and barriers only suggests that 

certain elements included could be fruitful when shifting the perspective towards the societal level. 

7.3 Limitations 

This research endeavor has been conducted on a company shifting its focus to increasingly include a 

societal perspective in its sustainability efforts, i.e., moving from CS at the corporate level to increasingly 

include the societal level. However, as the company only recently has begun this process, this could 

potentially affect the identified drivers and barriers. It was found that much of the reflections concerning 

these influencing factors were related to the complexity inherent in the process itself, which in turn made 

the perceived drivers and barriers vague and ill-defined. If a similar study would be conducted on a 

company that has progressed further in shifting its focus, the data could be retrieved from employees 

that better grasp these complexities. Doing so could, in turn, yield more precise results, possibly enabling 

the researchers to distinguish concretely between the elements that are strictly acting as drivers or 

barriers. 

Additionally, the examined company has hundreds of employees, but only 52 answered the 

questionnaire. Since it was voluntary to participate, this could imply that those with the most interest in 

the topic participated, and those that, e.g., did not find sustainability to be relevant in their work, chose 

not to answer. If so, it could yield a result weighted towards the perceived drivers rather than barriers 

of pursuing this. The same can be said regarding the interviews since these were identified through the 

questionnaire. Without a possibility to force employees to participate, however, the options were limited. 

This possibility should nonetheless be considered when reading this paper, and it should be considered 

if a similar research endeavor were to be conducted in the future. 

Another limitation of this research is that consultants engage in various assignments, varying in the 

industry they target, the actors involved, and the activities included. Therefore, taking a societal 

perspective in their assignments could therefore differentiate between consultants, which in turn 

implies that the perceived drivers and barriers could differentiate. This became apparent when 

comparing the perceptions between those working strategically and those having more operative 

assignments. In order to gather more concise data, it could have been suitable to more concretely 

distinguish between the activities that the consultants are/have been engaged in and categorize them 

accordingly. This should be considered when conducting other studies with MC firms as the source of 

qualitative data as well, but is possibly especially important in this given research. Taking a societal 

perspective on CS is in itself not clearly defined. In this research, it has been viewed in accordance with 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013, p. 21) as to “move beyond traditional CSR and environmental reporting 

to shape and transform the value chains and markets they operate in along with their company’s internal 

organization”. However, the case company’s initiative does not necessarily coincide entirely with this 

view of a societal perspective, and since the employees’ activities vary widely, this view on sustainability 

could be even further conflicting between employees.  

Despite the apparent limitations, this research is nonetheless considered to fulfill its exploratory 

purposes. This phenomenon is underdeveloped (Loorbach and Wijsman, 2013), and this paper is, to our 

knowledge, the first of its kind. More research will be necessary to grasp emerging complexities when 

approaching broader societal sustainability challenges. This is believed to require interdisciplinary 

efforts, and other theories than TM should be added to understand the drivers and barriers to taking a 

societal perspective on CS.  
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8      Conclusion 

As corporations have attained an increasing focus in the sustainability debate, so have the expectations 

of their sustainability performance. Rather than focusing solely on an ad hoc mix of philanthropic 

actions – such as randomly selected donations, advertisements, and weak sustainability reporting – 

researchers now call for businesses to recognize their role in broader societal sustainability challenges. 

Sustainability ultimately refers to the societal level, and it has therefore been argued that CS initiatives 

should consider that perspective as well. Opting for a societal perspective on corporate sustainability, 

Loorbach and Wijsman (2013) argue that businesses should move beyond traditional initiatives, and in 

doing so, try to shape and transform the value chains and markets they operate in. For such a shift in 

perspective to be possible, businesses will have to make explicit decisions to align how the organization 

governs itself. This would concur with organizational change processes, which are thought to be subject 

to both drivers and barriers along the way. By examining a company in the process of widening its 

sustainability considerations, this research endeavor explores the influence of drivers and barriers to CS 

when it seeks to embrace a societal perspective. Identifying the drivers to CS seeks to help in 

understanding why and how organizations integrate sustainability into their businesses. Barriers, 

meanwhile, are identified so that strategies can be applied with the purpose of combating these 

hindering factors. 

An MC firm was investigated to explore this phenomenon, with empirical data stemming from semi-

structured interviews and a questionnaire. Furthermore, a systematic literature review was carried out 

to study the drivers and barriers identified in prior research, thus obtaining a methodological 

triangulation. The societal perspective on transformative business strategies is, however, lacking in 

literature so far. Reviewing it, therefore, yielded limited insight into the process of widening the 

perspective within CS. Despite this, it could be used to reflect on the findings within the company, 

highlighting the similarities and differences of taking a wider perspective compared to that of an internal 

focus. The data was moreover analyzed with theoretical underpinnings from the field of TM. In doing 

so, it was possible to begin closing the gap between previous research on the driver and barriers of CS 

and those that emerge when moving beyond traditional CS efforts. More specifically, a BTM framework 

was discussed in relation to the results from the case company, trying to assess whether the elements 

included aligning with the identified drivers and to discuss whether the strategies within could combat 

the perceived barriers. 

8.1 Findings 

When analyzing the empirical data and comparing it with the findings from the literature review, many 

similarities could be found. Client expectations, leadership, organizational culture, and communication 

were all found to be important aspects within the case company, and so were they in the literature 

review, validating much of the findings in previous literature. Lozano, who has been frequently referred 

to throughout this paper, proposes extensive lists consisting of drivers (Lozano, 2015) and barriers 

(Lozano, 2013) of CS, many of which can be related to the perceptions within the case company. 

However, a key difference appears to be the complexities associated with these when taking a wider, 

societal perspective on sustainability. Separating these broader aspects as either being a definite driver 

or barrier would thus prove to be complicated. Interlinkages and inconsistencies could be identified 

within. To list all the possible drivers (Lozano, 2015) and barriers (Lozano, 2013) was therefore deemed 

to deprive these findings of their multi-dimensional character. This may be sufficient when examining 

traditional approaches to CS. However, taking a societal perspective on CS was considered to require a 

certain level of nuance due to its complex nature. Therefore, rather than simply listing the identified 

factors, it was deemed necessary to discuss these aspects as collections of more specific elements that, 

in turn, can act as drivers or barriers. Moreover, making such lists was found to be further problematic 

since drivers can act as a barrier when there is a lack thereof, and having them juxtaposed could 

therefore result in unnecessary repetition and/or confusion – a criticism that can be directed towards 

previous literature, too, regardless of the perspective taken. 
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This is best exemplified regarding the clients’ expectations and demands. This was found to be a driver 

in previous literature and can be linked to attaining a competitive advantage, and in length, finding a 

business case of CS, both of which have been identified as drivers of their own. These were recognized 

in the case company, especially in prior efforts when taking an internal approach to CS. Clients appear 

to request a certain level of sustainability performance, e.g., in the form of environmental certifications. 

When taking a wider, societal approach to CS, however, it seems as if the expectations are a bit more 

indecisive and consequently the business case of CS too. The clients already expect certain solutions and 

argue that alterations that align with a transition towards sustainability may be difficult if these incur 

additional costs. Through this lens of short-term profit maximization, the business case can become a 

barrier rather than a driver. Given the scope and complexity of broader societal sustainability challenges, 

trade-offs may occasionally be necessary, and discarding such solutions due to their lack of short-term 

financial gains may hinder companies’ possibility of being involved in societal transitions. On the other 

hand, a TM perspective recognizes the long-term financial benefits of engaging in these societal 

challenges. Endorsing such a perspective could therefore drive companies to embrace these tensions 

rather than neglecting them, enabling companies to find additional solutions that create long-term, 

sustainable value.   

Leadership was also found to be a prominent driver to CS, both when focusing on internal activities and 

when trying to take a societal perspective. The main difference there, however, appears to be the 

characteristics that these leaders should embody. The literature review suggests that CS should be 

driven by proactive leaders that can initiate, promote, and implement change towards sustainable 

development. These have been referred to as change agents, a title often given to management 

consultants too. Exhibiting these abilities may be sufficient when striving for internal sustainability, 

implementing ad hoc solutions to reach concrete goals for the company. When moving beyond this, 

engaging in the sustainability performance of entire value-chains, the complexities become evident. 

Then, it appears to be increasingly important that the leaders are dedicated, creative and visionary, with 

high capabilities in systems thinking. These can be referred to as frontrunners. One interviewee showed 

many of these characteristics and appeared to have successfully influenced other actors into considering 

specific solutions with sustainability as a central element. Lacking such characteristics could therefore 

be a barrier when taking a societal perspective on sustainability. It is, however, necessary for the 

frontrunners to be empowered, both through financial and mental resources. Something that Loorbach 

and Wijsman (2013) highlights as a key driver for a successful implementation. 

It was moreover found that an organizational culture that encompasses sustainability in its core can 

drive CS. This can be guided by a vision statement that is tangible to the employees. This appears to be 

true regardless of the perspective taken. The difference when taking a wider perspective, though, appears 

to be the ability to relate the vision to the activities that this brings about. When asking employees to 

relate the linkages between their external assignments and the sustainability part of the vision, they 

seemed to stumble. Instead, the employees referred to their internal initiatives, which were perceived to 

be more concrete in their contributions to sustainability. Employees seem to perceive as their current 

activities are disconnected from sustainability, although their indirect effects appear to describe their 

work. This can be related to a lack of a holistic view on operations, as suggested to be a barrier within 

previous literature. In TM, the emphasis on systems thinking is evident. Approaching sustainability with 

this perspective could contribute to making the interlinkages more tangible, and in length, also enable 

employees to relate their work to sustainability. 

Both internal and external communication were found to be potential drivers to CS in the literature, and 

the lack thereof could consequently constitute barriers. When focusing on internal communication, 

there is an apparent lack of both direct communication between upper management and employees and 

the accessibility of communication channels and platforms to communicate and collaborate concerning 

sustainability. Both of which are, according to researchers, important aspects to take into consideration 

when adopting CS. There is, however, a noticeable difference in the literature regarding CS and the case 

company in which has been studied. As mentioned previously in this study, MC firms and their 

employees work next to nothing with internal affairs and spend all their time with clients. This notion 
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creates a barrier in which internal communication will not get passed through. Because of the barriers 

in communicating internally, the need for platforms and channels in which the employees can 

communicate sustainability and upper management to share the visions and ongoing sustainable 

initiatives becomes even more crucial. 

Moreover, (as mentioned previously) some employees, especially those who work on an operative level, 

do not feel their work is connected to sustainability and experienced difficulties communicating the case 

company's vision to their clients. Lastly, many of the employees suggested including sustainability in the 

reference cases that the company uses since there was no incitement of this inclusion. From a TM 

perspective, it is suggested to evaluate and monitor client projects through collaborative efforts and 

communication channels and platforms, creating a space where employees can share their experiences, 

evaluate their previous projects, and monitor ongoing projects towards CS. Moreover, as Loorbach and 

Wijsman (2013) suggested, bringing frontrunners together can, through collaboration and 

communication, develop a narrative and related business case for sustainability to convey the 

interlinkages between their business practices and their role in the societal transition towards 

sustainability. 

The findings of this research endeavor have been complied in a proposed model for the process of 

widening the perspective of CS efforts, i.e., when moving beyond traditional CS initiatives with an 

internal focus to those that embrace a societal perspective, trying to influence and transform entire value 

chains, and do so according to the visions of sustainability transitions. This proposed model can be seen 

in Figure 12 below. 

 
Figure 12 Proposed model for the process of widening the perspective of CS efforts 

It should be noted that this model is not definite and only begins to reflect on the interlinkages between 

TM and previous research on CS drivers and barriers. Additional drivers and barriers can be identified, 

and the differences between traditional CS initiatives and those that embrace a societal perspective 

should be further clarified. Still, this model provides a good starting point for further research on the 

phenomenon. 
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8.2 Practical Implications 

Companies are becoming increasingly expected to set and deliver on sustainability targets. Measures in 

doing so fall under the banner of CS. However, this research highlights that traditional approaches to 

CS may be insufficient given the persistency, complexity, and scope of many sustainability challenges. 

Rather than having an ad hoc mix of disconnected philanthropic actions, such as randomly selected 

donations, advertisements, and weak sustainability reporting, this paper argues that sustainability has 

to become an integrated part of business strategies. 

Moving from a traditional approach, often focused on the internal initiatives within the firm, to take a 

wider, societal perspective on CS is, however, subject to challenges in itself. Alongside this shift in focus, 

complexities emerge, and barriers become evident. These have to be considered as companies initiate a 

change in this direction. Enthusiasts within companies have been identified as a driver in this process. 

However, without sufficient support, e.g., in the form of financial resources, these will fall short in the 

light of the complexities inherent in managing societal systems. From a TM perspective, dealing with 

these complexities builds on the empowerment of frontrunners, and these should be allowed to 

construct coalitions to envision future pathways. This approach is moreover built on the notion of 

experimentation and evaluation. For this to be possible, communication and collaboration efforts should 

be promoted, competencies heightened, and time allocation in these efforts increased.  

Lastly, taking a societal perspective on CS appears to be hindered by focusing on short-term financial 

goals. Researchers have argued that trade-offs are the rule rather than the exception when seeking to 

contribute to sustainability on a societal level. This has been observed in this research too. A sole focus 

on solutions that generate short-term profits can limit the possibilities to influence societal change. If 

the ambition among companies is to pursue a societal perspective on CS truly, they have to carefully 

consider their willingness to sacrifice short-term revenue gains in the light of these broader societal 

sustainability challenges. The business case may be evident for internal initiatives of sustainability. 

When widening this scope, however, the business case becomes complex. Rather than let this limit the 

efforts entirely, this paper argues that companies should embrace the tensions within CS. According to 

a TM perspective, doing so may result in long-term competitiveness. Therefore, giving up short-term 

economic benefits may not be the same as giving up one’s possibility to continue as a firm. Instead, small 

sacrifices may, in turn, result in not only more sustainable societies but also in long-term financial 

benefits for the individual firm. 

8.3 Academic Contribution and Implications for Further Research 

This research builds on the previous literature on CS drivers and barriers by adding a societal 

perspective. Examining CS through such a lens has been considered a necessity given the importance 

and complexity associated with broader societal sustainability challenges. Moreover, this research 

begins building a bridge between CS research and TM, and in doing so, contributes to the literature on 

BTM, an area that is currently underdeveloped. Lastly, a limited amount of research exists on the 

implications of CS for management consultants. Given the extensiveness and influence of this industry, 

this is a topic in need of investigation. 

This research endeavor is, however, partly limited due to its methodological approach. Firstly, the 

interviewees’ understanding of the researched topic varied widely. This has been beneficial because the 

barriers became evident as they accounted for their difficulties in approaching sustainability. The 

drawback, on the other hand, emerged as the empirical data on drivers were scarce. This partly restricted 

the nuance concerning their implications for implementing CS from a societal perspective. Further 

research should combat this limitation by conducting case studies on companies that have been 

successful in approaching CS with this perspective already, rather than examining those that are in the 

initial phase of doing so. Secondly, management consultants’ external assignments vary widely too. The 

perception of drivers and barriers could depend on the type of activities carried out by the consultant, 

which should therefore be considered in further research. Lastly, the phenomenon of taking a societal 

perspective in CS is only vaguely defined in previous literature, and to define it was left out of this 
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research. This was problematic since the drivers and barriers could depend on the interpretation of this 

shift in perspective. As the consultants’ activities vary, since their understanding of the topic does so, 

this may be especially important. Without it being defined, the empirical data could quickly become 

fragmented and possibly impede the research’s validity. Further research should therefore strive to 

concretize and define this phenomenon – examining the operational implications that such a shift can 

imply. This would most likely differentiate between industries. Here, MC is the industry of focus. The 

findings are influenced by specific cases and are therefore unlikely to be generalizable to industries in 

general. Examining industrial differences should therefore be a topic of further investigation too. 
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Appendix 

Below follows the appendix listed from I - III.  

Appendix I  

Below follow all questions asked in the questionnaire.  

# Question Type of Question 

1 Please state your personal view on sustainability Open – ended question 

2 What does sustainability mean to you as a management consultant? Open – ended question 

3 Please rate your level of knowledge regarding sustainability Closed – ended question 

4 
To what degree have you acquired this knowledge from your work at 
[case company]? 

Closed – ended question 

5 
Which of the following are your main sources of information regarding 
sustainability? 

Closed – ended question 

6 Which of the dimension(s) given are of the most interest to you? * Closed – ended question 

7 Which three (3) sub-areas are of the most interest to you? * Closed – ended question 

8 
What do you consider that [case company] have done correctly in the 
work towards sustainability so far? 

Open – ended question 

9 
Do you consider that [case company] have had a suitable level of 
ambition/speed in the work towards sustainability? 

Closed – ended question 

10 
What do you consider that [case company] should do differently and 
why? 

Open – ended question 

11 
What is the most important short-term goals that [case company] 
should prioritize regarding sustainability? 

Open – ended question 
 

12 
To what degree do you consider that sustainability is part of your (or your 
team’s) delivery to the client? 

Closed -ended question 

13 
How many times have you participated in client projects with a focus on 
sustainability? 

Closed – ended question 

14 
Do you consider sustainability to be on your clients' agenda, and does it 
influence you during  projects? 

Closed – ended question 

15 
How important is it for you that [case company] takes on sustainability-
focused projects in new ways? 

Closed – ended question 

16 
Do you consider your competencies regarding sustainability to be 
sufficient for you to take on sustainability-focused projects? 

Closed – ended question 

17 
What competencies do you consider yourself possessing/lacking that can 
be useful in a sustainability-focused projects? 

Open – ended question 

18 
List three (3) barriers that you believe [case company] has to overcome 
in order to help clients with sustainability-focused projects 

Open – ended question 
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19 Age Closed – ended question 

20 Gender Closed – ended question 

21 Department within [case company] Open – ended question 

22 Can you consider to participate in an interview? Open – ended question 

23 If yes, please state your email address Contingency question 

 
 
* Dimensions of sustainability  
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Appendix II   

Pamphlet sent out to employees at case company. 
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Appendix III   

Interview coding categorization. 

Category Color 

DRIVERS  

Customers’ strategic agenda  

Frontrunners  

Culture  

BARRIERS  

Absent on operational agenda  

Communication/collaboration difficulties  

Lack of CS knowledge  

Financial barrier  

STRATEGIES  

Networking (tactical)  

Knowledge diffusion  

Establish baseline knowledge  

Documentation  
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