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Chapter 1

 

Throughout the last 15 years, I was able to support and guide several companies with addressing 

sustainability challenges. By asking for my help, these companies already proved to be aware of the 

importance of sustainability for their businesses. Moreover, they had converted this awareness into 

action: they asked me, an actor external to their organisations, what to do and how to do it. While 

defining what sustainability could mean to their business, I ended up by asking them about how they 

used to do their business; what was successful and why it was so successful. Although this might 

sound more like digging into a company’s history, my goal was to help them to improve their 

understanding of who they really were and what actions could best benefit their particular 

organisations. I used retrospective analysis of corporate actions on addressing sustainability to 

support them in making – smaller or bigger - leapfrogs towards adhering to their vision on 

addressing sustainability. Many company leaders asked me to write down my thoughts on how to 

do this retrospective analysis and how this contributes to an improved adherence to a corporate 

vision on addressing sustainability. This PhD thesis is my answer to that question. 

 

As a representation for leapfrogging I chose the red-eyed tree frog in the layout of this PhD thesis. 

Besides it being a representation of the beauty of nature that companies should help preserve, the 

red-eyed tree frog has a curiosity that relates to companies addressing sustainability: in a position of 

rest, red-eyed tree frogs just look like ordinary green frogs. But when red-eyed tree frogs are in 

action they show their beautiful colours that make them step out from the rest. Red-eyed tree frogs 

also relate to me personally: part of their habitat was also the place which served as a leapfrog in my 

personal development: Colombia.  

This PhD thesis develops a method to ferret out past successes on addressing sustainability as a 

support for companies to leapfrog into adhering to a corporate sustainability vision. The goal of this 

retrospective analysis is about finding a pattern in past activities, as mentioned by Pirsig (2009), that 

supports companies in defining future actions. I define this pattern as the ‘authentic being of a 

company’. Knowing your authentic self as a company supports you in defining a more efficient 

vision for the future and translating this vision into more efficient actions.  It is about doing what 

you can do best by optimally using the potential of the corporate resources. 

1.1 The societal call for Sustainable Development 
The current debate on the sustainability of society has also been fuelled by retrospective analyses of 

finding patterns in past activities. Both scientists and other professionals ferret out the impact of 

process-impacts over time to understand how the current sustainability of the world can be 

improved. The strife for sustainability is rooted in an unprecedented degradation of ecosystems 

(Reid et al., 2005; Rockström et al., 2009; WWF, 2014) resulting from major advances in 

development and industrialisation during the past decades in global society (UNDP, 2015). These 

developmental advances and their consequences have raised concerns that the resulting impact on 
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the earth’s environment and its influence on the quality of life of future generations will be 

irrevocable (Starke, 2012). The concept of Sustainable Development (SD) has appeared as an 

alternative to support understanding and restore the balance between human society and nature (Du 

Pisani and Du, 2006; Hopwood et al., 2005a; Leiserowitz et al., 2006). SD is defined as (WCED, 

1987a, p. 45) ‘‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs’’, and is aimed at addressing the impacts for people, 

planet, and prosperity (i.e. triple P) in an equal manner at all levels of society, now and in the future 

(Dam, Ynte K. and Trijp, Hans C M, 2011; Hammond, 2006). 

 

Companies have increasingly become a key focus of attention in the SD debate (Engert et al., 2016; 

Panagiotakopoulos et al., 2016), since they are perceived to be responsible for many negative 

impacts on the triple P issues in society (Dunphy et al., 2006). Large multinational companies feel 

this pressure more strongly than more locally oriented SMEs (Vermeulen, 2015). But even in the 

case of SMEs most companies are in some way embedded in larger production and consumption 

systems with a global reach (Kerr, 2006). Whereas in the 1960s and 1970s many companies were 

still in a state of denial regarding their impact on society, today many companies have accepted their 

responsibilities and started initiatives to address the demands and expectations of society to 

contribute to SD (Székely and Knirsch, 2005). With products and production processes becoming 

less contaminated, companies realize that they can reduce the negative impacts their processes 

generate. Decreasing the negative impact of business activities will increase operational efficiency 

(Epstein and Roy, 2001a), improve the overall performance of the company (Eccles et al., 2014; 

Zangwill and Kantor, 1998) and, potentially, lead to companies outperforming equivalent companies 

over the long term (Eccles et al., 2011; Kurapatskie and Darnall, 2013). The current influx of 

corporate awareness of the impact of business activities in their direct and indirect contexts (Searcy, 

2016) has, consequently, resulted in many companies developing strategies on how they can 

contribute to a more sustainable society, while creating added value to their corporate strategy 

(Amini and Bienstock, 2014; Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010a). As a result a growing number of 

companies embrace the concept of Corporate Sustainability (CS), defined by Dyllick and Hockerts 

(2002, p.131) as “. . .meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders, such as 

shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, and communities without compromising its 

ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well”. Against this background, and in light of 

emerging ambitions of companies to contribute to a more sustainable society, the empirical question 

arises of how companies should address CS in such a way that it promotes added value to their 

business activities. 
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1.2 Supporting companies with CS integration 
This PhD thesis contributes to the understanding the integration process of CS into business 

activities that can lead to CS becoming an added value with respect to the main corporate goals. 

Therefore, this thesis specifically aims to support companies to improve the exploitation of their 

potential. I will do so by framing the integration process, including a focus on the social 

organisational dynamics, and shedding a light on the role of external change agents, corporate tools 

and supply chain actors that holistically support companies to integrate CS into their operations.  

 

Companies willing to address CS are looking for guidance on how to develop an authentic vision 

on CS, and making it an integral part of their business activities (Epstein and Roy, 2001a; Küpers, 

2011; Searcy, 2012). An understanding of the process of CS integration into business activities 

supports these companies in implementing transformative change processes (Dunphy et al., 2006; 

Lozano, 2013), and creates a willingness and ability, at the individual, group and organisational 

levels, to make CS part of their daily activities (Lozano, 2007a). These change processes are aimed 

at creating dynamic capabilities that enable companies to satisfy current demands while 

simultaneously being prepared for tomorrow's developments (Gibson et al., 2004; Epstein and 

Buhovac, 2010). Companies need guidance in maintaining a holistic perspective on the 

consequences of these change processes during the development and implementation of an authentic 

vision on CS (Searcy, 2012). This guidance should include an increased awareness of the influence 

of internal and external stakeholders on the CS vision (Searcy, 2016), and the process of CS 

integration (Engert et al., 2016) supported by decision support tools (Hallstedt et al., 2010). SMEs, 

especially, that have neither the financial means nor the manpower to take on the responsibility of 

CS integration, are supported by consultancy firms acting as change agents. Although many scholars 

(e.g. Aldama et al., 2009; Hallstedt et al., 2010; Van der Heijden et al., 2012) have researched cases 

including internal and external change agents, the role of consultancies in influencing the CS 

integration process of companies lacks clarity. Whereas consultancy practices are loosely coupled 

to a body of exemplary cases and theoretical knowledge in organisation studies, there is no 

monitoring of the effect nor follow-up of the ´treatment´ an external change agent offers companies 

that are willing to integrate CS (Sorge, 2004). 

 

From my own experience1, bigger SMEs often lack a clear and shared vision on CS and determined 

mechanisms to integrate CS into their daily business routines based on past experience. This can 

hamper the process of making CS an added value to companies´ main business goals. I have 

encountered numerous companies that tend to take a reactive approach towards CS integration 

                                                        
1 10 years as an external consultant on CS integration processes for companies in Europe and Latin America 
and 10 years as a lecturer on CS related topics.  
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instead of intrinsically defining how to address CS. This reactivity results in a dependency on tools, 

developments in the supply chain or in wider society and, especially, on consultancies to support 

the integration process. As a result, they act without a clear intrinsic vision on how their contribution 

to SD can be an added value to their own business processes. Firstly, these companies do not fully 

understand what the support tools can offer, nor are these companies proactively planning the use 

of tools but rather working towards compliance with CS requirements of external stakeholders. 

Secondly, most reactive companies respond defensively to developments in the supply chain or in 

wider society, resulting in a CS vision not being authentic but dependent on the expertise of 

employees in, for example, sales or procurement. Thirdly, reactive companies do not designate the 

proper resources to address CS and, therefore, must outsource the responsibility for CS integration 

by trusting the skills and attitudes of external change agents.  

 

My experience has shown that this results in a company’s business potential not being fully 

exploited. They are focussing on compliance with the requirements of stakeholders or standards 

instead of developing an authentic vision on CS, based on an intrinsic motivation. Their integration 

activities are mostly focused on the formal physical dynamics of the organisation (i.e. the 

measurable outputs), resulting in CS not being fully integrated into the organisational processes (i.e. 

by not including the social dynamics and focussing on the organisational outcomes), nor supporting 

daily business activities. The organisational change processes of these companies are mostly not 

focussed on an increased contribution to a more sustainable society but on complying with 

continuously changing stakeholder requirements and, therefore, generating a sustained need for 

consultancy support.  

 

To improve their contribution to SD, companies need to address CS from an intrinsic motivation 

perspective, and develop a corporate strategy leading to CS as an added value to their business 

activities. A clear vision on the improved output of their business activities on triple P issues should 

be accompanied by a strategy of how this enhancement could be accomplished by an improved 

outcome of the organisational processes; i.e. a strategy for the integration of CS into all business 

activities.  

 

The outcomes of this research are aimed at increasing scientific insights in sustainability integration 

in organizations and, at the same time, at strengthening the capabilities of companies themselves, 

particularly SME’s, to cope with sustainability integration in a proactive manner. To increase the 

expertise of future players in the CS field, students have been involved in the execution of the 

research.   

 



16

Chapter 1

 

1.3 Research on Corporate Sustainability 
Companies addressing their contribution to SD have been a topic of increased importance in research 

(Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2013). In many cases this research starts with understanding CS from 

the perspective of stakeholder engagement, and the need for companies to respond to the societal 

context (Asif et al., 2011; Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Cramer, 2005a; Maon et al., 2009). Some 

stress the need for a corporate strategy perspective - posed by the field of strategic management - to 

continuously elaborate a long-term vision (Baumgartner, 2014; Searcy, 2016). According to 

Linnenluecke (2013), the field of CS has emerged from a few primary areas of research towards 

four conceptual branches: 1. Corporate social performance theory; 2. Stakeholder theory; 3. 

Corporate social performance versus economic performance; and 4. ‘Greening’ of the management 

debate. Whereas research on CS has shown a strong focus on empirically examining the relationship 

between a company’s environmental and/or social performance and its economic performance, there 

has also been a focus on how to integrate these various aspects and understand the managerial 

implications and consequences (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2013). 

 

Existing research on the management of CS integration has taken different analytical perspectives, 

developed from the strategic level towards all levels of the organisational structure and taking the 

company’s management system as a guide to understanding how companies assure CS integration, 

including the influence of corporate learning, drivers, and culture on the individual and groups at 

organisational level (Asif et al., 2011; Rocha et al., 2007; Siva et al., 2016). For example, Robert et 

al. (2002) focus on development process strategies, and propose several principal CS levels, both 

internal and external to the company, Azapagic (2003a) takes a management system perspective 

proposing a direct link with life cycle assessment, Van der Heijden et al., (2006) analyse the role of 

change agents, Jamali (2006) emphasises the importance of corporate learning to support CS 

integration, Maon et al. (2009) extend the management system perspective and propose an integrated 

management system (IMS) perspective, Linnenluecke (2010) extends this IMS perspective and 

emphasises the organisational culture, Baumgartner (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010b) tries to 

understand the strategic management processes when integrating CS, Lozano (Lozano, 2007a) adds 

an organisational change management perspective on individual, group and organisation level, and 

Hahn et al. (2015) try to understand the tensions in a company when addressing CS from an 

organisation theory perspective.  

 

Despite these research developments, there remains a need for CS integration research based on 

management derived from more complex mental models (Hockerts, 2015). Researchers (Hahn et 

al., 2015; Lozano, 2012) have emphasised the importance of improving the understanding of CS 

integration uniting different perspectives in a more holistic perspective (Wells, 2013). From this 
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integration uniting different perspectives in a more holistic perspective (Wells, 2013). From this 

 

perspective, fragmented and mechanistic research based on general data should be avoided (Hjorth 

and Bagheri, 2006). Addressing complex dynamic inter-relations among economic, environmental, 

and social issues over time and in society (Lozano, 2008) is often related to complex, self-organising 

systems (Hjorth and Bagheri, 2006). Consequently, research on CS integration demands the use of 

current research developments in related fields (e.g. organisation theory, organisational behaviour, 

organisational change management) that could support more detailed data gathering and, therefore, 

increase the understanding of the process of CS integration (Rauter et al., 2015). This supports the 

need expressed by other CS integration researchers (e.g. Azapagic, 2003; Salzmann et al., 2005; 

Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007; Weber, 2008) when demanding a more longitudinal research 

approach to contribute to the understanding of CS integration into business activities. 

Comprehensive frameworks for longitudinal and a more ‘all-inclusive’ perspective on CS 

integration will result in new insights by relying on experience and knowledge from historical 

information (Van der Heijden et al., 2012; Maon et al., 2009). Such retrospective analyses of CS 

integration could support proactive and forward-thinking companies in their challenge to increase 

the integration of CS into their organisational systems. Moreover, using developments in related 

fields, developing and applying holistic frameworks by collecting detailed longitudinal data, 

supports the necessary theory building on CS integration into organisational systems (Linnenluecke 

and Griffiths, 2013). 

 

To contribute to the generation of theory on CS integration this PhD thesis addresses the following 

overarching research question:  

 

How do companies integrate Corporate Sustainability into their organisational system over 

time? 

 

This important, albeit broad question can be divided into a number of sub-questions to help structure 

the research: 

 

1. What are the core characteristics of the CS integration process?  

This PhD thesis seeks to identify the components constituting the process of CS integration into the 

organisational system. To highlight how the CS integration process is characteristically distinct from 

integrating other corporate concepts into the organisational system, the concept of CS is identified 

within the field of organisation theory and strategic management.  
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2. What is the role of CS integration tools?  

This PhD thesis seeks to identify the role organisational tools play in the CS integration process. 

Whereas much research has been done to understand specific tools or compare them, this PhD thesis 

adds an integration process-focus to analyse the contribution of the tools to the process of CS 

integration. 

 

3. What is the role of third parties in integrating CS?  

This PhD thesis seeks to understand the role of external change agents and direct supply chain 

partners in the process of CS integration. The understanding of how these actors influence the 

integration process contributes to a more precise definition and characterisation of the CS integration 

process itself. 

 

4. How can CS integration success be measured? 

This PhD thesis seeks to develop a method to collect data to measure the success of the integration 

of CS into an organisational system. By taking a longitudinal and retrospective perspective, 

operational elements of the integration process are analysed on how they improve organisational 

efficiency for achieving the company’s CS vision. 

 

The answers to these sub-questions will lead to the development of frameworks based on 

perspectives from different, but related, fields. The frameworks enable retrospective longitudinal 

data gathering on mechanisms that have led to the successful integration of CS into business 

activities. By letting students participate in the research, they can directly test what they have learned 

from the development of new theory on CS integration. This assures the simultaneous creation of a 

new generation of researchers and change agents for CS integration. By collaborating with 

companies, the outcomes of the research can be directly applied and validated in practice. 

1.3.1 The collaboration with companies and students 

This PhD thesis has entailed the collaboration of 37 commercial companies and 4 governmental 

organisations, resulting in practical knowledge supporting the strategic goals of the participating 

organisations. This led to validated knowledge that provided new insights and understanding of CS 

integration; definitions, frameworks, and innovative research methods. The participating 

commercial companies were situated in the Netherlands (n=34), Germany (n=1) and Colombia 

(n=2) and 4 governmental organisations in the Netherlands. The longitudinal/retrospective analysis 

(averaging 6 months of analysis of a data-coverage of 10 years per organisation) was applied to 21 

commercial companies and 1 governmental organisation. While this longitudinal research resulted 

in the data needed for the contribution to science, it also created support for future strategic decisions 

on CS integration for the participating companies. 
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This PhD thesis has also contributed to the creation of a new generation of researchers and change 

agents for CS, thanks to the participation of 100 students at bachelor (n=6), master (n=93) and PhD 

(n=1) level. While 100 master students attended lectures on the topics of the different chapters of 

this PhD thesis, 30 students actively participated in the development and/or support of the 

frameworks by exploring literature and generating additional conceptual categories (7 bachelor). 23 

students collected data from commercial companies and governmental organisations. Moreover, the 

participation of the students assured that the findings of this PhD on the development of new theory 

on CS integration were directly tested and validated. The participation of students in longitudinal 

collaboration with the companies resulted in the best learning experience for the students. 

1.4 Methodologies for theory building on Corporate Sustainability 
integration  

Ongoing societal developments related to sustainable development demand continuous construction, 

testing, and re-construction into new theories and an increase in knowledge (Lang et al., 2012; Pohl 

et al., 2010). Contemporary society has seen a transformation in the mode of new knowledge 

production: Mode 1 knowledge, representing traditional knowledge creation within a discipline, is 

increasingly being accompanied by, Mode 2 knowledge gleaned from broader, transdisciplinary 

social and economic contexts (Gibbons et al., 1994; Nowotny et al., 2003). This PhD thesis 

contributes to Mode 2 knowledge creation on CS integration.  

 

Emergent knowledge creation forms the basis for hypothetic-deductive theory testing (Eastwood et 

al., 2016). Contrary to traditional scientific approaches for formally testing theories (e.g. 

experimenting, statistics), this research adopts a theory-building approach that first makes theory 

explicit and accessible to the user of the developed theory. Theory-building is the process that can 

help us to understand and model reality, and can enable sustainability researchers to make sense of 

the observable world by conceptualizing, categorizing and ordering relationships (Dubois and 

Gadde, 2002), from the interplay of observations and multi-relational reflection through 

interpretation (Astley, 1985; Weick, 1989). Whereas the process of theory-building should start with 

some background knowledge on the research context (Andersen and Kragh, 2010), this knowledge 

is enhanced by considering phenomena in the light of a theoretical framework that is improved over 

time, with the final goal of building a bridge between the evidence and mainstream research 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Since the empirical fieldwork parallels the theoretical 

conceptualisation, the ‘need’ for theory is created in the process (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). 

According to Lynham (2002) the method for theory building is a recursive system of five distinct 

phases (see Figure 1): 1. Conceptual development; 2.  Operationalisation; 3. Application; 4. 

Confirmation or disconfirmation; and 5. Continuous refinement and theory development. 



20

Chapter 1

 

 

  
Figure 1 The method of theory building according to Lynham (2002) 

 

For Mode 2, theory is built in transdisciplinary social and economic contexts (Gibbons et al., 1994), 

resulting in the co-production of knowledge between academics and non-academics (Pohl et al., 

2010). Moreover, this mode of knowledge creation should include the development of academic 

courses and research mentorship opportunities as approaches to science and community action 

(Stokols, 2006). Participatory action research is a method that permits co-productive research by 

simultaneously permitting the researcher to gather case study evidence for the development of the 

theoretical framework, as well as to participate in the organisational change process (Bradbury-

Huang, 2010; Cassell and Lee, 2012). Embedding the researcher in the organisations’ change 

processes, related to CS integration, enables the collection of multiple sources of evidence. This 

creates the broad data sampling necessary for transdisciplinary research (Scholz and Tietje, 2002) 

as a platform for the cumulative understanding of CS integration (Arthur, 2005). Whereas action 

research is aimed at the generation of knowledge and social change through participation 

(Fernández, 2014; Reason and Bradbury, 2006), the application of participatory action research in 

embedded case studies in this PhD thesis enabled the contribution to theory-building on CS 

integration by the collaboration of companies and students. 

 

Science has offered different approaches to support theory-building by giving the necessary input 

for capturing the initial background knowledge on the research context and the consecutive 

development of the theoretical frameworks (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). For this PhD thesis, 

participatory action research permits the application of grounded theory, transdisciplinary 

approaches and abductive logic to support theory building for CS integration. Grounded theory 

entails the discovery of theory from data and therefore helps to capture important elements from 

theory and practice and convert them into a framework as the basis for the new theory. The 
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transdisciplinary approach ensures the collaboration between practice and theory, while abduction 

offers the initial background ideas to start the conceptual development. 

1.4.1 Grounded theory approach 

Grounded Theory (GT) refers to the strategy that emphasises developing theory-building from a rich 

set of data (Cohen et al., 1969; Strauss and Corbin, 1998), and deriving conceptual categories, or 

their properties, based on the data gathered. The conceptual categories are used to illustrate or 

propose a concept or framework (Glaser and Strauss, 2008). In this way, the GT approach offers the 

potential to generate theory systematically by using explicit coding and analytic procedures. The 

latter helps to identify, develop, and relate the concepts that make the building blocks for theory 

more systematic and creative (Heath and Cowley, 2004). By using constant comparative analysis it 

is highly probable that a relevant theory corresponding closely to the data will be achieved (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998). 

 

However, empirical data collected by GT results in thick narrative descriptions that may be 

confusing (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). As GT fails to recognize action research (the 

embeddedness of the researcher in data construction and interpretation in practice (Bryant and 

Charmaz, 2007)), transdisciplinary approaches can complement GT in this respect.  

 

1.4.2 Transdisciplinary approach 

Transdisciplinary (TD) approaches to research are addressing the messy social and environmental 

problems of our time through participation of stakeholders in the generation of research outcomes 

(Carew and Wickson, 2010). Doing TD research means having to work with and reflect upon the 

practical and theoretical interests of society and science simultaneously.  It also means developing 

and using those participatory action research practices necessary for achieving a co-production of 

practical knowledge that is oriented towards the strategic goals of society (Hessels and Lente, Harro, 

2008), and the innovative theoretical knowledge needed for providing new insights and 

understanding of complex problems (Lang et al., 2012). Because context matters (Breda, John et al., 

2016), TD brings society into the research process, to support and guide the latter in the co-

production of knowledge (Collins and Porras, 2002). 

 

However, TD initiatives often require coordination among different types and levels of 

collaboration. These different forms of TD collaboration have been studied separately, but they have 

not been linked together as interrelated processes within a more comprehensive formulation of 

transdisciplinary action research (Stokols, 2006). 
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1.4.3 Abductive logic 

Abductive logic (AL) is the logic of hunches – of making connections between things based on 

intuitive reasoning despite the extremely fallible insight of the researcher. This intuition is nurtured 

by experience (Gummesson, 2003; Kovács and Spens, 2005), but can also derive from theoretical 

pre-knowledge (Strauss, 1987). It is extremely relevant when working in unstable social contexts 

and encourages researchers to abduce (follow through on a hunch) rather than relying on the formal 

laws of deductive and inductive logic (Reichertz, 2009). It thus allows for greater exploration in 

designing the research process and is useful for theory building when followed by tracking an 

unobvious empirical observation through theory matching applying GT (Dubois and Gadde, 2002).  

However, simply following through on hunches does not challenge social and ecological injustices. 

Therefore, abductive logic must be paired with the transformative aspirations of TD. Starting from 

prior knowledge (i.e. the hunch or idea using abductive logic), data collection and theory building 

then take place simultaneously, implying a learning loop (i.e. the collaboration between practice and 

theory from TD), leading to the development of a framework combining related theories (i.e. 

deriving conceptual categories from GT by continuously refining and developing a framework to 

achieve a relevant theory, Olsson and Olander, 2005). To validate the framework, it is applied in an 

empirical setting (Kovács and Spens, 2005). For this PhD thesis, consequently, AL, TD and GT 

form a combined research approach (see Figure 2). 

 

  
Figure 2 The research approach applied in this research (adapted from Van Hoof, 2013) 

 

1.5 The mixed method applied in this PhD thesis 
To achieve the combined research approach for this PhD thesis a specific mixture of methods was 

applied. This mixture consists of quantitative and qualitative research methods, to capture the 

context of the process of CS integration (as emphasised by van Breda et al. (2016). This results in 

collaborative action research approaches as the basis for the co-production of practical knowledge, 

oriented towards the strategic goals of the participating companies (as proposed by Hessels and van 

Lente, 2008), and new theoretical knowledge (as proposed by Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn, 2008) on CS 

integration. The initial starting point of this PhD was my previous participation as a consultant in 

the planning, development and implementation of CS integration improvements in several 
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Lente, 2008), and new theoretical knowledge (as proposed by Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn, 2008) on CS 

integration. The initial starting point of this PhD was my previous participation as a consultant in 

the planning, development and implementation of CS integration improvements in several 

 

companies over the last 17 years (reflected in Chapters 2 and 3). This background knowledge on the 

research context influenced my pre-knowledge on the research context (as emphasised by Strauss 

and Corbin (1998)), but this also gave me a preliminary definition of a research gap. Through an 

iterative process of theory matching I attempted to find a new matching framework, thus extending 

theory used prior to observation in a historical theory exploration (reflected in all Chapters as 

stressed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). This exploration enabled the synthesis of data about 

dependent and independent variables at the level of individuals, groups and the entire organisation, 

and of knowledge provided by diverse sources (reflected in Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6). In all the 

different case studies the participating companies were included (as empasised by Scholz and Tietje, 

2002)). Characterising conceptual categories from evidence was derived from the data of real life 

experiences of CS integration processes in company case studies (reflected in Chapters 3, 5 and 6) 

(as proposed by Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998)), building up to a final 

framework providing an in-depth understanding of CS integration processes (reflected in Chapters 

5 and 6). The different chapters of this PhD research address these theory propositions and the 

different methods (see also Figure 2): 

 

Chapter 1: Understanding the history and initial scope of CS and its integration process 

The main aim of this chapter is to present an historical exploration of the development of the field 

of CS over the last three decades. Based on prior theoretical knowledge, research in the field of CS 

and management practices, including the link to other fields, was analysed leading to the proposal 

of an inclusive systemic perspective for the challenge of speeding up the application of ‘inclusive’ 

CS. This results in a preliminary framework on the integration of CS into business activities and 

poses guiding questions for the following chapters of this PhD research. 

 

Chapter 2: Understanding the process of CS integration into 18 SMEs 

By applying an action research approach this chapter aims at exploring how SMEs integrate CS into 

their business activities, supported by co-production oriented towards the strategic goals of the 

participating companies and theoretical knowledge on the process of CS integration. By taking an 

external change agent perspective, eighteen Dutch SMEs were supported to improve the integration 

of CS into their business activities. Based on their long-term knowledge on CS integration, the 

external change agents collected research data through the application of four consultancy tools. 

This prior theoretical knowledge was analysed in light of the scientific literature and led to the 

formulation of conceptual categories. These categories formed the basis of the analysis of the 

research. The participating companies validated the outcomes. 
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Chapter 3: CS integration supported by tools 

The main aim of this chapter is to assess tools used for addressing CS, based on their support of the 

process of integration into business activities. To understand this support, this chapter presents an 

analysis of the professional and scientific literature on the process of CS integration and supporting 

tools, based on the exploratory work of students with companies resulting in the definition of a 

framework on the process of CS integration. This chapter concludes with an assessment and 

discussion of the three most prominent CS integration tools obtained from professional and scientific 

publications, based on the defined framework.  
 

Chapter 4: CS integration supported by influences from the supply chain 

The aim of this chapter is to understand CS integration from a supply chain perspective. It does so 

by addressing the link between the procurement process and supply chain practices. This chapter 

proposes a framework to include technical and non-technical specifications of product/service 

combinations that improve resource usage efficiency through recovery, and, therefore, the 

integration of CS into company business activities. The development of this framework is based on 

the generation of conceptual categories from a review of literature on public procurement, business 

models, CS integration and change management, and co-developed with, and validated by, 

participating companies and other experts in the field.  

 

Chapter 5: Measuring the success of intervention mechanisms for CS integration 

The aim of this chapter is to contribute to an understanding of interventions into business activities 

by analysing the success of intervention mechanisms in their support for the integration of CS in 

case studies if two companies using a holistic framework. This chapter presents an integrated 

framework that was developed through its application in 10 case-study companies and was based 

on the frameworks of the previous chapters of this PhD, together with additional conceptual 

categories from the literature review in the fields of organisation theory, organisational behaviour 

and strategic management. The framework permits a retrospective analysis of the intervention 

mechanisms that are aiming for an increased coherence of processes in the organisational system 

leading to CS integration. The framework is applied in the empirical setting of two action research 

case studies achieving a co-production of practical knowledge that is oriented towards the strategic 

goals of the companies and of innovative theoretical knowledge for providing new insights and 

understanding of the success of intervention mechanisms for CS integration. The participating 

companies validated the outcomes. 
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This PhD thesis ends with a synopsis and reflection on content and methodology in Chapter 6. By 
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Abstract: This chapter argues for greater attention to be paid to the dual and embedded nature of 

business. We propose that a more inclusive systemic perspective is needed for the challenge of 

speeding up the application of ‘inclusive’ corporate sustainability. The key question is how an on-

going upward dynamic of transformative learning cycles can be achieved in practice. The current 

practice of implementing sustainability management systems, identifying key performance 

indicators, reporting on sustainability policies and outcomes has a strong focus on the physical 

dynamics in companies and (in the good cases) in their value chain. In many cases the three 

dimensions of issues, time and place are only addressed partially. We argue that the academic 

community needs to pay greater retro- and prospective attention to the social intervention dynamics, 

introducing checks on the assumed effects of social interventions. To achieve a more balanced and 

inclusive corporate sustainability we need to link levels of the achievement of corporate 

sustainability goals more strongly with (self-) assessment of the social dynamics in firms and their 

societal system. 

2.1 Introduction 
Over the last three decades of pioneering, constructive and critical-evaluative scientific work, many 

scholars in the field of sustainable production and consumption and especially corporate 

sustainability have greatly contributed to the adoption of more sustainable practices in business. 

However, progress is slowing down, while the need for greater and faster steps is growing. The key 

question is how the academic community can further support companies which are already on the 

road to sustainability, but want to jump to ‘all-inclusive’ corporate sustainability. Such support may 

also benefit those companies that are currently stepping on the bandwagon. 

 

In the past, progress was possible with smaller adaptations to regular ways of production and 

consumption. More recently it has increasingly been argued that more fundamental changes in the 

modes of production and the way of doing business are needed. Such critical thinking about the role 

of businesses in society has a long history.  

 

Adam Smith is often presented as one of the classical thinkers, promoting in “The Wealth of 

Nations” the fundamental belief in the invisible hand of the market and the assumption that 

producers and consumers acting in self-interest are the best for the common wealth. However, Adam 

Smith himself stressed the need for morally reasonable behaviour in his other classical book “The 

theory of moral sentiment” (Smith, 1759; Hunt and Lautzenheiser, 2011; Doorman, 2012;). In the 

18th and 19th century other scholars, like Lauderdale and Rae, were opposed to the belief in 
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unrestricted selfish wealth creation as the best recipe for economic progress (Haney, 1920, pp. 294–

302).  

 

From the start of the 20th century scholars have been stressing the need for companies to go beyond 

merely making profit, by contributing to societal progress in their communities. As did Henry Ford 

in 1917, defending the reinvestment of profits in plant expansion, arguing the purpose of his 

company this way: ‘To do as much as possible for everybody concerned, to make money and use it, 

give employment, and send out the car where the people can use it ... and incidentally to make money 

... Business is a service, not a bonanza’ (Lee, 2008, p. 54). While the discipline of economics 

developed mostly into a dominant main route of neo-liberal economics and further development of 

applied fields like business management, logistics, econometrics and accounting, a few smaller 

critical branches stayed alive, and some emerged recently in the last decades.  

In the mid-1950s various scholars again took up this debate about the essence of business activity 

(Bowen, 1953; Carroll, 1999; Frederick, 1960; Lee, 2008; Moura-Leite and Padgett, 2011) with 

Davis and Carroll in the 1970s translating corporate social responsibility into new imperatives for 

business , with Carroll initially focussing mostly on social objectives and philanthropy and Davis 

stressing both community and environmental impacts (Carroll, 1979, 1987, 1978; Davis, 1975; 

Frederick, 1994). 

From the early 1970s a more elaborate environmental agenda was added to the wish list of doing 

good by doing business, which resulted in the emergence of many approaches for cleaner 

production, pollution prevention, industrial ecology, eco-design, eco-efficiency and more. These 

fields first got their feet on the ground in the late 1980s and early 1990s with successful business 

pilot projects (Allen and Rosselot, 1994; Baas, 1998; Burns, 1999; Cagno et al., 2005; Gallup and 

Marcotte, 2004; Granek, 2011; Ochsner et al., 1995) which were taken as examples and used to 

promote wider implementation (Baas, 2007; Bartholomew et al., 2008; Berkel, Rene, 2007; Durfee, 

1999; Keijzers, 2000; Kuehr, 2007; Miller et al., 2008; Stevenson, 2004; UNEP, 2007).  

In the 1990s there was a revival of the concept of corporate social responsibility, both in the 

academic world (Burke and Logsdon, 1996; Carroll, 1991; Porter, 1991) and in politics and the 

market (Holme and Watts, 2000; Petkoski and Twose, 2003; The European Commision, 2006; The 

European Commission, 2001; Watts and Holme, 1998). This started a development of moving CSR 

away from philanthropy towards what nowadays is called creating shared value (Chouinard et al., 

2011; Jackson et al., 1994a; Porter and Kramer, 2006). 

 

During the last quarter century, impressive improvements in eco-efficiency have been achieved in 

at least a limited number of countries. Some of the major classic types of pollution at national level 

have been impressively reduced in north-western European countries. Recycling rates for some 
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materials have gone up to >80% in some countries (EEA, 2015). But many countries both in the 

North and in the South still need to make major steps. In the same period, in many sectors, 

manufacturing companies have outsourced production facilities towards developing countries 

aiming for cost reduction (Dicken, 2015) and lean environmental regulations, as stated in the 

disputed ‘pollution haven’ hypothesis (Bu et al., 2013; Cole, 2004; Eskeland and Harrison, 2003; 

Grether et al., 2012; Levinson and Taylor, 2008).  

However, the process of globalisation also implies that a globally networking civil society is 

witnessing these developments and they increasingly put pressure on multinational companies to 

improve their social and environmental performance (Christmann and Taylor, 2002; Haddock-

Fraser, 2012; Rourke, 2005; Vermeulen, 2015).  

At the same time there is a rapidly increasing urgency to create a clean, circular and renewable 

energy-based economy, partly due to the aspiration to Western lifestyles of the fast growing middle 

classes in emerging economies (UNEP, 2011a).  

 

Taking this to the company level, it poses new and more inclusive challenges for adapting the day-

to-day business routines. Large internationally operating companies feel this pressure more strongly 

than locally oriented SMEs (Vermeulen, 2015). But even in the case of SMEs most companies are 

somehow embedded in larger production and consumption systems with a global span (Kerr, 2006).  

 

The historical lines of critical thought on the role of companies in society are now revived in the 

new debates on corporate sustainability. The various pleas for corporate sustainability are heard 

from diverse corners, each stressing their own specific perspective, which is often linked to a specific 

disciplinary background. This disciplinary divide has its advantages of in-depth analysis, but also 

the common drawback of partial paradigmatic blindness. In this chapter, we propose an inclusive 

systemic perspective. This is useful both for the academic analysis of the progress being made as 

well as for direct support to corporate strategies in implementing and further integrating their 

sustainability policies.  

 

Our starting point is the observation that individual businesses should be seen as a phenomenon with 

a dual nature and as a single element embedded in a larger societal system. As with ‘two sides of a 

coin’, the ‘dual nature’ refers to the simultaneously existing physical dynamics and social dynamics 

in businesses. This dual physical and social nature should be considered both when looking at the 

internal dynamics in businesses and when looking at the relations of businesses with their outside 

world. Taking this metaphor a bit further, any separate coin will only have value due to the monetary 

system in which it is embedded. In this way, also any single company can only successfully exist 

due to it being a part of far larger production and consumption systems (with the directly related 
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actors in the value chain), which in turn are embedded in the larger societal system, including civil 

society, governments, knowledge producers and last but not least the wide diversity of individuals 

in their various roles. A company will only have its value if it maintains a positive symbiosis with 

this societal environment.  

 

In our opinion many approaches promoting corporate sustainability poorly address this dual and 

embedded nature with limited rational choice approaches. These approaches may yield some short-

term successes, but eventually will run into systemic barriers.  

 

Taking the dual and embedded nature of businesses as a starting point enables us to address a number 

of key questions for the implementation of corporate sustainability: 

 

a) How should the dual nature of individual companies be conceived? 

b) How should a long-term ambition for corporate sustainability be set in a widely acceptable 
way? 

c) How should we describe companies as an element of a production and consumption system? 

d) How should longer-term strategy development and implementation be designed? 

e) How can companies be supported in moving from a limited rational choice approach 
towards continuous and transformative learning? 

2.2 How should the dual nature of individual companies be conceived? 
The reason for the existence of companies is that they satisfy certain needs of individuals or groups 

in society by creating and selling certain products or services. As such they are an element in a wider 

physical production and consumption system (which in economic terms is called a value chain and 

in environmental terms a product life cycle). Crucial to the description of the phenomenon of a 

company is on one side the physical reality of products or services being produced and offered and 

the physical, chemical and mechanical processes needed for that, with their physical impacts on the 

wider environment and ecology. Equally crucial are social dynamics: internally in the company and 

externally in its outside relations with the social world, both in terms of economic market processes 

(supply chain, customers, reverse logistics, financing etc.) and social relations with other 

stakeholders (local authorities, neighbours, NGO’s, media etc.). 

 

In the history of the last centuries companies have proven to be able to permanently innovate and 

increase the efficiency of production, to some extent on their own, but mostly in collaboration with 

the surrounding societal system, including governments, knowledge producers, civil society and 

creative individuals.  Such innovations may concern both technological processes and products as 
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physical realities, as well as the social dynamics in the forms of collaboration, applied business 

models and institutional settings for production. 

 

Companies normally operate in a fairly static mode. These are the fixtures in ways of getting 

products and services on the market based on proven successes: day-to-day routines and 

standardised procedures in businesses, the ingrained management styles and culture, the workers’ 

ethos, all locked in by fixed capital investments. This gives individuals in companies at all levels a 

certain sense of security in a constantly threatening and changing outside market and wider world. 

Maintaining this static mode makes sense for the short term, relying on one’s proven approaches. It 

only gives room for small steps and incremental changes, which is a safe short-term strategy for 

many. 

 

However, in the outside world change is always around and with the growing global population and 

its increasing physical needs, the speed of change in the outside world of companies will only 

increase.  

 

For companies, this implies the need to regularly step out of their comfort zone and unfreeze 

institutionalised routines and procedures (Lozano, 2007a; Maon et al., 2009). This is needed anyway 

in a permanently developing international market. But overall the still widespread unsustainable 

practices and resulting continuing and increasing global threats (Haberl et al., 2011; Parris and 

Kates, 2003; Rockström et al., 2009) require companies to regularly re-orient their long-term future 

and rethink their current business position and strategy. Therefore the organisation of continuous 

change and transformative learning is key to both business success and progress towards a 

sustainable society (Bebbington et al., 2007; Howie and Bagnall, 2015; Kitchenham, 2008).  

Rational planning processes and continuous improvement have been introduced as key concepts 

since the late 1980s, with the application of plan-do-check-act approaches in environmental 

management systems (Curkovic and Sroufe, 2011; Delmas, 2002; Delmas and Toffel, 2008; Melnyk 

et al., 2003; Moen and Norman, 2006; Morrow and Rondinelli, 2002a; Pojasek, 2012; Steger, 2000) 

and in many of the proposed step-wise approaches for cleaner production, zero waste, industry 

ecology, the natural step, green chemistry, design for sustainability, blue economy, cradle to cradle 

et cetera (Baas, 1998; Braungart et al., 2007; Burns, 1999; Graedel, 1996; Kuehr, 2007; Ochsner et 

al., 1995; Pauli, 2010; Vermeulen, 2006). Many firms worldwide have been adopting and adapting 

these approaches (more than 300,000 companies certified under ISO 14001 in 2013 (ISO, 2013)), 

sometimes as single loops, but often as repeated loops, permanently identifying and implementing 

smaller or larger improvement projects (Maon et al., 2009; von Ahsen, 2013). However, 

organisations always need to make choices on what is affordable for the short-term, restricted by 

available budgets, constrained in the context of their current day market prices. In this context, 
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repetitive learning cycles tend to get refrozen into new administrative routines, to a level just enough 

to satisfy external auditors, in response to demands posed by key value chain stakeholders (Calcott, 

2010; Tinsley, 2002; Zorpas, 2010).  In recent years various companies with good track records in 

environmental management came to us with questions on how to break out of these renewed routines 

and make a jump to more ‘inclusive’ corporate sustainability (Bootsma et al., 2014). In our post-

graduate programs on sustainable development and corporate sustainability we worked with student 

groups in dozens of companies, successfully addressing such strategic questions (Bootsma et al., 

2014).  

  

Most of the methodologies available for implementing (elements of) corporate sustainability (or 

their predecessor’s concepts in the environmental field) include some form of describing current 

impacts and a comparison with (long-term) future societal needs (Székely and Knirsch, 2005). 

Companies need a very good reason to start to unfreeze routines every now and then, and be 

motivated to apply systematic forms of back-casting: goal setting, comparing goals with actual 

practices, resulting in scenario development and implementation. Various scholars propose to refer 

to long-term oriented motives (Hart and Milstein, 2003; Porter and Kramer, 2011a), going beyond 

direct pay-offs of environmental projects (Berkel, Rene, 2007; Burke and Logsdon, 1996; Cagno et 

al., 2005; Gravitis, 2007). 

 

To start with goal setting: in practice, for most companies, the long-term challenges and threats 

addressed with the concept of sustainable development are not very clear at all, thus hampering the 

goal setting. This is partly the result of the on-going, open and divergent discourses on what is 

needed for sustainable development. This divergence partly has its roots in the endless debates about 

the “correct” meaning of the concept of sustainable development in and between academic 

disciplines. It is also partly rooted in the same tendency to disagree in the political arena. We also 

see this common practice to compete by means of different framings of the concept in the market 

arena. These three processes of divergence are mutually reinforcing, and do not help companies in 

making substantial steps in the right direction, especially the smaller ones.  

 

Defining ‘corporate sustainability’ as being about individual companies implementing strategies to 

achieve sustainable development (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010a; Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002; 

Eccles et al., 2014; Hahn et al., 2015; Marrewijk van, 2003; Montiel, 2008), the first step would be 

to support companies in making sense of sustainable development and what that implies for them. 

As a second step it requires a proper view of the current dual and embedded nature of one’s company 

and when that is known, as the third step having a proper view on externally available and/or still 

to be developed innovative ways of satisfying societal needs with the products or services one can 

offer. Let us look at the first step. 
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2.3 How should a long-term ambition for corporate sustainability be set in a 
widely acceptable way? 

The first step requires finding a way through the cacophony of opinions. These range from, on one 

side, the minimal position of just complying with regulatory requirements (which, in itself, is 

confusing due to contradictions and diversity in and between regulatory regimes in the >180 

nations), via a wide variety of opinions available in the scientific, political and market arenas (Du 

Pisani, 2006; Robinson, 2004) to, on the other side, some extreme positions of various 

fundamentalists in civil society, and academics taking positions which may even almost exclude the 

mere existence of businesses and modern mankind from the picture of Gaia (Callicott, 2005; 

Lovelock, 2003).   

How can one still help companies find their way? There is a way out of this: despite this noisy 

cacophony in the intellectual, political and market arenas, discourses on the supranational level have 

resulted in a fairly well supported rough consensus about the core elements of the concept of 

sustainable development. Some sub-elements may still need some refining, some other key elements 

may still be further completed with additional sub-elements, but a core-structure exists and is widely 

being worked with.  

Pragmatic choices need to be made. What is the contribution to be made: continue endlessly 

impeaching the concept, or work with the well-supported rough consensus and get it to be further 

fine-tuned by exposing it to communities of practice?  

 
Figure 4 Three dimensions of the concept of sustainable development: issues, time and place, containing 
3x2x2 boxes
 

For the last purpose, we have good experiences with presenting the concept of sustainable 

development in the context of discourses on vision and strategy development as a somewhat limited 
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Rubik’s Cube (not 3x3x3, but 3x2x2 boxes, see Figure 4), combining the issues dimension (PPP), 

with the time dimension (now and then) and the place dimension (here and there).  

 

The issues dimension summarized in the triple-P refers to the various sustainability issues, or in 

order words: the three fields of negative internal and external impacts of production and 

consumption systems, all three being roughly equally important. The first P for planet is about 

ecological threats, which can be organised in various ways. The second P for people refers to the 

direct threats and obstructed development potentials and opportunities for individuals that are linked 

to any of the parts of full production systems. And the third P refers to prosperity, which reflects the 

developmental goal at society level in the concept of sustainable development and requires a well-

functioning societal system, where companies create shared value and prosperity in the communities 

they serve (European Commission, 2002; Halonen and Mkapa, 2005; Hammond, 2006). 

 

The time dimension is embedded in the debate on sustainable development via the principle of 

generational equity, requiring us to pass on our habitat to future generations, offering them the same 

opportunities that we have (referring to the famous, most cited quote of World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987, p. 41)2. As an essential imperative for corporate sustainability 

strategy development this implies two key activities: both taking a long-term perspective focusing 

on radical changes, which require time, while also starting with activities which can be implemented 

tomorrow rather than next year (Bansal and DesJardine, 2014; Lozano, 2008; Tukker et al., 2008). 

Thus companies should engage in identifying probable future trends in their markets and anticipate 

the design of pathways for long-term adaptation to create positive impacts on society and ecology. 

But the long-term approach should not prevent them from implementing strategies with direct 

benefits. These are especially needed to secure the commitment of stakeholders.  

 

The place dimension is crucial for the systemic approach, stressing the links of any production or 

consumption activity via value chains with the distribution of negative environmental, social and 

prosperity impacts elsewhere during the full life cycle of products or services (Chouinard et al., 

2011; Dicken, 2015; Lenzen et al., 2012; Lenzen et al., 2012; Porter and Kramer, 2011b). 

 

For the issue dimension we can substantiate our claim about the availability of a well-supported 

rough consensus on the core elements of the concept of sustainable development, by referring to 

various widely supported initiatives on the supranational level, linked in various communities of 

practice of implementing and assessing (corporate) sustainability.  

                                                        
2 Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  
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The first practice is the wide application of the GRI guidelines for reporting. Their reporting 

standards contain a combination of issue descriptors and descriptors related to management 

processes. Among the world’s 250 largest companies 82% refers to the GRI guidelines in 2013 

(KPMG, 2013, p. 11). More recently ISO 26000 Guidance for social responsibility has been 

increasingly accepted (ISO and GRI, 2014). The issue descriptors in both approaches can be used 

here to identify the issues addressed. However, GRI focuses on showing progress in performance 

rather than describing long-term target levels. 

The second practice is the rapid take-up of voluntary sustainability standards in international trade. 

Two supranational organisations active in this field (WTO-ITC and ISEAL Alliance) have recently 

developed guidelines and reviews (ISEAL Alliance, 2013; ITC, 2011; see also Potts et al., 2014) 

that give a comprehensive overview of the planet, people and prosperity related issues. Here the 

focus is more on the issues and means and practices to be applied. Again, these issues would need 

to be translated into long-term target levels. 

A third source for the rough consensus is a selection of the best examples of indicator-sets for 

measuring sustainability at the national level. Here we also witness a wide and diverse community 

of practice. The International Institute of Sustainable Development is providing an online platform 

(the Compendium of Sustainable Development Indicator Initiatives) giving access to this variety of 

sustainability indicators (IISD, 2004). A comparative analysis of the content and methodological 

approaches of these indicators also allows the identification of a common ground in the key 

descriptors of the three sustainability issues.  

 

Combining these three sources results in short lists of relevant issues, which are robust enough for 

companies who are willing to make the next steps and identify their long-term strategy. It would 

also be essential to identify proper attention to the inter-linkages between the various issue elements 

(Lozano and Huisingh, 2011). At this stage, we are merely interested in presenting a comprehensive 

overview of relevant issues, to prevent companies from overlooking issues that later on would still 

need to be addressed. Of course, this will lead to debates about trade-offs between the various 

elements of the sustainability issues and priority setting, but this is to be addressed in the 

specification of companies’ policy plans.  

 

For each of the challenges of reducing specific impacts under the triple-P issues, the second 

dimension of time implies that companies connect their long-term expectations on these threatening 

impacts to the analysis of their own current (production) practices; what is the link with what one’s 

company does, what goal does one need to set (in various time scales) and what options does one 

have to promote short and longer term improvements (Holmberg and Robert, 2000)? For this, long-

term expectations and projections are produced and renewed constantly (Leisinger and Bakker, 

2013; UNEP, 2011a; WBCSD, 2010a). This may result in debates about their reliability and their 
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completeness, but the constant underlying message is that substantial changes will be taking place 

and for any company it is wise to anticipate these. From this perspective companies would need to 

formulate their own long-term target levels, which may be adjusted in due course. If companies 

develop such long-term perspectives, they may also more easily make sense of the abundance of 

possible key performance indicators available in literature and the practices of consultancy.  

 

This also requires an on-going reflection on what the company is doing in its full functioning as a 

part of a larger production system; of global production networks (Dicken, 2015; Vermeulen, 2010, 

2015). This system perspective links directly to the third dimension of place: any product has 

distributed impacts over its geographical value chain (Lenzen et al., 2012b; Nijdam et al., 2008).  

 

When working from the perspective of any individual firm, the three dimensions of sustainable 

development: triple-P issues, time and place are always essentially interconnected.  Most important 

here is to stress that with the sustainability challenges ahead, structural changes are needed in how 

our production and consumption system functions. This calls for more than incremental 

technological improvements; for societal transformations in the sociological sense of changing 

institutions and structures of economic behaviour (ISSC and UNESCO, 2013, p. 101; Sewell, 1992) 

both inside the firm and in the wider societal system. This brings us to the next question. 

2.4 How should we describe companies as an element of a production and 
consumption system? 

Taking the dual and embedded nature of companies again as starting point, we need to combine the 

knowledge developed from various disciplines, as mentioned in the first section. Taking a position 

in corporate sustainability requires an analysis of the physical dynamics inside the specific company 

in relation to its full physical product life cycle, as well as an analysis of the social dynamics. Both 

dynamics need to be addressed inside and outside the specific company. This includes the social 

impacts in the full product life cycle and the appropriateness of the economic practices in the 

transactions with various stakeholders throughout the value chain. Described in this way it contains 

various elements. For each element separate tools are available (Glavič and Lukman, 2007; Lozano, 

2012; Robèrt, 2000; Robèrt et al., 2002), but they need to be applied in a systematically integrated 

way. 

 

After two decades of using environmental management systems, many companies have got used to 

monitoring their progress, because –in principle- in applying ISO14001 and comparable systems 

they have signed up to continuous improvement. But in practice this monitoring of progress has a 

very limited application (Delmas, 2003; MacDonald, 2005). In the best cases various key 

performance indicators on some of the physical dynamics are available to decision-makers in 
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companies (Birkin et al., 2009; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Yin and Schmeidler, 2009).  

However, in contrast to that, retrospective self-reflection of the social dynamics inside the company 

and with its connections with the outside world is hardly being practised (Aguinis and Glavas, 2012; 

Baumgartner, 2014).  

 

This is actually quite remarkable. With the immense sustainability challenge ahead (section 2.1), the 

necessary social dynamics inside firms and between stakeholders are created and affected by the 

implementation of the various suggested sustainability strategies, which will result in their improved 

physical performance. A lack of proper understanding of this is like driving a car at night with the 

lights off and no hands on the steering wheel. So, to enable significant change, companies need to 

make regular self-reflections of their dual and embedded nature, linking how they function in their 

social dynamics with what they achieve in their physical dynamics in their full production and 

consumption system. 

2.5 How should longer-term strategy development and implementation be 
designed? 

Based on a self-reflective analysis companies need to identify their room for innovation. For this 

process search directions are needed. One might want to get such directions from governments, if 

they have formulated long-term targets, such as 40% reduction of carbon emissions by 2030 (EU) 

or 80% by 2050 (UK). But here again we repeat the observation that regulatory regimes as seen in 

an international context, by nature, are confusing due to contradictions and diversity in and between 

nations, so this yields confusing instructions. This is also why open-minded and two-directional 

stakeholder engagement with societal stakeholders is indispensable (European Multistakeholder 

Forum on CSR, 2004; Hart and Milstein, 2003; Polonsky and Jevons, 2009). Search directions can 

best be identified with these societal actors. 

However, the visions for the long term are not as unclear as public debates may suggest. Just as with 

the operationalization of sustainable development, here we also have supranational networks and 

initiatives, as mentioned above, that provide a widely supported set of main routes for technical and 

social innovation.  

 

Combining these various suggested sources for long-term visioning can be summarised in five key 

search directions for societal transformations (Vermeulen, 2015): 

 

1. Towards climate control and a renewable energy based society;  

2. Towards a circular economy reducing its dependency on virgin resources, based on circular 
resource use and dematerialization;  

3. Towards neutral or positive impact on biodiversity;  
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4. Towards an economic system creating shared triple value, including community well-being 
and poverty oriented production approaches, such as  bottom of the pyramid (BoP) 
(Schrader et al., 2012);  

5. Towards equitable market and governance institutions at all levels, addressing institutional 
causes of unsustainability in the globalized economy (UNEP, 2011b). 

Available literature supplies sufficient challenging examples for each of these key search directions 

to inspire both large and smaller firms. There is also a wide variety of suggested approaches and 

methods to kick off strategy formulation activities within firms. As observed above, companies 

applying repetitive plan-do-check-act cycles tend to lose momentum and the level of improvement 

in each next cycle of continuous improvement reduces. Lack of internalisation into the company’s 

culture, value system and into communications with its societal stakeholders is often the core reason 

for this ‘jamming’ of sustainability strategies. Plan-do-check-act cycles may be repeated, but suffer 

from a tendency of diminishing returns (Baumgartner, 2014). In our opinion, combining our 

observations of what is addressed in scientific literature and what we see in our interactions with 

companies, this is linked to weak integration and weak orientation on the long-term and long-

distance challenges (two of the three dimensions in the cube in Figure 4).  

 

In analysing the practice of corporate sustainability and in supporting key actors in the field, we 

need to take a longer time perspective, not looking at short-term kick-off projects, but at enabling 

accelerating change processes, where each next cycle gears up its impact: transformative change. 

2.6 How can companies be supported in moving from a limited rational choice 
approach towards continuous and transformative learning? Key 
imperatives for corporate sustainability. 

In our opinion companies and change agents who are supporting companies and the academic 

community share a common challenge here. If we take the need for a transformative change as the 

challenge to speed up the application of ‘inclusive’ corporate sustainability, and we agree on the 

essential dual and embedded nature of business, then the key question is how an on-going upward 

mechanism of transformative learning cycles can be achieved in practice. The current practice of 

implementing sustainability management systems, including the identification of key performance 

indicators and reporting on sustainability policies and outcomes often has a strong focus on the 

dynamics of the physical production processes in companies addressing and (in the good cases) in 

their value chain. They may also address the social impacts of value creation (related to workers 

inside the company, the neighbourhoods and - if taken in a supply chain perspective - of supplier 

companies). But in many cases the three dimensions of issues (PPP), time and place are addressed 

only partially. Simultaneously however, the self-reflection on whether applied interventions work 

as expected is often limited. The social dynamics related to the social interventions aiming at 
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reducing negative direct and indirect impacts are largely ignored and the analysis of the links 

between the social dynamics and physical dynamics are underexplored.  

 

In transformative change the learning cycle should be seen as a constantly rotating plan-do-check-

act wheel, which should be riding up the mountain quickly enough. Such transformative change can 

only be effective if it is a constant process self-assessment by the company. In doing this it is essential 

to explore the company’s social intervention dynamics and their links to the level of success in 

affecting the dynamics adjusted physical and social impact creation: the value creation practices. 

This finally needs to result in improving the effectiveness of efforts of reducing negative impacts 

and shifting towards positive effects in the three issue areas of the triple-P, both here and there and 

both in the short term and the long term.  

 

In our view a corporate sustainability theory of change of firms embedded in societal systems needs 

to explicitly link the social intervention dynamics as essential in the pathway from beliefs, values, 

needs and motives via repetitive learning to successfully implementing social and technical 

innovations in the firm’s societal systems. 

 

 

For companies, this implies a management strategy with permanent feedbacks between four 

elements: 

1. On-going goal re-orientation, addressing the three sustainable development dimensions (3P 
issues, time and place);  

2. Longitudinal analysis (retro- and prospective) of the general social dynamics in the firm and 
the social dynamics of introducing interventions; 

2. Analysis of
social interventions 

dynamics

3. Analysis of dynamics 
of physical and social 

impact creation 

4. Adjusting social, 
technical & value

strategy

1. On-going 
goal re-orientation

Feedback Y: goals

Feedback X:
practice

Feedback Z: strategy

Figure 5 Permanent feedbacks between 4 elements of transformative change
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3. Longitudinal analysis (retro- and prospective) of the physical and societal impacts of 
introducing interventions aiming at the triple issue fields (PPP); 

4. Linking the results of the analysis of social dynamics to the impacts in physical and social 
realm, and translating this to goal-re-orientation and adjusted social and technical strategies. 

These essential feedbacks are schematically represented in Figure 5. The feedback X refers to the 

reflection on whether social interventions applied in the organisational structure and culture and in 

the collaboration with value chain partners do in fact result in the assumed effects on the 

performance in the physical and societal realm.  Is the ‘theory of change’ actually working and what 

other social interventions could be effective in the specific organisation reviewed?  

 

The feedback Y refers to the refining of the company’s mission and goals based on the reflections 

under feedback X. At this stage the required permanent monitoring of essential changes in the 

context of the company and the internal lessons learnt on what works and what does not work need 

to be integrated. This can result in a reformulated, more challenging vision or mission document and 

needs to be translated in adjusted KPIs (Key Performance Indicators). 

 

Feedback Z then refers to adjusted strategies both in terms of new projects enabling the attainment 

of the physical and social targets and the type of social interventions planned to achieve these. This 

includes making explicit assumptions about the ‘theory of change’, which can be tested in a next 

phase.  

 

Feedback X, Y and Z are interdependent: the learning about the causal links between the social and 

physical dynamics (feedback X), the readjustment of corporate goals (feedback Y) and the 

integration of these first two learning cycles into the learning about interventions in the company´s 

processes and its people to adhere to the CS vision. 

2.7 Discussion 
It is essential that approaches to corporate sustainability include such a permanent self-reflective 

learning process inside the company. Corporate sustainability scholars from different academic and 

geographic backgrounds have recently been proposing approaches for the implementation of 

corporate sustainability. Looking at these we can review to what extent these approaches stress such 

self-reflexive feedbacks. In Table 1 we present this review. 

In many cases the reasoning starts from the perspective of stakeholder engagement and the need to 

respond to the societal context (Asif et al., 2011; Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Cramer, 2005a; Maon 

et al., 2009). Some stress the need of taking long-term challenges posed by sustainability sciences 

as a starting point to elaborate a long-term vision (Baumgartner, 2014; Searcy, 2016). 
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Most of these approaches combine using a plan-do-check-act cycle of continuous improvement in 

one or another way with widening the scope of sustainability issues to be addressed. Goal 

formulation and performance measurement are common elements, as well as communication with 

external stakeholders, both in the initial phase of issue identification and after the check phase, 

showing the achievements. Various authors present typologies of firms with different attitudes and 

cultures towards corporate sustainability, which would then require case-specific implementation 

approaches (Baumgartner, 2009; Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010a; Hahn and Scheermesser, 2006; 

Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Many of the approaches are (implicitly) presented as a first start 

to implementing corporate sustainability, which is not helpful if applied to companies that have a 

long history of environmental and/or corporate social responsibility policies. In contrast a few 

scholars explicitly present their approach as starting with reflecting on earlier achievements 

(Cramer, 2005a) and ‘unfreezing’ existing practices (Maon et al., 2009). 

 

We have been looking how and to what extent these scholars propose transformative learning with 

the three types of feedbacks we just discussed. We see that in most approaches the registration of 

achieved improvements of physical and social impacts of the value creation is well addressed. The 

(re-)formulation of mission and goals does in most cases include a balance between environmental 

and social impacts, taking into account the working conditions in the wider supply chain. Some 

articles take a more limited view on this (Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Baumgartner and Ebner, 

2010a).  

In section 2.3 we referred to the PPP, taking the third “P” beyond the perspective of ‘profit’ (as: 

‘firms still need to make profit while addressing sustainability’), towards a reflection on how 

companies create shared value and prosperity in the communities they serve. This ‘prosperity’ 

perspective is far less present in the current writings. Some authors do take this wider perspective 

explicitly as part of their approach (Cramer, 2005b; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; Hahn et al., 2015; 

Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010), while others still apply the narrow framing (Asif et al., 2011; 

Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Schaltegger et al., 2013). 
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Table 1   Review of recent literature on corporate sustainability integration approaches and elaboration of 
the CS management elements and 3 feedbacks.  
( - = ignored; V = discussed; (v) = discussed, but no approach proposed; (.) = identified in discussion as 
essential new direction; (t) in time column = long term < 5 years;  PPP = sustainability issues discussed 
with wider perspective on ‘prosperity’; PP(P) = sustainability issues discussed with narrow perspective on 
‘profit’ (see section 2.3)). 

For the time dimension, we see a mixed picture. In some cases the time dimension is presented in a 

fairly narrow frame, with four to five years presented as ‘long-term’ planning’ (Azapagic and 

Perdan, 2003, p. 308). Others explicitly take a longer term perspective applying back casting 

methodologies and including prospects of long term global trends, which is essential in sustainability 

thinking (Baumgartner, 2014; Hahn et al., 2015). This way of thinking has been elaborated by the 

World Business Council for Sustainable Development in 2010 and is available for all (WBCSD, 

2010a, 2010b).  
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Most approaches pay attention to analysing current physical and social impacts connected to value 

creation, either with quantitative methods (e.g. LCA) (Azapagic and Perdan, 2005) or qualitative 

methods and translate this into reduction targets (Cramer, 2005a; Figge et al., 2002). Some 

approaches with a focus on the social dimension take this part for granted (Linnenluecke et al., 2009; 

Van, Marrewijk and Werre, 2003).  

In reviewing the progress made, a few of the scholars explicitly address the need for retrospective 

analysis of the achieved physical and social impacts, which is seen as essential to understand success 

and failures in the implementation of strategies (Epstein and Roy, 2001b; Hahn et al., 2015). 

Baumgartner stresses the need to include analysis of “socially constructed, historically influenced, 

soft, but relatively stable organizational culture” and refers to available methods which enable such 

analysis over time, but do not further develop this element in their approach (Baumgartner, 2014). 

Epstein and Buhovac state that “it is through a mix of leadership, strategy, structure, as well as hard 

and soft management systems, that sustainability can be implemented and measured successfully”, 

but they do not elaborate how the soft systems and leadership could be measured retrospectively 

(Epstein and Buhovac, 2010).  

 

In our view, it is crucial how the analysis of social intervention dynamics and the registration of 

(lacking) impacts improvement are combined in feedback X. Most of the reviewed researchers do 

refer to this to some extent (Baumgartner, 2014; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; Hahn et al., 2015; 

Maon et al., 2009; Searcy, 2016). Hahn et al., for example, emphasize attention to tensions due to 

the changes that corporate sustainability calls for and suggest various strategies to deal with these 

intra-organisational tensions (Hahn et al., 2015). Baumgartner calls for a reflection on all 

sustainability dimensions (i.e. social and physical dimensions), their impacts (i.e. PPP in time and 

place), and their interrelations to develop a comprehensive corporate sustainability strategy, based 

on these cultural differences between organisations (Baumgartner, 2014, p.264). Others also provide 

useful socio-cultural typologies of companies and relate this to the level of success in realizing 

change (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010; Van and Marcel, 2004). These typologies may be useful 

in finding explanations in the social dynamics for success and failures and the appropriateness of 

specific social interventions.  

In transformative learning, such an analysis would result in feedback Y: adjusting visions, mission 

and goals. Some scholars have made steps in this direction. Maon and Lindgreen built their approach 

around the need to regularly unfreeze institutionalized practices and include their step 8: 

“evaluations should be based on measuring, verifying, and reporting, with the objectives of 

determining what works well, why, and how to ensure it will continue; investigating what is not 
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around the need to regularly unfreeze institutionalized practices and include their step 8: 
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working well and why; exploring barriers to success and ways to overcome them; and revisiting 

original goals or establishing new ones as necessary” (Maon et al., 2009), but they do not further 

elaborate this. 

 

Finally, feedback X and Y should also lead to adjusted intervention strategies (feedback Z). This we 

only find to some extent in the approach in Asif et al., where they promote the assessment of CS 

integration in structures and routines and checking for learning from past experiences (Asif et al., 

2011), however, they do not provide tools to analyse these learning processes. The same can be seen 

in (Lindgreen and Swaen, 2010; Maon et al., 2009).  

 

The table clarifies that the separate elements of the full transformative learning approach are present 

in recent literature, but that the combined application of the three feedbacks in the CS approach is 

not yet presented. We see proposals of some useful elements. The various typologies of 

organisational culture are useful to describe key features of the social dynamics inside firms 

(Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010; Van, Marrewijk and Werre, 2003), while Baumgartner has given 

suggestions on how deeper integration of CS in organisational culture can be analysed 

(Baumgartner, 2009). The listing of possible tensions and opposition against interventions in the 

organisation is also useful (Hahn et al., 2015; Lozano, 2007a). 

The literature gives examples of working in this direction both with large and medium size 

companies, in various sectors, making cross comparisons and in the developed world and emerging 

economies (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2015; Lindgreen et al., 2010, 2009; Luken and Castellanos-

Silveria, 2011). 

 

We need to further develop, by synthesising of these various elements, an overarching framework 

and related methods, which will enable both academic scholars and practitioners to understand the 

social interventions dynamics. This can best be further developed in a transdisciplinary approach, 

as engaged scholars and action researchers as suggested by (Schaltegger et al., 2013), having various 

tools and methods elaborated and tested in close collaboration with the type of front running 

companies, which we referred to in the introduction.  

 

The academic community needs to play an essential double role here: partly supplying such 

approaches and tools, and partly critically analysing the progress made and testing the assumptions 

about effective strategies for transformative change. We will set our steps in this direction, but we 

welcome a wide collaboration with academic and market actors in this common challenge. 
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Abstract: Although companies have shown a growing awareness of the importance of Corporate 

Sustainability (CS), integration of CS into their business activities is still problematic. Most of the 

CS research focuses on large corporations, with limited discussions of Small and Medium Sized 

Enterprises (SMEs). Research on SMEs has shown that most CS activities have been developed in 

isolation, and have not yet been totally integrated into the business activities. This research aims to 

understand how SMEs integrate CS into their business activities. Eighteen SMEs were analysed. 

These SMEs were, on their explicit request, supported in enhancing the integration of CS into their 

business activities. The external change agents connected to this consultancy firm applied four CS 

integration tools, which was based on their own experience in supporting the integration of CS in 

companies. The data generated through the application of these tools gives this research a specific, 

external change agent perspective that contributes to the understanding of CS integration. Tables 

including the tool data of all companies were used to analyse all eighteen cases as well as to enable 

a cross case comparison. The data showed that a balance proved to be necessary between a physical 

and social focus in the SMEs´ vision on CS, the CS integration activities, the conditions for the CS 

change agent and the CS assessment. The research also found that although companies in a more 

advanced CS growth stage have more management system certifications, the management system 

itself is not used to ensure CS integration. 

3.1 Introduction 
Companies’ awareness of their impact on their direct and indirect context has been increasing and 

will increase in future (Searcy, 2016).  Subsequently, they recognize the importance of integrating 

sustainability into their policy and business activities (Salzmann et al., 2005). To support this 

integration, a large number of integration approaches, mostly focusing on the company´s 

environmental impact, were developed in the 1980s and 1990s, and have been applied (e.g. cleaner 

production, pollution prevention, The Natural Step, environmental management systems, life cycle 

assessment, zero emission, and ecodesign; e.g. Hahn et al., 2015; Robèrt et al., 2002), often 

supported by internal or external change agents (Lozano, 2014, p. 207). In recent years, several 

authors have suggested the use of corporate sustainability (CS) management systems (Azapagic, 

2003a; Jamali, 2006; Maon et al., 2009) for CS integration. These systems broaden the scope of the 

company´s vision to more than just environmental issues and, in addition, the systems perspective 

should lead to a better integration of CS in business activities (Yin & Schmeidler, 2009). 

However, decisions taken by companies do not necessarily match the decisions prescribed by 

management systems approaches (Mac, 2002). This results in CS integration initiatives that are often 

isolated and, therefore, not directly linked to the core business activities (Székely & Knirsch, 2005). 

Most research on CS integration has been conducted with short term data gathering methods and by 

using, for example, interviews, questionnaires or checklists (e.g. Aya Pastrana & Sriramesh, 2014; 

Cramer, 2005; Jenkins, 2006; Klewitz & Hansen, 2014). Moreover, authors have paid less attention 
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to exploring CS integration into the business activities of small and medium sized enterprises 

(SMEs; Aya Pastrana & Sriramesh, 2014; Jenkins, 2006; Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007). In 

particular, there is a need to understand the adoption of available CS integration tools in the SME 

context (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014). This kind of research asks for the application of longer term 

qualitative field based data methods. 

The goal of this chapter is to explore how SMEs integrate CS into their business activities with the 

help of external change agents: consultancy change agents supported these eighteen Dutch SMEs to 

improve the integration of CS into their business activities were the collectors of research data. 

These change agents applied four tools based on their own long term experience with CS integration 

in SMEs. The data collected by the change agents were analysed by three researchers, one of which 

was also the senior change agent. The data analysis enabled the exploration of CS integration in 

SMEs through comparison and exemplification. Moreover, the tools used by the change agents were 

reflected upon by the three researchers by comparing them with those mentioned in the literature.  

Section 3.2 will discuss the concept of CS, focusing specifically on the integration of CS in business 

activities in SMEs and the role of change agents. This discussion will be used to interpret the findings 

of the research. Section 3.3 describes the methods for data collection and analysis. In section 3.4 the 

findings are presented followed by section 3.5 with the discussion of the findings within the scope 

of the literature review. Finally, section 3.6 contains the conclusions including suggestions for future 

research. 

3.2 CS integration 
 
As organisations face pressures to address the impact on society which they directly or indirectly 

cause, several authors have stressed the increasing importance of CS (Baumgartner, 2009; Dunphy 

et al., 2006; Lozano, 2015). This implies that companies need to achieve mutually interdependent 

sets of issues: the triple bottom line of planet, people and prosperity (PPP), thus integrating 

economic, social and environmental issues (i.e. triple issue focus; Elkington, 1998) into their 

business activities. The awareness of CS in relation to the general business goals makes it easier to 

define how to integrate CS into business activities (Dunphy et al., 2006). To create this awareness, 

it is necessary to use a holistic understanding of the triple issue focus of the corporate values 

(Linnenluecke et al., 2009; Lozano, 2012) while reducing the environmental impact and ensuring 

compliance with policy goals. Simultaneously, companies tend to contribute to stakeholder welfare 

(Hahn et al., 2015). 

This growing field of concerns for companies wanting to integrate CS can also be found in the 

increasing scope of stakeholder sustainability requirements. First, this scope has been widened 

towards having to deal with direct and indirect, and internal and external stakeholders (Dyllick & 

Hockerts, 2002; Epstein & Roy, 2001), including clients, suppliers, employees and the community 
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(Wells, 2013). Second, recent developments by, for example, the Global Reporting Initiative, the 

International Organisation for Standardization (ISO) and the World Business Council on Sustainable 

Development show a global debate among stakeholders in which the triple issue focus of corporate 

values has subsequently been formalized in, e.g. standards, guidelines and visions (GRI Austrialia 

et al., 2014; International Organisation For Standardization, 2009; Pasquier et al., 2004). 

Recently, authors have argued that awareness of the employment of corporate resources in a historic 

perspective is crucial to enable CS integration (Baumgartner, 2014; Dunphy et al., 2006; Epstein & 

Buhovac, 2010). To historically trace the development of triple issue impact of the corporate values 

and, consequently, how the company has been integrating CS into business activities makes CS 

integration a concept that has to be seen in a time perspective. Several authors (Dunphy et al., 2006; 

Uhlaner, Berent, Jeurissen, & de Wit, 2010) have proposed specific phases to understand this time 

perspective. For example, Dunphy et al. (2006) propose six phases of CS growth: 1. rejection, 2. 

non-responsiveness, 3. compliance, 4. efficiency, 5. strategic proactivity, and 6. the sustaining 

corporation. During these phases organisations are confronted with a broad range of triggers 

motivating them to start with or improve the integration of CS. Besides the company´s economic 

vision and mission, these triggers should include the organisational culture the company aspires 

(Baumgartner, 2009; Clarke & Roome, 1999) but also the direct and indirect context of the company 

(Cramer, 2005b). This broad scope of triggers creates the basis for a company to start defining which 

activities have to be undertaken to integrate CS into its business.  

These integration activities should be focused on the physical dynamics of the organisation (Hart, 

1997; Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007). This leaves out the focus on the organisational culture with its 

internal social dynamics (e.g. employer behaviour and leadership characteristics) as stressed by 

several authors (Baumgartner, 2009; Epstein & Buhovac, 2010; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; 

Marrewijk & Werre, 2003). To effectively integration CS, the focus of integration activities on both 

physical and social organisational dynamics, also defined as the formal (hard) or informal (soft) 

system, must be balanced (Epstein & Buhovac, 2010). This research takes Linnenluecke´s definition 

(Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2013): a physical focus considers dynamics imposed by the physical 

(natural) environment and a social focus considers dynamics imposed by the social environment of 

the business activity. 

3.2.1 CS integration in SMEs 

Although interest in CS has increased over the past decades, the general research focus has remained 

on large or even multinational corporations. Nevertheless, SMEs encompass at least 95% of private 

sector companies and employ more than two thirds of the workers (Lejárraga et al., 2014, p. 10). 

Although SMEs may not have significant effects on the economy taken individually (Spence & 

Schmidpeter, 2003), 60-70% of the environmental impacts in, for example, Europe relate to SMEs 
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(Constantinos et al., 2010). Subsequently, concerns about environmental and social impacts are also 

becoming major business policy priorities for many SMEs (Johnson & Schaltegger, 2015) . 

Research on SMEs shows that the CS triggers are primarily the pressure from supply chain partners 

or from inside the company itself (Ciliberti et al., 2008). In competition with bigger companies, the 

disruptive innovation could be the power of the more sustainable SME: smaller organisations can 

control their capacities for entrepreneurial innovations and organisational change, thereby learning 

to achieve advantages over larger organisations (Moore & Manring, 2009). The organisational 

development processes of smaller companies may also constitute a built in engine for addressing the 

challenges of disruptive innovation and change in the SMEs’ context (Moore & Manring, 2009). 

Consequently, the degree of adaptation to this disruptive context also defines the SMEs’ success in 

CS integration (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014, p. 72).  

As is the case with CS integration in general, research on the integration of CS in SMEs has evolved 

from an environmental management perspective (e.g. the implementation of an environmental 

management system), towards a more integrative management perspective (see e.g. Asif et al., 2011; 

Gianni & Gotzamani, 2015). The majority of the literature is dominated by the barriers faced by 

SMEs when integrating CS, and the corresponding strategies to overcome them (Johnson & 

Schaltegger, 2015). Participation and teamwork by the company’s employees are essential strategies 

for successful integration (Arnold, 2010). Additionally, specific SME CS integration tools were 

discussed in the latter part of the last decade (e.g., as discussed in Perrini & Tencati, 2006). Heras 

& Arana (2010) conclude that simplicity and practicality are important tool criteria, having a positive 

effect on the success of CS integration in SMEs. Despite these developments, most CS integration 

tools are not being used by SMEs and, moreover, the majority of SMEs do not use CS integration 

tools at all (Johnson & Schaltegger, 2015). 

3.2.2 The role of the change agent 

After the decision at strategic level to integrate CS, it is the CS change agent who coordinates the 

integration process and who chooses the tools that should support the integration of CS into the 

business activities (Dunphy et al., 2006; Hannon, 2012; Lozano, 2014). This agent is intensely 

interested in the general CS goals of the company and considers them to be a high priority in his or 

her daily tasks; the main task is to create a transformational environment with conditions for the 

organisation to be able to integrate CS into its business activities (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002). 

Besides the physical determinants of this environment, socio cultural determinants are seen as 

essential (Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007) re-emphasising the importance of a managed balance 

between the physical and social organisational dynamics for the CS change agent to enable his or 

her support for the CS integration process. 

Change agents can be internal, such as managers or employees who are delegated to coordinate the 

change process, but they can also be external, such as consultants from outside the company. These 
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external change agents are not constrained by the company´s culture, politics, or traditions 

(Lunenburg, 2010) and therefore play an important role in facilitating the adaptation of the 

organisation (Ginsberg & Abrahamson, 1991). Harris & Crane’s (2002) study suggests that it is 

possible for these change agents to advance the integration of CS, although such attempts might be 

moderated by the power and resources available to these agents. 

3.2.3 Ensuring CS in the business activities 

Management systems could support ensuring integration of CS (Azapagic, 2003a; Hahn et al., 2015; 

Jamali, 2006; Maon et al., 2009). With a systems perspective and a structured and organised support 

for continuous improvement, management systems facilitate companies to translate specific goals 

(e.g. CS) into business activities (Pojasek, 2012). The practical integration of CS is generally 

supported by standardized guides and action schemes (Heijden et al., 2010). To assist the progress 

of companies in their CS integration, national and international organisations have developed 

various management system standards, e.g. ISO. While the ISO 9001 standard (ISO, 2008) is 

developed to support companies with product and process quality issues, the ISO 14001 (ISO, 2004) 

is an management system standard to support companies to manage their environmental impact, and 

the Occupational Health and Safety Assessment Series (OHSAS) 18001 (OHSAS, 2007) standard 

supports the development and maintenance of a safe working environment and the health of workers, 

addressing the internal social dimension of sustainability (Qi et al., 2013). Although the ISO 26000 

is seen as a possible tool for CS integration in the company´s management system, it contains a list 

of possible corporate social responsibility topics on which a company can focus. ISO 26000 does 

include the aforementioned structured and organised support for continuous improvement. 

Therefore, ISO decided to make ISO 26000 a guideline instead of a standard that can be used to 

certify a management system.   

Because CS integration for SMEs is often a complex process, a more practical solution is to make 

use of the existing management system with its possible foci in accordance with these standards 

(Graafland et al., 2003, p. 48). An integrated management system (i.e. combining the focus on 

quality, environment, and health & safety) could support CS integration (Epstein & Buhovac, 2010; 

Figge et al., 2002; Searcy, 2012). In addition, Macpherson & Holt (2007) showed that the SMEs 

contain the ability to create and adjust suitable management systems. Therefore SMEs with the triple 

certification (i.e. ISO 9001, ISO 14001, and OHSAS 18001) are in a strong position to ensure CS 

integration (Yin & Schmeidler, 2009). Moreover, the creation of an integrated management system 

provides business, hence CS objectives and goals (Asif et al., 2011; Gianni & Gotzamani, 2015; 

Johnson & Schaltegger, 2015). 

In complying with the requirements of the different management system standards the management 

team often takes the strategic decisions, whereas an internal or external change agent bears the 

responsibility for the integration of these requirements into the business activities (Lozano, 2014). 
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To get the connection between the change agent and the decision makers within a company, several 

management system standards require specific activities (e.g. setting up and presenting a 

management review or yearly report, measuring and sharing the technical outcomes of the most 

important company processes and developing procedures for internal communications and 

reporting; ISO, 2004, 2008; OHSAS, 2007). Unfortunately, decisions taken by management teams 

may not correspond with the requirements prescribed by the management system standards (Gond 

et al., 2012; Mac, 2002) putting the connection with the change agent at risk. When using the 

management system for CS integration, this failing connection could result in a gap between the 

decisions made to integrate CS by the SME’s management team and the real adjustments to business 

activities coordinated by the change agent (Laforet, 2011). 

3.3 Methods 
The main aim of this research is exploring how SMEs integrate CS into their business activities. The 

research takes an external change agents perspective: while supporting eighteen Dutch SMEs to 

improve the integration of CS into their business activities, consultancy change agents collected the 

research data through the application of four tools. These tools were not underpinned via literature, 

but based on the long-term experience of the consultancy firm with CS integration in SMEs. The 

data were analysed by the authors of this chapter via comparison and exemplification. Moreover, 

the researchers reflected upon the tools used by the change agents by relating them to the academic 

literature. 

Most research on CS integration has been conducted using short term data gathering methods and, 

for example, questionnaires or checklists (e.g. Aya Pastrana & Sriramesh, 2014; Cramer, 2005; 

Jenkins, 2006; Klewitz & Hansen, 2014). In order to capture both the physical and the social 

organisational dynamics of CS integration, long term qualitative and field based data methods 

should be applied (Baumgartner, 2009; Hahn et al., 2015; Lozano, 2012; Robèrt et al., 2002). This 

study explores a long-term case using action research. Case study research is a valid method for 

theory building (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; McCutcheon & Meredith, 1993), and because it is 

based on analytical rather than statistical generalization (Yin, 2009) it facilitates the exploration of 

CS integration in companies. In addition, Stuart et al. (2002) argued that case study research is 

aiming at being exemplary rather than representative. Having eighteen companies participating in 

this case study research has enabled a comparative analysis to be made between these example cases. 

This research intends to recognize patterns of relationships among constructs ((Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007)) stemming from the application of the four consultancy tools. The tool data was 

provided by the external change agents in their project work (i.e. action research) carried out within 

the eighteen companies. 
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3.3.1 Research context 

Between 2008 and 2010, more than 300 Dutch SMEs met on a quarterly basis to exchange 

experiences in the integration of CS. These sustainability round tables were organized by a 

consultancy firm. The main end result of the round tables was that the companies agreed upon 

avoiding “window dressing”; they did not want to legitimize questionable business practices, nor to 

deceive stakeholders (Cai et al., 2012). In other words, the company´s vision on CS, expressed in, 

for example policy documents and external communication, must correspond with the outcomes of 

the company´s activities. From these round table meetings, several companies chose to ask for 

consultancy support on improving their integration of CS. For 25 years, the consultancy has been a 

renowned support for SMEs in quality, health and safety, and environmental matters. Many 

companies, seeking the consultancy´s support, have a long-term relationship with the consultancy. 

By paying an annual membership fee, the companies are entitled to frequent visits from consultants 

(i.e. external change agents) in which the latest developments are discussed and ways to support the 

company are defined. Due to this long-term relationship, the change agents have access to an 

extensive body of knowledge and experience with the companies. To improve the change agent´s 

support on CS integration the consultancy firm converted this knowledge and experience into four 

CS integration tools. Although the tools correspond to scientific research on CS integration tools, 

the consultancy firm did not use these references in the development of these tools (see section 3.4 

for the scientific support of the tools). 

This research includes the data gathered during eighteen projects (see Table 2) on the improvement 

of CS integration by the change agents using these four tools, in a period from 2009 until 2013. 

During these CS integration projects and based on their long-term knowledge of the companies, the 

change agents determined the position of each company according to the four tools. The eighteen 

case study projects were selected from the larger group of companies requesting follow up support 

on CS integration after the round table meetings. This selection was mainly based on the 

completeness of the data sets produced by the change agents. In addition, these eighteen case studies 

complied with the following three characteristics. 

1. SME 

The size of the companies included in this research was in accordance with the European 

Commission Recommendation 2003/361 (i.e. an SME has more than 10 and less than 251 

employees). For this research, we also included business units of big or multinational enterprises 

that correspond to the same size. The European Commission recommendation on the definition of 

SMEs also specifies limits to company turnover and balance sheet. Because this data was not 

available for all companies in this research (especially the business units) these limits do not apply 

to this research. 
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available for all companies in this research (especially the business units) these limits do not apply 

to this research. 

 

 

2. CS vision 

The company should have an explicit idea of what CS could mean for their business. This expressed 

CS vision could be found in corporate vision or mission documents, reports or the corporate website. 

This criterion obliges the participating companies to adhere to the precondition of a holistic 

understanding of the triple issue (i.e. environment, social and environmental) focus of the corporate 

values (Linnenluecke et al., 2009; Lozano, 2012) for CS awareness. 

3. A certified management system 

The company should have one or more valid management system certificates (e.g. ISO 9001, 14001 

or OHSAS 18001). This ensures a structured and systematic source of data necessary for the change 

agents to determine the position of the company in accordance with the four tools. 

In Table 1, details on the eighteen companies can be found at the time of gathering the research data. 

15 complied with the EU definition of SMEs. The number of FTEs shows that the companies are 

big SMEs. Although three companies (see*: company 9, 10 and 16 in Table 2) were larger, the unit 

of the company where the data were collected complied with the EU definition on SME size. 

  
Table 2 Overview of the companies 
FTE: the number of employees is expressed in Full Time Equivalent 
SIC: the standard industrial classification (SIC) for each company is given to indicate its sector of activities. 
 

3.3.2 CS integration tools 

The data for this research is derived from the application of four CS integration tools in the eighteen 

companies by external change agents of the consultancy firm. The four tools are based on the 

knowledge and experience of these change agents developed over the years in projects on CS 

Companies FTE SIC
1 150 Concrete, gypsum & plaster products
2 200 Plastics foam products
3 50 Plastic materials, synth resins & non-vulcan elastomers
4 25 Miscellaneous fabricated metal products
5 170 Miscellaneous primary metal products
6 200 Metal doors, sash, frames, mouldings & trim
7 170 Plastic materials, synth resins & non-vulcan elastomers
8 100 Plastic materials, synth resins & non-vulcan elastomers

9* 150 Electrical work
10* 100 Water, sewer, pipeline, communication & power line construction
11 50 Miscellaneous primary metal products
12 100 Services-miscellaneous repair services
13 50 Miscellaneous primary metal products
14 230 Papers & allied products
15 180 Chemicals & allied products
16* 200 Medicinal chemicals & botanical products
17 250 Metal doors, sash, frames, moldings & trim
18 200 Papers & allied products



56

Chapter 3 

 

integration. The setup of the tools did not change during the period of data collection. For the 

consultancy and its change agents the goal of the application of the tools was twofold: 1. to support 

the assessment of the company and define advice on the improvement of its CS integration, and 2. 

to create an input for a debate with the company on further steps to improve the integration of CS.  

In the following paragraphs (i.e. 3.3.2.1 – 3.3.2.4) the explanation of the four tools can be found. 

The four tools are not meant to be fully conclusive, but to enable an external change agent 

perspective on understanding the CS integration processes in a company. 
 
3.3.2.1 Tool 1: the CS growth curve 

 
The consultancy firm defined the CS growth curve to create awareness of the past, present and future 

of the company´s development. This awareness is a crucial precondition for CS (Dunphy et al., 2006, 

p. 19). To operationalize this tool the consultancy defined three phases: reactive, proactive and 

sustainable (see Table 3). These phases coincide with the last four phases of the model proposed by 

Dunphy et al. (2006): Dunphy´s first and second phases (i.e. rejection and non-responsiveness) do 

not apply to the companies in this research as they have taken the initiative to improve their CS 

integration. In particular, this tool supports the change agents in addressing the difference between 

the current and desired situation in CS integration of the specific company, as is the case with the 

back casting approach (Bertels et al., 2010, p. 44). For this research the CS growth curve is only 

used to indicate the current situation in the CS integration of a specific company according to the 

change agent. 
 

Dunphy et 
al. (2006) 

CS growth 
curve phases 

Explanation 

Compliance Reactive The company reacts to stakeholders´ demands without proactively 
engaging in the processes that could prepare compliance with these 
demands. Taking this compliance approach (Holton et al., 2010) with 
these demands often results in ad hoc activities. This first CS growth 
phase coincides with Dunphy´s third phase (i.e. compliance) 

Efficiency 
and 
Strategic 
proactivity 

Proactive The company ensures the compliance with stakeholders´ demands by 
making the activities, leading to compliance, part of its business 
activities, therefore avoiding its ad hoc nature. The efficiency of the 
company´s processes is an important focus in this phase likened to the 
company´s strategy. This phase coincides with Dunphy´s fourth and 
fifth phase (i.e. efficiency and strategic pro-activity) 

The 
sustaining 
corporation 

Sustainable The company focuses on its own strengths by acting with the internal 
stakeholder abilities to comply with the external stakeholders’ 
demands. This last phase coincides with Dunphy´s sixth phase (i.e. 
the sustaining corporation) 

Table 3 Tool 1: the CS growth curve phases, their explanation and the corresponding phases of Dunphy et 
al. (2006) 
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company´s processes is an important focus in this phase likened to the 
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3.3.2.2 Tool 2: the CS triggers 
 
The CS triggers tool was developed to understand why a company started the process of integrating 

CS and, as a quick scan, to start a debate with the company on how to improve this integration. 

Triggers motivating a company to start with or improve its CS integration can be seen inside as well 

as outside the company, and are related to the triple issue requirements of its stakeholders (Cramer 

& Loeber, 2004). A holistic identification of what motivates companies to change to a more 

sustainable state supports the development of CS strategies, thus helping to improve the CS 

integration (Lozano, 2015). Research on CS integration triggers has resulted in several lists with 

corresponding structures (for example Cramer & Loeber (2004), Epstein & Buhovac (2010), Lozano 

(2013b) and Skarmeas & Leonidou (2013)). The consultancy firm decided to make a distinction 

between internal and external triggers and focused on several stakeholders (see Table 4). 

 

Internal 

The expressed CS vision of a high level person or group of persons within the company. 
The CS impact on the primary processes of the company 
The physical relocation of the company 
The internal organisational changes 
The requirements from the parent company 
Responding to emergency situations 

External 

The requirements of direct customers of the company 
The developments in the market in general 
The CS performance of supply chain companies 
The requirements of the law and regulations (particularly environmental and health & safety 
legislation) 
The advantage of integrating CS in comparison with competitors 

Table 4 Tool 2: the internal and external CS triggers 
 
3.3.2.3 Tool 3: the elements to ensure CS 

The consultancy defined five elements that, according to their experience, play an important role in 

ensuring CS integration into business activities: the elements to ensure CS integration. Research on 

CS integration has confirmed the importance of these five elements as mentioned in Table 5: 
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The vision of CS 
Companies with a vision on CS have an advantage in integrating CS into business activities (Hart, 
1997). In addition, a long term vision creates an further advantage (Aya Pastrana & Sriramesh, 
2014). For this research, only the presence of a vision of CS is marked. 

The strategy to CS 
The vision of CS is translated into planned, programmed and organized activities defines the CS 
strategy. Having a CS strategy contributes to a CS vision and its integration into business activities 
(Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010). 

A management system in which the CS activities are included 
A formalized management system ensures the integration of CS into business activities by means of 
the management system elements and/or the requirements of the standard (Azapagic, 2003a; Hahn 
et al., 2015; Jamali, 2006; Maon et al., 2009). Research has shown that this potential is not always 
used by SMEs (Johnson & Schaltegger, 2015). 

The presence of an internal CS change agent  
As mentioned in section 3.3.2 

An assessment of the CS performance 
An awareness of its impact by having a qualitative and/or quantitative indication of its CS 
performance supports companies to define CS strategies and CS integration (Searcy, 2016). 

Table 5 Tool 3: The elements to ensure CS integration 
 
3.3.2.4 Tool 4: the physical and social focus of CS integration activities 

 
The fourth tool is used to clarify the focus of CS integration activities. CS integration refers to 

demonstrating the inclusion of social and physical concerns into business activities and into 

interactions with stakeholders (Marrewijk & Werre, 2003). In particular, the distinction between 

physically and socially focused activities is important for CS integration (Baumgartner, 2009; 

Epstein & Buhovac, 2010; Hahn et al., 2015; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). To categorize the 

observed physically or socially focused activities, the consultancy determined physical and social 

factors. Table 6 below explains these factors more in detail:  
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Physical factors 

Result 
Apart from making revenue (i.e. economic impact), the company´s processes can have other 
outcomes (e.g. environmental). Indicators often represent these outcomes. A company could 
prioritize these indicators in the process of CS integration (e.g. activities to influence the company´s 
key performance indicators (KPIs)). Doing so they take result oriented activities.  
Process 
By controlling the primary processes, the above-mentioned performance indicators could be 
influenced. These processes are supported by secondary or supporting (e.g. administrative processes, 
human resources, quality health safety and environment, maintenance) and management processes 
(e.g. defining policy, management review, adjusting goals) represented e.g. by procedures or 
working instructions. By controlling these processes, the company takes process oriented activities. 
Product 
CS integration activities can also be taken from a product, and/or service perspective. The product 
and/or service is the main subject of trade with which the company makes its revenue. Activities to 
adjust the CS performance from a product perspective (e.g. redesign, setting up LCAs) are defined 
as product oriented activities. 
Resources 
The process inputs necessary to create the product or service can also influence the sustainability 
performance of the company. Apart from the adjustments to product related resources, adjustments 
to non product related materials (e.g. lubricants, energy) can also influence the sustainability 
performance of the company. The activities are defined as resource oriented. 

Social factors 

Behaviour 
The behaviour of the people, directly or indirectly working with the company's processes, has an 
influence on the company's performance. For example, a sales person acting in a friendly and 
respectful way towards clients has a bigger chance of receiving orders. Behaviour oriented activities 
attempt to influence the behaviour of people. 
Leadership 
People within an organisation influence each other. This interpersonal influence can be exerted 
consciously by providing the necessary conditions to enable set goals to be reached (e.g. helping 
others to adjust their behaviour so the company´s performance is influenced in a positive way). 
Activities providing these conditions are defined as leadership oriented activities. 
Shared belief 
Having a shared belief among a group of people in the vision of how CS should be integrated in the 
business activities also influences the behaviour of these people. The more people share a belief; the 
more influence this belief will have on the activities taken by these people. Activities leading to this 
belief are defined as shared belief activities. 

Table 6 Tool 4: The physical and social focus of the CS integration activities 
 
3.3.2.5 The four tools to support the understanding of the external change agent perspective on 

CS integration 

The four tools were developed on the basis of the long-term experience and knowledge of the 

consultancy firm with projects on CS integration. The explanation of the tools in the previous four 

sections shows a clear overlap between the tools developed in practice and the literature in the field 

of CS integration tools. This justifies the adoption of the tools developed by the consultancy change 

agents as leading framework.  
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3.3.3 Data collection and analysis 

To give a valid understanding of the company´s position according to the four tools, hermeneutics 

(i.e. the interpretation of human understanding (Seth & Thomas, 1994) was applied;  the change 

agents defined the position of the companies according to the tools by interpreting the given situation 

using their long term experience with the company, its development with CS integration and CS 

integration in companies in general. In addition, the change agents asked for the company´s feedback 

on its position according to the tools used during the project and, at the latest, in their final 

presentation of the project advice on the improvement of CS integration to the company. If 

necessary, the data were adjusted according to the outcomes of this feedback. To interpret the data, 

stacking comparable cases (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was used; the data were included in tables to 

interpret each case. By analysing the data of several tables at the same time a systematic comparison 

enabled the identification of cross case sequences and contingencies. The senior change agent was 

responsible for the analysis and comparison. Due to his major body of knowledge and experience 

on CS integration and overall view of all the projects within this research, this senior change agent 

was assigned to analyse and compare the data. In addition, the senior change agent is also the 

corresponding author of this thesis. 

3.3.4 Generalisability and validity 

The generalizability of the case studies (Yin, 2013) was ensured by using the change agents´ long 

term knowledge of the companies´ development and their experience with CS integration projects. 

As mentioned by Eisenhardt (1989), the limitation of the validity of the study is a disadvantage of 

case study research. In this research a validity check of the research data was included by asking for 

the company´s feedback.  

Action research is a potent method for intentional change in a collaborative context (Espinosa et al., 

2015, p. 204). Its limitation in terms of validity and generalization  is related with the knowledge 

specificity that characterizes the process, considering that a sole company offers limited observation 

opportunities (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). The change agent’s involvement with the observed events 

may hinder the observation process (West, 2011). Considering that the action research project’s goal 

is to improve the company´s CS integration, the relationships between change agents and the 

company´s employees could influence the research data. Nonetheless, action research draws on the 

change agents’ expert knowledge of CS integration processes, recognizing that those challenges will 

be better understood by letting these change agents gather the research data. 
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presentation of the project advice on the improvement of CS integration to the company. If 

necessary, the data were adjusted according to the outcomes of this feedback. To interpret the data, 

stacking comparable cases (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was used; the data were included in tables to 

interpret each case. By analysing the data of several tables at the same time a systematic comparison 

enabled the identification of cross case sequences and contingencies. The senior change agent was 

responsible for the analysis and comparison. Due to his major body of knowledge and experience 

on CS integration and overall view of all the projects within this research, this senior change agent 

was assigned to analyse and compare the data. In addition, the senior change agent is also the 

corresponding author of this thesis. 

3.3.4 Generalisability and validity 

The generalizability of the case studies (Yin, 2013) was ensured by using the change agents´ long 

term knowledge of the companies´ development and their experience with CS integration projects. 

As mentioned by Eisenhardt (1989), the limitation of the validity of the study is a disadvantage of 

case study research. In this research a validity check of the research data was included by asking for 

the company´s feedback.  

Action research is a potent method for intentional change in a collaborative context (Espinosa et al., 

2015, p. 204). Its limitation in terms of validity and generalization  is related with the knowledge 

specificity that characterizes the process, considering that a sole company offers limited observation 

opportunities (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). The change agent’s involvement with the observed events 

may hinder the observation process (West, 2011). Considering that the action research project’s goal 

is to improve the company´s CS integration, the relationships between change agents and the 

company´s employees could influence the research data. Nonetheless, action research draws on the 

change agents’ expert knowledge of CS integration processes, recognizing that those challenges will 

be better understood by letting these change agents gather the research data. 

 

 

 

 

3.4 Findings 
In the first four sub paragraphs of this section the findings of the research are presented according 

to the four tools. In the tables, the companies are firstly ranked according to the CS growth curve 

stage and, secondly, within a specific CS growth curve stage, the companies are ranked according 

to the sum of the management system certificates present. In the last sub paragraph, the data of all 

the applied tools of the companies is ranked according to the number of management system 

certificates. 

3.4.1 Tool 1: CS growth curve 

Table 7 presents findings of the CS growth curve per company. In addition, this Table presents the 

valid management system certificates the companies had at the time of the CS integration 

improvement projects. 

Companies Growth curve 9001 14001 18001 

1 

Reactive 

x     

2 x     

3 x     

4 x x   

5 x x x 

6 

Proactive 

x     

7 x x   

8 x x   

9* x x   

10* x   x 

11 x   x 

12 x   x 

13 x   x 

14 x x x 

15 x x x 

16* x x x 

17 x x x 

18 Sustainable x x x 
Table 7 CS growth curve per company including management system certificates 
Per company the following characteristics are included in this table: 
CS growth phase: indicates the CS growth stage the company attains according to the change agents (i.e. 
reactive, proactive, and sustainable)  
The last three columns show if a company has management system certifications for ISO 9001:2008, ISO 
14001:2004 and/or OHSAS 18001:2007 present at the moment of the project. 
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The majority of the participating companies are defined as proactive (12 out of 18). This is 

understood because only the companies that proactively decided to ask for consultancy support were 

able to enter the research project. Despite this pro-activeness the change agents decided to categorize 

five companies as reactive. Another notable result is that the change agents defined only one 

company as sustainable. This low number can be comprehended when taking into account that all 

the participating companies expressed their need to become more sustainable. By requesting the 

support of the consultancy firm with the improvement of CS integration they expressed that in their 

opinion they were not yet sustainable. Apparently in one case the change agent had a different 

opinion and decided to categorize a company as sustainable. Consistent with this data and according 

to the change agents, companies at all CS growth stages showed a need for support in integrating 

CS in their business activities. 

3.4.2 Tool 2: the CS triggers 

Table 8 reveals the triggers to integrate CS. The three triggers that were most mentioned by the 

change agents to integrate CS are: direct customers (n = 14), competitors (n = 13), and a vision of 

CS (n = 13). Combined with the growing importance of the triggers of internal stakeholders when 

growing towards sustainability, and as mentioned before, this means an increasing importance of a 

vision of CS when the company develops itself to become more sustainable. 

 
Presence 
reactive 
(n= 5) 

Presence 
proactive 
(n= 12) 

Presence 
sustainable 

(n= 1) 
Number 

Internal 

Vision 

37% 38% 67% 

13 

Impact 5 

Relocation 2 

Organisational 
changes 10 

Parent 
company 6 

Emergence 6 

External 

Direct 
customers 

40% 57% 40% 

14 

Developments 
in market 9 

Situation in 
other 

companies 7 

Legislation 3 

Competitors 13 

Table 8 Presence of each CS trigger in the selected eighteen companies 
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Furthermore, as can be seen in Table 8, there is a positive relationship between the CS growth curve 

stages and the presence of internal triggers: the more advanced the CS growth stage of a company, 

the more internal triggers the change agents indicate as having motivated the company to integrate 

CS. The external triggers are at their maximum (57%) for proactive companies. The ratio of 

internal/external triggers for the reactive companies is almost 1 (37%/40%) meaning that internal 

and external triggers are equally important for reactive companies in their decision to integrate CS 

into their business. For the proactive companies it is smaller than 1 (38%/57%) signifying that the 

external triggers seem to be more important than the internal triggers. For the sustainable company, 

it is larger than 1 (67%/40%) demonstrating that the internal triggers are more important than the 

external triggers to integrate CS into their business activities. This finding can be understood given 

the importance of the strengths of the internal stakeholders by defining sustainable companies 

(Moore & Manring, 2009). For proactive companies, that are mostly triggered by external 

stakeholders, and want to become more sustainable, this would mean that they have to increase the 

focus of ensuring their compliance more on the requirements of internal stakeholders. 

3.4.3 Tool 3: the elements to ensure CS integration 

Table 9 reveals the elements used to ensure CS integration in the business activities. 

 Average reactive 
(n= 5) 

Average proactive 
(n= 12) 

Average sustainable 
(n= 1) 

Number of  
elements 

Vision on 
sustainability 60% 

36% 

42% 

52% 

100% 

100% 

9 

Strategy to 
sustainability 60% 42% 100% 9 

Management 
system 0% 50% 100% 7 

CS change 
agent 60% 100% 100% 16 

Sustainability 
assessment 0% 25% 100% 14 

Table 9 Presence of each element to ensure CS integration in the selected eighteen companies 
 
As can be seen in Table 9, there is a positive relationship between the CS growth curve stages and 

the number of elements to ensure CS integration; for example, moving from reactive to proactive, 

the management system as element ensuring CS integration increases considerably (from 16.7% to 

44%). Also, the presence of an internal CS change agent and an assessment of the company´s 

sustainability will increase when a company develops towards a more sustainable state, emphasizing 

the importance of both elements for CS integration.  

At the sustainable company, according to the external change agents, all the elements to ensure CS 

integration were present. It is worthwhile noting that this coincides with the consultancy’s notion of 

the importance of all the five elements ensuring CS integration. However, it is also important to take 
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into account that only one company was confirmed as sustainable, making the sample, and therefore 

the validity of this finding, low. 

Additionally, Table 9 reveals that the number of management system certificates does not influence 

the elements ensuring CS integration. On the contrary: although all companies have their 

management system certified, some even more than once, the management system was the least 

used element to ensure CS integration. 

3.4.4 Tool 4: the physical or social focus of CS integration activities 

Table 10 shows the focus of each company on the activities contributing to CS integration. The level 

of presence of a physically or socially focused activity per company was indicated as: 1: not present, 

2: present, and 3: strongly present. 

 
Table 10  Presence of physically or socially focused activities in the selected eighteen companies 
 

As can be seen in Table 10, there is a positive relationship between the CS growth stage and the 

level of presence of both physically and socially focused activities; the ratio between the presence 

of the focus on physical and social for the reactive and proactive companies is almost the same 

Processes Resources Product Behaviour Leadership Shared belief

1 2 2 2 1 2 2

2 2 3 2 1 2 3

3 2 2 2 1 1 1

4 2 2 3 1 2 2

5 2 3 2 1 1 1

6 2 2 3 1 2 3

7 2 2 2 2 2 1

8 3 2 2 2 2 2

9 3 3 2 1 2 2

10 3 3 3 2 2 1

11 3 3 3 2 2 1

12 2 3 2 2 2 1

13 3 3 3 2 2 2

14 2 3 2 2 1 2

15 3 3 3 2 2 3

16 2 3 1 2 2 1

17 2 2 2 2 2 3

sustainable 18 2 3 3 2 3 3

2.3 2.6 2.3 1.6 1.9 1.9

Companys number
Physical Social

2.2 1.5

2.5 1.9

2.7 2.7

re
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tiv
e
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e

Average proactive

Average per element

Average reactive

Average sustainable
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(Reactive: 1.5/2.2=0.68; Proactive: 1.9/2.5=0.76), but bigger for sustainable companies 

(2.7/2.7=1.0). Thus, in the transition from proactive to sustainable, the activities shift from 

predominantly physical to both physical and social focus. This finding can be understood given the 

importance of the social strengths (e.g. organisational culture, employee behaviour) of the internal 

stakeholders, by defining sustainable companies. This also underlines the growing importance of 

the integration of CS into the organisational culture as a necessary prerequisite for a company to 

become more sustainable. In addition, this positive relation between the CS growth stage and the 

level of presence of both physical and social focus of activities shows that CS focused activities are 

necessary to reach a higher growth stage.  

Table 10 also shows that within the physically focused activities, the one on resources has the highest 

average. This, combined with the finding in the former paragraph of the importance of a 

sustainability assessment, would emphasize the need for attention to measuring and assessing the 

sustainability impact of, specifically, the physical resources used. Within the socially focused 

activities, both leadership and a shared belief in CS integration stand out. Moreover, combined with 

the findings in paragraph 3.4.2., this articulates the increasing importance of a shared vision on CS. 
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3.4.5 The influence of management system certificates 

Table 11 shows the data of the application of the tools corresponding to the combination of 

management system certificates (i.e. certificate categories) present at the company: 

1 - only ISO 9001:2008;  

2a - ISO 9001:2008 and ISO 14001:2004; 

2b - ISO 9001:2008 and OHSAS 18001:2007; 

3 - ISO 9001:2008, ISO 14001:2004 and OHSAS 18001:2007. 

Certificate 
categories 

CS growth curve Triggers Elements 
ensuring 

CS 
integration 

Physical and 
social 

I E I/E Total  P S P/S 

1 3-1-0 46% 50% 92% 40% 2.2 1.7 130% 

2a 1-3-0 33% 45% 74% 40% 2.3 1.8 133% 

2b 0-4-0 38% 60% 63% 45% 2.8 1.8 162% 

3 1-4-1 39% 50% 78% 67% 2.4 1.9 123% 
Table 11 Tool data according to the number of management system certificates present at the eighteen 
companies 
Growth curve: number of companies reactive-proactive-sustainable companies 
Triggers: I: internal triggers; E: external triggers; I/E: the ratio of internal triggers/external triggers 
Physical and Social: P: physical focus; S: Social focus; P/S: the ratio of physical focused activities and 
socially focused activities 
 
As can be seen in Table 11, there is a dependency between the number of management system 

certificates and the stage on the CS growth curve. This finding illustrates that the presence of a 

management system certificate is a support for CS integration. Table 9 also shows that the number 

of the elements ensuring CS integration present also increases with the number of management 

system certificates, emphasizing the importance of the support of a management system certificate 

for CS integration. 

In Table 11 the data on the triggers shows that the external triggers are more present than the internal 

ones for all certificate combinations. This motivation leads to the notion that management systems, 

as a support to ensure compliance with stakeholder requirements, are extrinsically focused. 

Finally, Table 11 reveals that the focus of the CS integration actions is mostly physical, independent 

of the combination of management system certificates. A more social focus was expected for the 

combinations with OHSAS 18001:2007 (2b and 3), this being a standard to ensure socially oriented 

topics, such as the health and safety of stakeholders. 
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3.5 Discussion 
This research presents CS integration data from an external change agent´s perspective. The data 

were collected during consultancy projects carried out within eighteen SMEs in the Netherlands. 

The tools were developed based on the long-term experience and knowledge of the consultancy firm 

with projects on CS integration. These tools derived from consultancy work shows a clear link with 

comparable tools mentioned in the literature on CS integration tools (see the description of the four 

tools in section 3.3.2.). From the explorative analysis in using the consultancy tools four issues 

emerge which are discussed below. 

Firstly, the outcomes of the CS growth curve (see section 3.4.1.) show that having a holistic 

understanding of the triple issue focus on the corporate values (as was one of the three characteristics 

of all case studies in this research) seems to be a characteristic of companies seeking support in CS 

integration support. This is confirmed by Linnenluecke et al. (2009) and Lozano (2012a). Moreover, 

the outcomes show that these companies seeking support also include reactive companies (see Table 

7). Additionally, even companies that were already defined as sustainable asked support to improve 

CS integration into their business activities. Therefore, pro-activeness as a precondition for 

companies looking for ways to contribute to sustainability, as mentioned by Lozano (2012a, p. 51) 

cannot be confirmed by this research.  

Secondly, the outcomes of CS triggers tool (see section 3.4.2.) confirm that the main triggers for 

SMEs to integrate CS come from the supply chain or the company internally (see Table 8) as stated 

by Ciliberti et al. (2008). This confirmation can even be specified; both the external demands of 

customers and competitors integrating CS, and the vision of an internal group of employees are 

important triggers to integrate CS. This is confirmed by Székely & Knirsch (2005). Subsequently, 

the presence of the triggers of both external and internal stakeholders makes the integration of CS 

more successful. Related to this phenomenon, Dyllick & Hockerts (2002) stated that triggers from 

both direct and indirect external stakeholders are important. The outcomes of this research specify 

this by showing that customers and competitors, as external stakeholders, are important triggers for 

SMEs in starting to integrate CS (see Table 8). 

Thirdly, the outcomes of the tool to integrate CS activities of both physical and social aspects show 

that a balance between these aspects is a prerequisite for a proper CS integration (see Table 10). 

When combining this required balance with the strong dependence of SMEs´ growth on the 

development of their social component (Macpherson & Holt, 2007), and their focus on the creativity 

and competences of their employees (see the definition of sustainability growth stage by the 

consultancy firm in Table 3) it can be argued that SMEs pay potentially increased attention to 

socially focused activities. This enables SMEs to make the step to the sustainability stage as defined 

by the consultancy firm. A clear vision on CS integration was found as an important trigger for 

SMEs (see Table 8). To integrate this vision into the company´s business activities, a change agent 
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is essential (see Table 9) in motivating people in the company to undertake CS integration activities. 

This is confirmed by the findings of Marion & Uhl-Bien (2001). A balance between a social and 

physical focus in both the CS vision and the CS integration activities could enable the change agent 

to improve its influence on the CS integration process and possibly avoid moderate outcomes as 

mentioned in Harris & Crane´s (2002) study. With the CS integration projects included in this 

research being accompanied by an external change agent, the findings of this analysis show the 

importance of having an internal change agent carrying the responsibility of the CS integration 

process. 

Fourthly, the outcomes of the elements to ensure CS integration show that the management system 

of the company is the least used element to ensure the integration of CS in business activities (see 

Table 9). As literature has already pointed out, there are several challenges for SMEs in using the 

management system in ensuring CS integration: the rigidity of the management system and the 

dynamic character of the SME practice (Moore & Manring, 2009) with the additional focus on the 

social issues (Graafland et al., 2003). This research confirms that the integration of CS in 

management system activities does not automatically lead to the necessary balance between the 

social and physical aspects, nor between external and internal triggers leading to CS integration. 

Therefore, the necessity of understanding the use of integrated management systems for the success 

of CS integration (Epstein & Widener, 2011) can be confirmed.  

Additionally, the necessity of assessing the sustainability performance as an element to ensure CS 

integration (see Table 9) contradicts the arguments made by Siebenhüner & Arnold (2007). The 

primary focus of non sustainable companies on physical rather than on social activities (see Table 

10), independently of the combination of management systems standards, indicates that compliance 

with requirements of management systems standards (i.e. having a management system certificate; 

as seen in Table 11) will not support a company making the step from proactive to sustainable. For 

companies seeking this final step in the CS growth curve, these activities should be physically and 

socially balanced (see Table 10). This makes it possible to connect the CS integration activities to 

the business culture (Baumgartner, 2009; Clarke & Roome, 1999; Cramer, 2005b). To the contrary, 

however, we observe that the importance of certifying their management systems with the use of 

these standards increases as companies grow towards the sustainability stage, (see Table 11).  

3.5.1 Limitations of the research 

The research focussed only on SMEs in the Netherlands. This geographic restriction could have 

influenced the findings of this research. Taking CS integration tools developed by a consultancy 

firm gives an exclusive view on how external change agents see the process of CS integration. The 

use of this method also brings possible biases. By letting the change agents gather the data, the 

conflict with the commercial consultancy could influence the data. In this research, we chose to 

draw on the change agents’ long term expert knowledge by letting them gather the research data. 
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The influence of this external change agent on the presence of the internal change agent in the 

company was not part of this research. In many cases both these change agents influence and support 

each other, leading to more or less CS integration. 

The findings show that only one company was specified as sustainable. Due to this low number, it 

is very difficult to generalize the findings related to this company.  

Although the sample and the methods applied in this research do not allow for generalization of the 

results, this research gives insights and contributes to the theoretical discussion of CS integration in 

SMEs. 

3.6 Conclusions 
This chapter provides a closer look at the integration of CS in the business activities of eighteen 

SMEs in the Netherlands. The sample used and the method applied do not make it possible to 

generalize the findings but are meant to explore. The research shows that the integration of CS in 

business activities can be analysed by letting external change agents apply pragmatic tools in several 

case studies. Due to the agents´ long term knowledge and experience with the companies, and the 

application of the tools, they were able to assign the sub elements of the tools to the companies’ 

situations. The results of the tool´s application served as an input for discussing future companies’ 

activities to improve their CS integration. Moreover, this discussion was used as a validation check 

on the tool results.  

The findings of this research show that a company could have a vision on CS integration 

independently of the CS growth stage. This result widens the field of possible companies that will 

go for the integration of CS. Due to their potentially increased attention to socially focused activities, 

SMEs could be more successful at integrating CS than larger companies. Moreover, SMEs tend to 

achieve a balance between physical and social focus in their vision on CS, the CS integration 

activities, the conditions for the CS change agent and the CS assessment. Besides, the presence of 

the triggers of both external and internal stakeholders makes the integration of CS more successful. 

The research found that the management system played an ambiguous role in ensuring this balance 

and presence of both types of triggers while integrating CS in the business activities: the companies 

in a more advanced growth stage have more certifications for their management systems, but the 

same management system is not able to provide the companies with the necessary balance between 

a physical and social, and internal and external focus to ensure a successful integration of CS. 

Undoubtedly, the companies were supported by alternative approaches in their development on the 

CS growth curve.  

To further explore the process of CS integration by companies, the authors recommend research on 

these approaches and its application in practice. The geographical scope of this research could also 

be broadened to include companies from outside The Netherlands. Due to the restricted time frame, 

this research relies on current activities. Literature showed that awareness of historic activities is 
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important to determine the strategy on CS integration (Baumgartner, 2009; Dunphy et al., 2006; 

Robèrt et al., 2002). It is therefore suggested that the process of CS integration should also be 

explored retrospectively. In this retrospective view, the influence of the external and internal change 

agents in achieving successful integration of CS is also recommended as focus for further research.  

Moreover and finally, to explore the integration of CS in the company´s culture, longitudinal 

empirical research should be executed accompanied by the use of qualitative or even ethnographic 

models.  
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Abstract: Various tools have been developed to support companies integrating Corporate 

Sustainability (CS) into their organisational system. Research on the use of these tools does not 

clearly show how these tools support the integration process of CS. This chapter focuses on the CS 

integration support of three tools most often mentioned in the literature.  We will question the 

contribution each tool can make in supporting CS integration, based on six integration process 

elements. The analysis shows a potential complementarity between the tools. Moreover, companies 

should be critical on where within the organisation the interventions for CS integration are needed 

and what improvement should be generated before choosing tools. 

4.1  Introduction 
Companies have increasingly become a key focus of attention in the sustainability debate (Cannon, 

1994; Elkington, 2002; Hart, 1997), since they are perceived to be responsible for many negative 

impacts on the environment and on societies (Dunphy et al., 2006). Elkington (1997) proposed that 

the impact of the social and environmental outcomes for people, planet, and profit (i.e. triple P) 

should be placed on the same level of importance as the economic outcomes (Wells, 2013). 

Companies should proactively search for this balance as well as for the inter-relations between the 

impacts on triple P issues due to business processes within the life cycle of products or services, or 

in society, taking into account the past, current and future situation (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016). 

In this context, Dyllick & Hockerts (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002) proposed the concept of Corporate 

Sustainability (CS) as: “…meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders, such as 

shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, communities without compromising its ability to 

meet the needs of future stakeholders as well”. Companies trying to meet stakeholder requirements 

on triple P issues now and in the future, find their conventional organisational system fundamentally 

challenged. Their current organisational system, existing of management processes, 

organisational structure and control systems, was created to steer the organisation toward a common 

goal (Hill and Jones, 2011; Ravichandran and Rai, 2000). However, companies willing to address 

sustainability should make interventions into their organisational system leading to adjustments to 

processes and products, revisions of communication strategies and, adaptation of value and 

knowledge systems (Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; Siebenhüner and 

Arnold, 2007).  
The integration of CS into the organisational system entails a continuous adjustment of the internal 

organisation to the ever-changing stakeholder requirements on triple P issues and, therefore, 

constitutes the interventions made to internal processes, structure, and management control of the 

organisational system to adhere to an established corporate vision on CS. The understanding of the 

success of past and present interventions into the organisational system is a prerequisite for the 
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processes and products, revisions of communication strategies and, adaptation of value and 

knowledge systems (Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; Siebenhüner and 
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organisation to the ever-changing stakeholder requirements on triple P issues and, therefore, 

constitutes the interventions made to internal processes, structure, and management control of the 

organisational system to adhere to an established corporate vision on CS. The understanding of the 

success of past and present interventions into the organisational system is a prerequisite for the 

 

 

contribution of CS to business goals (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016). Continuous learning cycles on 

the success of CS integration interventions will, therefore, improve operations (Epstein and Roy, 

2001a), improve the overall performance of the company (Eccles et al., 2014; Zangwill and Kantor, 

1998) which can lead to companies outperforming equivalent companies over the long term (Eccles 

et al., 2014; Kurapatskie and Darnall, 2013). 

Companies willing to address CS use a wide range of CS integration mechanisms, referred to as 

‘tools’, initiatives and instruments (see Lozano (2012), Baumgartner (2014), Hahn et al. (2015) and 

Johnson and Schaltegger (2015)) to support the CS integration process (Epstein and Buhovac, 2014; 

Kuhndt, 2004; Robèrt et al., 2002). In this chapter, we will call all these mechanisms ‘tools’; where 

a tool is anything used as a means of accomplishing a task or purpose3, and we define a CS 

integration tool as a means to accomplish continuous learning cycles on the success of interventions 

into the organisational system contributing to the integration of CS.  

With research on CS integration tools (see e.g. Hahn et al., 2015; Lozano, 2012; Robèrt et al., 2002; 

Johnson & Schaltegger, 2015) having been focussed on where within the organisational system (e.g. 

organisational levels (Robert et al., 2002 and Baumgartner, 2014) and organisational departments 

(Lozano, 2012)) tools are applied, there is a need to understand how these tools support CS 

integration. Subsequently, an overall analysis of CS integration tools should take a more holistic 

perspective on how the process of CS integration is incorporated (Hahn et al., 2015; Lozano, 2012). 

This chapter explores the contribution of tools in supporting companies with the process of CS 

integration into its organisational system. To understand these tools Section 4.2 contains an analysis 

of tools developed to support companies with the integration of CS, and discusses recent studies that 

aim to analyse the use of these tools in a corporate context. In analysing these CS integration tools 

we rely theoretically upon the integration-process perspective, as explained in Section 4.3. The 

resulting framework, as presented in Section 4.4, enables data gathering and analysis based on the 

integration process elements. The same section explains the operationalisation of this framework 

and, finally, introduces the three most prominent CS integration tools in professional and scientific 

publications.  These three tools are analysed in Section 4.5 according to their integration support by 

the application of the framework. Section 4.6 discusses the findings in light of the literature of 

Sections 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4. The chapter finishes with conclusions and proposals for future research. 

4.2 Tools to integrate Corporate Sustainability 
Over the last decades, a large number of CS tools (for an overview of these tools see e.g. 

Baumgartner, 2014; Johnson and Schaltegger, 2015; Lozano, 2012; Robèrt et al., 2002) have been 

developed to support companies with integrating CS into their organisational system. CS integration 

                                                        
3 Tool. 2011. In Merriam-Webster.com. Retrieved April 15, 2016, from http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/tool 
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tools provide necessary data for management decisions and inform companies´ internal and external 

stakeholders about the impact of corporate processes on the triple P issues, the development of a 

corporate culture towards CS integration, and opportunities and risks (Baumgartner, 2014). Despite 

that most tools are identified using overarching terms (e.g. “management system”) differences in 

setup (e.g. web-based or printed versions) and in application and scope (e.g. stand-alone tools or 

integrated tools), they have led to an evolution of a more integrative focus covering all triple P issues 

(i.e. environmental, social and economic; Johnson and Schaltegger, 2015). According to Kuhndt 

(2004) CS integration tools can be grouped into three categories: 
 

1. Tools for action 

Tools supporting companies to take action tend to make the link between corporate strategy and the 

core business activities on an operational level by integrating CS into the management control 

system (Engert et al., 2016): the physical and social dynamics (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016) aimed 

at reducing the impact caused by a company´s business operations. Creating action plans from CS 

strategy for each sustainability goal will demand employee engagement (Pojasek, 2012) to use these 

tools successfully. Since action tools lack an obligation for companies to set absolute targets for 

sustainability measures (Cramer, 1998), and managers at tactical levels lack strategic vision (Hahn 

et al., 2015), tools for CS action are not expected to fully support the integration of CS.  

 

2. Tools for analysis and evaluation 

Tools supporting companies to analyse and evaluate the company´s CS performance are oriented 

towards the assessment of the supply and/or value chain of the product and/or services produced by 

the company (Searcy, 2016), or the level of CS integration into the organisational system 

(Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016). 

 

3. Tools for communication 

Tools supporting companies with the communication of their CS performance also support the 

strategy development process of the companies (Robèrt et al., 2002). This category of tool is mostly 

based on the back-casting process: by defining the desired future and looking at the current situation 

a possible path forward can be determined (Dreborg, 1996). Understanding the company´s future 

vision in relation to CS and its current CS status is an essential focus of these tools (Baumgartner, 

2014). 

 

CS integration tools have been developed by a number of organisations and programmes (Robèrt et 

al., 2002). The resultant variation of setups and the foci of tools make them applicable to specific 

contexts, or specific sectors, or particular types of companies (Lozano, 2012). This variety of 
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specialised CS integration tools do not enable one tool to cover the broad range of triple P issues 

within a company´s organisational system (Azapagic, 2003; Jamali, 2006), and has led to some 

confusion regarding the qualities and differences between various tools, and raised questions on how 

best to apply them (Robèrt et al., 2002). Consequently, the application of these tools may not 

necessarily lead to the CS integration support companies need (Doppelt, 2003a; Lozano, 2012; 

Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007). With the nonexistence of a one-size-fits-all tool (Baumgartner, 

2014; Jamali, 2006), research on CS integration tools is necessary to understand what support tools 

can offer companies willing to address the integration of CS into their organisational system (Hahn 

et al., 2015). Over the last 15 years, Robert et al. (2002), Lozano (2012), Baumgartner (2014) and 

Johnson and Schaltegger (2015) have been the main researchers trying to cover this gap by offering 

various insights into integrated analyses of CS tools. A summary of their research can be found in 

Table 12. 
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Although all the researchers mentioned in Table 12 take a different analytical perspective (i.e. 

Robert et al., 2002 - CS principal levels; Lozano, 2012 - the corporate system with its departments; 

Baumgartner, 2014 - organisational levels; Johnson & Schaltegger, 2015 - internal and external 

barriers) they generally conclude that since CS integration is specific for each organisation 

(Baumgartner, 2014; Lozano, 2012), each tool has advantages and disadvantages when it comes to 

the integration of the CS into any particular organisational system (Lozano, 2012).  

 

Robèrt et al. (2002) conclude that, when planning the use of tools as a support for the integration of 

CS, an integrated and comprehensive strategic plan, and a systems perspective is often lacking. 

Besides, the activities in the organisation related to the corporate vision on CS are often selected and 

designed in an unclear way due to an equally unclear vision on CS. Although there is a growing 

awareness that proactivity is likely to improve CS integration (Baumgartner, 2014; Hahn et al., 

2015), activities arising from the use of, mostly voluntary, CS integration tools rarely influence 

corporate decisions (Lozano, 2012). Lozano (2012) specifies procurement and marketing as the least 

addressed corporate departments when using tools for CS integration. With CS always being specific 

for each department within the organisational system (Baumgartner, 2014), companies are 

challenged to choose and implement a set of tools that is relevant to their particular situation to 

support CS integration (Johnson and Schaltegger, 2016).  

 

To analyse whether the application and use of the tools leads to the integration support that 

companies need (Lozano, 2012), the researchers (Hahn et al., 2015; Lozano, 2012; Robèrt et al., 

2002) emphasised the need to improve the understanding of how tools support the CS integration 

process by taking a more holistic perspective in which the process of CS integration is incorporated 

into an overall analysis of the tools. This corresponds with the need expressed by other CS 

integration researchers (e.g. Azapagic, 2003; Salzmann et al., 2005; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007; 

Weber, 2008) when demanding a more longitudinal research approach to highlight CS integration 

into the organisational system.  

 

For example: Lozano (2012) analysed how CS tools address sustainability within the different 

elements of the organisational system (see Table 13): O&P (operations & production), M&S 

(management and strategy), OS (organisational system), P&M (procurement and marketing) and 

A&C (assessment and communication).  
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Table 13 The analysis by Lozano (2012) on how CS tools address the 
different elements of the organisational system and Corporate Sustainability. The tools were scored full, 
limited and variable on addressing sustainability in the different organisational system elements. 
 
The required more longitudinal research approach, highlighting CS integration into the 

organisational system, could be seen as an additional third perspective to Lozano´s analysis (see 

Figure 6): How do CS integration tools address sustainability (i.e. sustainability as the first 

perspective), within the organisational system (i.e. organisational system elements as the second 

perspective), by supporting the different elements of the integration process (i.e. integration process 

elements as the third perspective). 

   

Figure 6 The three perspectives of the analysis of the support of tools for CS integration into the 
organisational system. 

4.3 Corporate Sustainability integration 
The integration of CS into the company´s organisational system demands learning from a continuous 

adjustment of the organisational processes in response to the ever-changing stakeholder demands 

on triple P issues (Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 2006; Maon et al., 2009). The interventions made to 

internal processes of the organisational system are aimed at adhering to the established corporate 

vision on CS (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016). 
 

Based on organisation theory and strategic management theory, an organisational system exists of 

rules, hierarchies and procedures that permit the organisation to engage in activities that are directly 

related to a set of goals as specified in the company´s vision statement (Hill and Jones, 2011; 

Issue 1 Issue 2 Issue 3 Time O&P M&S OS P&M A&C
Tool 1
Tool 2
Tool 3

Sustainability Elements of the 
organisational system

CS integration 
tools

Coding
Full contribution
Limited contribution
Variable contribution

1. Sustainability

3. Integration process
elements

2. Organisational 
system elements
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Ravichandran and Rai, 2000). As a result of this vision, the company is linked to the demands of 

internal and external stakeholders resulting in a dependency relationship (Witjes and Lozano, 2016). 

With organisational activities having outcomes for stakeholders of the organisation, for the 

organisation itself, and for society (Tolbert and Hall, 2015), stakeholders have a considerable effect 

on the company´s organisational system (Hienerth et al., 2011). To ensure compliance of 

organisational outcomes with ever-changing demands of internal and external stakeholders the 

organisational system must be adjusted accordingly. Continuous changes must be made to 

formalized and informal processes as part of the social dynamics (e.g. members and their 

relationships; (Linnenluecke et al., 2009)) and the physical dynamics (e.g. chemical and mechanical 

transformations; Scott, 2000), and their relationships within the organisational system (Epstein and 

Buhovac, 2010). Coordinated interventions by means of objects, activities or verbal expressions 

(Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013) aim for improving organisational processes by increasing the density of 

the relationships between the processes of the social and physical dynamics of the organisational 

system (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016) in order to ensure compliance with stakeholder demands and 

the company´s vision. Therefore, CS integration can be defined as the creation and sustaining of 

interventions leading to increased cohesion of the relationships between the social and physical 

dynamics of the organisational system and their impact on compliance with an established corporate 

vision on CS. As with the general corporate vision, the translation of the CS vision into interventions 

occurs through a learning process (Schein, 2010) achieved from gauging the success of the different 

interventions over time (Epstein and Buhovac, 2010), and is key to a successful integration of CS 

(Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007). The continuous learning cycle of CS integration interventions 

entails the permanent improvement of the identification and control of the integration of CS into 

both the social and physical dynamics of the organisational system (Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; 

Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016).  

4.4 Proposing a framework for understanding the support of tools for 
Corporate Sustainability integration 

As corporate learning approaches differ widely, the following questions arise: When and why do 

companies pursue processes of learning and change to integrate CS; what effects does this 

integration have, and to what extent; and, what factors promote or inhibit learning of CS integration 

(Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007). Consequently, an understanding of the outcomes of the process of 

CS integration (what are the outcomes of the intervention activities?), the overall goal of the 

company with the integration of CS (what does the company want to achieve with the integration of 

the vision?), and the triggers motivating the company to integrate CS (why does the company wish 

to integrate the vision; Rauter et al., 2015) is needed to understand the overall CS integration process 

(Baumgartner and Korhonen, 2010). Moreover, a selection of integration objects, activities or verbal 

expressions (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013) will show how the company´s vision on CS is integrated. 
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The following must be taken into consideration: (1) distribution of the impact (how does the 

intervention change the organisation and its impact on triple P issues?); (2) outcomes of the 

interventions throughout the organisation, supply chain, or in society  (where does the integration 

take place and have its impact?, (Searcy, 2016)); and, (3) the time dimension (when does the 

intervention take place and have its impact?). These considerations complete the integration process 

perspective (Zott and Amit, 2010). The resulting 6 integration process elements (What; Vision; 

Why; How; Where; and When) represent questions that, therefore, have to be asked to understand 

the potential contribution of a tool to the integration of a corporate vision into the organisational 

system (see Table 14). 
  

Integration process element Supporting questions 

What? What are the intended outcomes of the integration into the 
organisational system? 

Vision What does the company want to achieve with the integration? What 
is the company´s end goal with the integration? 

Why? Why does the company want to integrate the vision? What are their 
motives? 

How? What intervention activities are needed for the integration? 

Where? Where does the intervention activity take place or how is the 
impact of the intervention and its outcomes distributed throughout 
the organisation, the supply chain, or in society? 

When? When does the intervention take place, and its impact occur? 
Table 14 The integration process elements to understand the integration process of a company´s vision into 
its organisational system. 
 
To contribute to the understanding of how the support tools deliver for companies when integrating 

CS into the organisational system, this chapter proposes a framework using the integration process 

elements as a basis for the analysis of tools (see Table 15), instead of taking an analytical focus on 

organisational system elements, or the development of new management concepts (as in the case of 

e.g. Robert (2002), Baumgartner (2014), and Lozano (2012)). 
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CS integration 
tools 

Integration process elements 

What Vision Why How Where When 

EMS             

LCA             

SR             

etc.             
 
Table 15 The integration process elements to analyse the support tools deliver to companies when 
integrating CS into their organisational system. 
 

4.4.1 Application of the framework 

To provide insights into the support of CS integration offered by the different tools, the framework 

was constructed based on the integration process elements (see Table 15), with their specific guiding 

questions. The CS integration tools are analysed in a comparative way: scientific and professional 

literature on a specific tool was collected, analysed and interpreted to describe each integration 

process element. As Smith and Osborn (2008) suggest, the comparison of literature leads to the 

understanding by interpretative analysis of the role of the tool in the CS integration process. We 

illustrate this with three selected tools (see Section 4.4.2.). In most cases, clear answers and 

descriptions were given. However, in some cases the authors of literature on the selected tools did 

not elaborate on specific integration process elements and thus the description was based on 

interpretations of the underlying philosophy supporting each tool, and the mind-set of the 

originator(s). 

4.4.2 Selection of CS integration tools  

The most prominent CS tools mentioned in selected professional and scientific publications are 

summarized in Table 22 in Appendix 1 on page 88. This overview is based on an analysis of the 

appearance of CS integration tools from the results of our search with four internet search engines: 

Web of Science; Scopus; Google Scholar; and, Google web search. The tools were taken from four 

prominent papers (i.e. Baumgartner, 2014; Johnson and Schaltegger, 2015; Lozano, 2012; Robèrt et 

al., 2002)4 covering 15 years of CS integration tool analysis.  By providing analyses of the qualities, 

differences and linkages (Robèrt et al., 2002) of widely used CS integration tools (Lozano, 2012), 

these researches contribute to the understanding of the support of these tools for management 

                                                        
4 Robèrt et al., 2002; Lozano, 2012; Baumgartner, 2014; Johnson and Schaltegger, 2015 use different names 
for what, in this chapter, is referred to as tools: Robert et al. (2002): tools; Lozano (2012): initiatives; 
Baumgartner (2014): instruments; Johnson and Schaltegger (2015): tools.   
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decisions related to the integration of CS into the organisational system (Baumgartner, 2014). The 

appearance of a tool in the search engines shows the attention and importance for specific tools as a 

support for the integration of CS within the organisational system. This selection is not claimed to 

be complete but rather symbolises the range and importance of existing CS integration tools. The 

analysis shows that the most prominent CS integration tools are (see Table 17 in the Appendix of 

this chapter): Environmental Management System (EMS); Life Cycle Assessment (LCA); and, 

Sustainability Reporting (SR), and they are analysed according to their integration support by the 

application of the framework. 

 

Environmental Management Systems (EMS) 

EMS are administrative tools aimed at assessing the environmental impact of organisations in order 

to improve their environmental performance (Robèrt, 2000).  With an evolution into a more 

integrative management perspective, EMS has opened new possibilities to explore integrative 

management systems (IMS) (Asif et al., 2011; Panagiotakopoulos et al., 2016), covering triple P 

issues simultaneously (Azapagic, 2003a). 

When the broader CS principles and activities of EMS are put into a relevant administrative context, 

this allows for a guide to the planned EMS activities to integrate CS. These activities, in turn, are 

monitored, audited, and evaluated in order to direct and manage the continuous improvement cycle 

of activities captured by EMS (Pojasek, 2012; Robèrt et al., 2002). This means that for EMS to be 

useful as a tool for CS integration, the objectives coming from the CS vision need be incorporated 

into the structure of the EMS (Curkovic and Sroufe, 2011). 

 

Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) 

A LCA refers to the impact evaluation of processes in the life cycle of a product or service, ranging 

from downstream to upstream, including the use phase (DeSimone and Popoff, 1997). With the 

definition of the goal and scope as an ongoing activity during a LCA, the impact evaluation is 

primarily focused on quantifiable information that can help in the decision-making process (Hale, 

1996). LCA is often used to compare products with equivalent functions, or to determine 

opportunities for improvement of the overall environmental impact of a specific product or service 

(Robèrt, 2000). Besides, the application of lifecycle techniques generally refers to physical products, 

and adopts the single company perspective (Peruzzini et al., 2013). With the development of Social 

Life Cycle Assessment permitting the inclusion of the social issues (Weidema, 2006), and the 

addition of Life Cycle Costing, LCAs can be used for CS decision-making  by quantifying impacts 

of the life cycle of a product and/or service on more than just one of the triple P issues simultaneously 

(Azapagic, 2015; Kloepffer, 2008). 
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decisions related to the integration of CS into the organisational system (Baumgartner, 2014). The 

appearance of a tool in the search engines shows the attention and importance for specific tools as a 

support for the integration of CS within the organisational system. This selection is not claimed to 

be complete but rather symbolises the range and importance of existing CS integration tools. The 

analysis shows that the most prominent CS integration tools are (see Table 17 in the Appendix of 

this chapter): Environmental Management System (EMS); Life Cycle Assessment (LCA); and, 

Sustainability Reporting (SR), and they are analysed according to their integration support by the 

application of the framework. 

 

Environmental Management Systems (EMS) 

EMS are administrative tools aimed at assessing the environmental impact of organisations in order 

to improve their environmental performance (Robèrt, 2000).  With an evolution into a more 

integrative management perspective, EMS has opened new possibilities to explore integrative 

management systems (IMS) (Asif et al., 2011; Panagiotakopoulos et al., 2016), covering triple P 

issues simultaneously (Azapagic, 2003a). 

When the broader CS principles and activities of EMS are put into a relevant administrative context, 

this allows for a guide to the planned EMS activities to integrate CS. These activities, in turn, are 

monitored, audited, and evaluated in order to direct and manage the continuous improvement cycle 

of activities captured by EMS (Pojasek, 2012; Robèrt et al., 2002). This means that for EMS to be 

useful as a tool for CS integration, the objectives coming from the CS vision need be incorporated 

into the structure of the EMS (Curkovic and Sroufe, 2011). 

 

Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) 

A LCA refers to the impact evaluation of processes in the life cycle of a product or service, ranging 

from downstream to upstream, including the use phase (DeSimone and Popoff, 1997). With the 

definition of the goal and scope as an ongoing activity during a LCA, the impact evaluation is 

primarily focused on quantifiable information that can help in the decision-making process (Hale, 

1996). LCA is often used to compare products with equivalent functions, or to determine 

opportunities for improvement of the overall environmental impact of a specific product or service 

(Robèrt, 2000). Besides, the application of lifecycle techniques generally refers to physical products, 

and adopts the single company perspective (Peruzzini et al., 2013). With the development of Social 

Life Cycle Assessment permitting the inclusion of the social issues (Weidema, 2006), and the 

addition of Life Cycle Costing, LCAs can be used for CS decision-making  by quantifying impacts 

of the life cycle of a product and/or service on more than just one of the triple P issues simultaneously 

(Azapagic, 2015; Kloepffer, 2008). 

 

 

 

 

Sustainability Reports (SR) 

The production of a SR is a voluntary activity to assess and report on the efforts and progress of 

addressing the organization’s economic, environmental and social issues, and to communicate the 

outcomes to their stakeholders (OECD, 2002). With the assessment including ethics, environmental 

and/or social issues, a SR does not just focus on the corporate governance sections of Reports. A SR 

evaluates whether companies address the supervision of strategic management in relation to 

sustainability, codes of ethics and complaints procedures. With the possibility for companies to 

choose for an external audit of their SR, the reliability of the CS assessment can be confirmed (Kolk, 

2008). 

4.5 Illustration of the framework with three CS integration tools 
The CS integration tools EMS, LCA and SR are analysed using each integration process element of 

the framework. This section ends with a synthesis of the findings. 

4.5.1 What? 

The scope of support SR offers companies, ranges from assessing triple P issue performance to 

guiding the development of the CS strategy. By forcing companies to assess their triple P issue 

performance (GRI, 2011) and comply with stakeholder requirements over time, SR also supports 

companies to continuously improve their CS performance (GRI, 2011; IIRC, 2014). Consequently, 

SR could contribute to the incremental redesign of the organisation and its activities towards all 

triple P issues. SR is a tool to assess the state of the organisation’s triple P issues and to communicate 

these efforts and progress (Lozano and Huisingh, 2011) and, consequently, has the potential of 

becoming a tool that supports the company on strategic matters as well. 

EMS supports organisational activity improvement through awareness creation aimed at reducing 

environmental impact. EMS is based on the continuous improvement of business activities 

constituted by interlinking the plan, do, check and act stages (ISO, 2009; Pojasek, 2012). The 

reduction of environmental impacts of these activities requires high employee participation and 

training resulting in increased environmental awareness. Despite a correct application of EMS, it is 

difficult to attribute environmental improvements directly to the certification of an EMS (Morrow 

and Rondinelli, 2002b). 

LCA is applied to define impact improvement actions at product or process level, whether short term 

or long term depending on the scope chosen by the company itself (Goedkoop et al., 1998). 

Consequently, LCA contains a technological orientation through the assessment of the processes 

constituting the life cycle stages. The initial product data scope can be increased with full life cycles 

of other materials that are used for making the product or service (UNEP/SETAC LCI, 2009). The 

identification of the most significant impacts on triple P issues is used for decisions on system 
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improvements or redesign (Azapagic, 2010), and is characterized by its complexity due to wide and 

far-reaching impacts and the close links between the triple P issues throughout the product´s life 

cycle or in society (Azapagic, 2010; Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016). Moreover, it contributes to the 

transparency and accountability necessary to define the company´s efforts to contribute to the 

sustainable development of society. 

 

In summary for the “what” element: with SR covering all three triple P issues, LCA and EMS 

principally focus on environmental issues, with the potential to focus on all three triple P issue. The 

three tools relate in their CS integration support to different business activity improvements: where 

SR supports at the strategic level, and EMS demands participation, training and awareness, LCA is 

used to support the decision-making processes. Therefore, it is up to the company to choose the 

scope of the support. 

4.5.2 Vision 

The company´s CS vision can be improved by applying SR with an integrated focus on all triple P 

issues. SR is a voluntary tool used to assess and to communicate the company´s efforts and progress 

on the current state of a company’s triple P issues (Lozano and Huisingh, 2011). With the scope of 

the report being limited to the organisation, the coverage of the triple P issues mentioned in the 

report has been developing from an original single issue focus (i.e. environment), towards a broader 

and more integrated issue focus, to include ethical/social and financial issues (Kolk, 2008). This is 

confirmed by the current discussions on Integrated Reporting (IR) (IIRC, 2014). Companies confirm 

that significant changes were made to their CS vision after the analysis of measurements from past 

CS performance, thanks to the use of IR (IIRC, 2014). 

EMS gives the company freedom in defining the scope of their single issue (i.e. environment) CS 

vision. As with SR, EMS is also a voluntary tool although supply chain actors tend to require 

certified EMS for doing business. It focuses on the structure, implementation and maintenance of a 

formal single issue management system: the environmental impact of the company´s activities 

(Curkovic and Sroufe, 2011). The definition of these activities depends on the scope set by the 

company and, when certified, included in the EMS certificate (ISO, 2004). This scope can range 

from a single process, or business unit, to the entire organisation, even extending towards multi-site 

certification covering more than one company. 

LCA has the potential to support the complete triple P issues within the corporate CS vision for its 

products and processes, although LCA originally was a single-issue (i.e. environment) tool for the 

optimisation of products and processes. With recent developments showing that the scope has been 

broadened to include social and economic issues, allocation problems are still to be resolved before 

getting to a full sustainability LCA tool (Azapagic, 2015; Croes and Vermeulen, 2015). Moreover, 

LCA has been primarily applied to define impact improvement actions at product or process level 
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improvements or redesign (Azapagic, 2010), and is characterized by its complexity due to wide and 

far-reaching impacts and the close links between the triple P issues throughout the product´s life 

cycle or in society (Azapagic, 2010; Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016). Moreover, it contributes to the 

transparency and accountability necessary to define the company´s efforts to contribute to the 

sustainable development of society. 

 

In summary for the “what” element: with SR covering all three triple P issues, LCA and EMS 

principally focus on environmental issues, with the potential to focus on all three triple P issue. The 

three tools relate in their CS integration support to different business activity improvements: where 

SR supports at the strategic level, and EMS demands participation, training and awareness, LCA is 

used to support the decision-making processes. Therefore, it is up to the company to choose the 

scope of the support. 

4.5.2 Vision 

The company´s CS vision can be improved by applying SR with an integrated focus on all triple P 

issues. SR is a voluntary tool used to assess and to communicate the company´s efforts and progress 

on the current state of a company’s triple P issues (Lozano and Huisingh, 2011). With the scope of 

the report being limited to the organisation, the coverage of the triple P issues mentioned in the 

report has been developing from an original single issue focus (i.e. environment), towards a broader 

and more integrated issue focus, to include ethical/social and financial issues (Kolk, 2008). This is 

confirmed by the current discussions on Integrated Reporting (IR) (IIRC, 2014). Companies confirm 

that significant changes were made to their CS vision after the analysis of measurements from past 

CS performance, thanks to the use of IR (IIRC, 2014). 

EMS gives the company freedom in defining the scope of their single issue (i.e. environment) CS 

vision. As with SR, EMS is also a voluntary tool although supply chain actors tend to require 

certified EMS for doing business. It focuses on the structure, implementation and maintenance of a 

formal single issue management system: the environmental impact of the company´s activities 

(Curkovic and Sroufe, 2011). The definition of these activities depends on the scope set by the 

company and, when certified, included in the EMS certificate (ISO, 2004). This scope can range 

from a single process, or business unit, to the entire organisation, even extending towards multi-site 

certification covering more than one company. 

LCA has the potential to support the complete triple P issues within the corporate CS vision for its 

products and processes, although LCA originally was a single-issue (i.e. environment) tool for the 

optimisation of products and processes. With recent developments showing that the scope has been 

broadened to include social and economic issues, allocation problems are still to be resolved before 

getting to a full sustainability LCA tool (Azapagic, 2015; Croes and Vermeulen, 2015). Moreover, 

LCA has been primarily applied to define impact improvement actions at product or process level 

 

 

on the short, or long, term depending on the scope chosen by the company itself (Goedkoop et al., 

1998). 

 

The “vision” element in summary: all three tools support the company´s CS vision, but differ in 

covering the triple P issues in this support. The company has to take an active role by determining 

the scope of these triple P issues of its CS vision. 

4.5.3 Why? 

SR supports the company with the motives for CS integration from a stakeholder perspective. 

Because SR is a tool backed up by accounting principles (Adams and Frost, 2008; Kolk, 2008), 

companies tend to apply it to communicate the efforts and progress on quantitative indicators to 

their stakeholders. The development of guidelines for Integrated Reporting (IR) includes shared 

value principles; i.e. “new approaches to value creation and decision making require organisations 

to assess their performance in new ways” (IIRC, 2014, p. 5). Due to this market oriented view, 

companies applying SR strive to increase transparency and accountability (Ioannou and Serafeim, 

2011; Kolk, 2008). Therefore, stakeholder inclusiveness, as one of the SR guiding principles, 

motivates the reporting company to identify stakeholders and communicate compliance with 

stakeholder requirements (GRI, 2012). 

Many companies use EMS to satisfy stakeholder needs, although EMS could support a company 

developing an intrinsic motivation for integrating CS. EMS supports companies to improve the 

environmental impact of their activities and to demonstrate sound environmental management (ISO, 

2009). The use of EMS can lead to improved organisation and documentation of the activities that 

generate an environmental impact, increased certainty of legal compliance, a better company image, 

and increased employee motivation (Morrow and Rondinelli, 2002b). Although the number of EMS 

certificates could indicate successful CS integration, Witjes et al. (Witjes et al., 2016) concluded 

that the management system itself is not always used as a support for CS integration. In the latter, 

the adoption of EMS is a paper-driven process of limited value (Curkovic and Sroufe, 2011) and is 

used to comply with external stakeholders´ requirements or to get access to environmentally 

advanced processes (Granly and Welo, 2014), instead of coming from an intrinsic motivation to 

contribute to the sustainable development of society.  

LCA supports the company with the motive to integrate CS from a product life cycle process 

perspective. While using an integrative impact assessment, LCA is aimed at understanding the 

impacts of human interactions with the environment through the identification and quantification of 

environmental impacts of processes constituting the life cycle (i.e. cradle to grave) of a product or 

service (Azapagic, 2010; UNEP/SETAC LCI, 2009). Consequently, the motives for executing a 

LCA can differ from assessing the impact on triple P issues through the interpretation of 
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improvement options for product design or process optimisation, to product labelling (Azapagic, 

2010). 

 

The “why” element in summary: the three tools differ on supporting a company with their motives 

on CS integration. With motives varying from an external towards internal stakeholders, the tools 

permit intrinsic CS integration motivation as well as the motivation of others.  

4.5.4 How? 

The success of SR lies in the hands of a single person or limited group of persons, mostly positioned 

at the top of the organisation or serving a staff function with a direct link to the board of the company 

(Cooper and Owen, 2007; Kolk, 2008). Initially it can be the case that top positions drive the 

reporting process (i.e. top-down), but by using the input of employees formerly related to SR, SR 

can initiate sustainability improvement processes throughout the company (IIRC, 2014). The 

application of SR is a gradual improvement process coordinated from the top down, and often linked 

to the publication frequency of the general annual report of the company (Adams and Frost, 2008). 

Although the goal of an SR is to strive for continuous improvement (GRI, 2011), this publication 

frequency results in a gradual improvement of the integration of CS.  

The use of EMS is a systematic, formal and top down process for identifying and managing 

environmental impact improvements throughout the organisation (ISO, 2004). To apply an EMS, 

the company should assign the responsibility for reaching set objectives and targets for all relevant 

functions, and at each level of the organisation, provide the means for fulfilling these objectives and 

targets, and designate a specific time frame for achieving these objectives (Curkovic and Sroufe, 

2011). Consequently, an EMS requires high employee participation and training (Azapagic, 2003a) 

guided by a top management´s commitment (Granly and Welo, 2014). 

A LCA needs bottom up data to support top down strategic decisions to improve the impact of 

specific processes. The application of LCA is possible when people at the shop-floor and middle-

management levels gather and analyse the large amounts of data (Azapagic, 2010) necessary to 

create the basis for interpreting and taking decisions at strategic level (Buxel et al., 2015). To enable 

the interpretation of life cycle data and assessment outcomes, an understanding of triple P issues and 

life cycle stages (i.e. Life Cycle Thinking) at all participating levels of the organisation is a 

prerequisite. 

 

The “how” element in summary: the three CS tools are complementary on the integration direction, 

where SR is a tool merely for top management; while EMS needs a top-down approach to manage 

improvements in the whole organisation. On the other hand, LCA can be executed from the bottom 

up and affects only limited parts of the company. Besides, the three tools differ in their improvement 

support of the three bottom-line issues, where the application of a LCA enables a one-time 
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improvement options for product design or process optimisation, to product labelling (Azapagic, 

2010). 

 

The “why” element in summary: the three tools differ on supporting a company with their motives 

on CS integration. With motives varying from an external towards internal stakeholders, the tools 

permit intrinsic CS integration motivation as well as the motivation of others.  

4.5.4 How? 

The success of SR lies in the hands of a single person or limited group of persons, mostly positioned 

at the top of the organisation or serving a staff function with a direct link to the board of the company 

(Cooper and Owen, 2007; Kolk, 2008). Initially it can be the case that top positions drive the 

reporting process (i.e. top-down), but by using the input of employees formerly related to SR, SR 

can initiate sustainability improvement processes throughout the company (IIRC, 2014). The 

application of SR is a gradual improvement process coordinated from the top down, and often linked 

to the publication frequency of the general annual report of the company (Adams and Frost, 2008). 

Although the goal of an SR is to strive for continuous improvement (GRI, 2011), this publication 

frequency results in a gradual improvement of the integration of CS.  

The use of EMS is a systematic, formal and top down process for identifying and managing 

environmental impact improvements throughout the organisation (ISO, 2004). To apply an EMS, 

the company should assign the responsibility for reaching set objectives and targets for all relevant 

functions, and at each level of the organisation, provide the means for fulfilling these objectives and 

targets, and designate a specific time frame for achieving these objectives (Curkovic and Sroufe, 

2011). Consequently, an EMS requires high employee participation and training (Azapagic, 2003a) 

guided by a top management´s commitment (Granly and Welo, 2014). 

A LCA needs bottom up data to support top down strategic decisions to improve the impact of 

specific processes. The application of LCA is possible when people at the shop-floor and middle-

management levels gather and analyse the large amounts of data (Azapagic, 2010) necessary to 

create the basis for interpreting and taking decisions at strategic level (Buxel et al., 2015). To enable 

the interpretation of life cycle data and assessment outcomes, an understanding of triple P issues and 

life cycle stages (i.e. Life Cycle Thinking) at all participating levels of the organisation is a 

prerequisite. 

 

The “how” element in summary: the three CS tools are complementary on the integration direction, 

where SR is a tool merely for top management; while EMS needs a top-down approach to manage 

improvements in the whole organisation. On the other hand, LCA can be executed from the bottom 

up and affects only limited parts of the company. Besides, the three tools differ in their improvement 

support of the three bottom-line issues, where the application of a LCA enables a one-time 

 

 

improvement, and SR, based on the yearly reporting scheme, supports gradual improvement, while 

EMS can support continuous improvement of the triple P issues, but could already be satisfied with 

yearly minimal steps forward. 

4.5.5 Where? 

The development of a SR needs people selected from within the organisation leading to outcomes 

applicable for a broad group of people. SR outcomes can be used for the internal improvement 

programmes, or disclosed information can help related stakeholders to focus their decisions, without 

adversely affecting the company´s shareholders (Ioannou and Serafeim, 2011). Although a select 

group of people will take responsibility for developing and publishing a SR, the impact of the 

outcomes can be used by a broad range of internal and external stakeholders (Kolk, 2008). 

By defining the EMS scope, the company determines the impacts of its development and outcomes. 

The dedication of a selected group of people is necessary when the company aims for an EMS 

certificate. Only when the organisation wants to get maximum results out of the application of an 

EMS, then all levels of the company should support its development and maintenance (Curkovic 

and Sroufe, 2011). The crucial elements for the continuous improvement of the environmental 

impact of business processes will be defined (Pojasek, 2012) by setting the scope of the EMS which 

can vary according to the sector and the geographical context of the company (Curkovic and Sroufe, 

2011). 

As with EMS, the definition of the impacts of the development and the outcomes of an LCA depends 

on the definition of its goal and scope. Although setting the goal and scope for a LCA is open to the 

company, it depends on the company´s needs what part of the life cycle will be assessed 

(UNEP/SETAC LCI, 2009). The scope of the tool itself has been increasing from the assessment of 

environmental and economic issues towards including social issues. By doing so, LCA enables a 

contribution to the full assessment of products and services within the scope of CS. Consequently, 

this increase in the number of issues also results in a larger group of stakeholders to engage with 

(Benoît et al., 2010), both internal and external to the company. For the internal organisation, this 

broader scope of issues needs fundamental internal changes in culture and structure (Azapagic, 

2010). 

 

The “where” element in summary: the distributed impacts of integration for the organisation, value 

chain, or society of the three tools depends, in all three cases, on the goal and scope definitions set 

by the company. Where SR mainly focuses on external stakeholder demands, the focus of an EMS 

can be on both internal and external stakeholders, as is the case with LCA. SR and LCA need the 

backing of a selected group of people within the company. This selection is related to the goals and 

scope definitions set by the company. With EMS ideally needs support from everyone within the 
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organisation, the company’s goal and scope definitions could result in only a select number of people 

being needed to support EMS. 

4.5.6 When? 

SR has a double time-focus by looking retrospectively at the triple P issue performance in support 

of decisions for a CS vision, and actions for the future. With SR entailing the measurement and 

disclosure of business activity performance on the triple P issues, the application of SR enables a 

company to be accountable towards stakeholders and improve their contribution to the sustainable 

development of society (GRI, 2011). Past performances of processes on the triple P issues are 

measured over the period of the report, usually one year. By analysing and comparing more than 

one report, a continuous performance assessment can be achieved. SR is, therefore, becoming a tool 

for companies for long-term CS planning and development (Lozano and Huisingh, 2011) 

As with SR, EMS also has a double time-focus; the continuous improvement cycle of an EMS 

ensures that companies are aware of the past when establishing strategies and policies for future 

improvements of the company´s environmental impact (Pojasek, 2012)). Although EMS enables a 

company to take advance of long-term benefits, daily challenges can impede this (Curkovic and 

Sroufe, 2011)). Therefore, knowledge of the organisation´s historical development and current 

situation and its processes is required to develop and apply an EMS. 

With LCA assessing the present environmental performance with a view to performance 

improvements in the future, LCA also supports a back casting process aimed at reaching a total 

reduction of material flow (Robèrt et al., 2002), when the quantitative assessment of the 

environmental impacts of business activities is complemented by the qualitative perspective of Life 

Cycle Thinking. When combined with an EMS, LCA can lead to continuous improvement of the 

processes and the organisation (ISO, 2009). 

 

The “when” element in summary: SR and EMS need a retrospective analysis (i.e. looking 

backwards) of the triple P issue impacts as a basis for CS vision and future actions. With LCA being 

a back casting (i.e. looking forwards) tool for assessing the present impact of specific processes, the 

combination with Life Cycle Thinking awareness-creation at all levels of the organisation can create 

a basis for SR or EMS resulting in a CS integration process in which the company defines its future 

strategy on CS integration, based on learning from past successes of CS integration. 

4.5.7 Synthesis 

The three tools support companies with the integration of CS in different and, for some activity 

elements, complementary ways. With all three tools encouraging companies to have a clear vision 

of what they want to achieve with the application of the tool on the strategic level of the 

organisational system, the scope of support (i.e. “what” element) of each tool on achieving outcomes 
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organisation, the company’s goal and scope definitions could result in only a select number of people 

being needed to support EMS. 

4.5.6 When? 

SR has a double time-focus by looking retrospectively at the triple P issue performance in support 

of decisions for a CS vision, and actions for the future. With SR entailing the measurement and 

disclosure of business activity performance on the triple P issues, the application of SR enables a 

company to be accountable towards stakeholders and improve their contribution to the sustainable 

development of society (GRI, 2011). Past performances of processes on the triple P issues are 

measured over the period of the report, usually one year. By analysing and comparing more than 

one report, a continuous performance assessment can be achieved. SR is, therefore, becoming a tool 

for companies for long-term CS planning and development (Lozano and Huisingh, 2011) 

As with SR, EMS also has a double time-focus; the continuous improvement cycle of an EMS 

ensures that companies are aware of the past when establishing strategies and policies for future 

improvements of the company´s environmental impact (Pojasek, 2012)). Although EMS enables a 

company to take advance of long-term benefits, daily challenges can impede this (Curkovic and 

Sroufe, 2011)). Therefore, knowledge of the organisation´s historical development and current 

situation and its processes is required to develop and apply an EMS. 

With LCA assessing the present environmental performance with a view to performance 

improvements in the future, LCA also supports a back casting process aimed at reaching a total 

reduction of material flow (Robèrt et al., 2002), when the quantitative assessment of the 

environmental impacts of business activities is complemented by the qualitative perspective of Life 

Cycle Thinking. When combined with an EMS, LCA can lead to continuous improvement of the 

processes and the organisation (ISO, 2009). 

 

The “when” element in summary: SR and EMS need a retrospective analysis (i.e. looking 

backwards) of the triple P issue impacts as a basis for CS vision and future actions. With LCA being 

a back casting (i.e. looking forwards) tool for assessing the present impact of specific processes, the 

combination with Life Cycle Thinking awareness-creation at all levels of the organisation can create 

a basis for SR or EMS resulting in a CS integration process in which the company defines its future 

strategy on CS integration, based on learning from past successes of CS integration. 

4.5.7 Synthesis 

The three tools support companies with the integration of CS in different and, for some activity 

elements, complementary ways. With all three tools encouraging companies to have a clear vision 

of what they want to achieve with the application of the tool on the strategic level of the 

organisational system, the scope of support (i.e. “what” element) of each tool on achieving outcomes 

 

 

on triple P issues is different; for example, where LCA and EMS support a company in adopting a 

vision on primarily environmental issues, SR gives a company the choice for indicators of all three 

triple P issues. Recent developments of LCA (i.e. towards sustainability life cycle assessment) and 

EMS (i.e. towards CS or integrated management systems) enable companies to cover the triple P 

issues as well. Therefore, it is up to the company to decide the scope of the outcomes of the 

integration of CS.  

All three tools are complementary when it comes to their support of the company´s purpose for the 

integration and the integration approach (i.e. “why” element). With motives varying from external 

to internal stakeholders, the three tools permit intrinsic CS integration motivation as well as the 

motivation of others to affect the integration of CS. For example, in the goal and scope phase LCA 

demands the company to define whether CS integration is for internal or external purposes. With 

SR and EMS demanding a top down approach of integration (i.e. “how” element), LCA can also be 

executed from bottom up. In the latter case, LCA and SR only need specific departments or people, 

mostly managing the needed data, of the company to participate, while EMS ideally needs the 

participation, training and awareness of all people in the organisation for the integration of CS. 

Therefore, the effect of CS integration in the organisational system (i.e. “where” element) depends 

in all three cases on the definition of the goal and scope of the integration as defined by the company. 

As with the integration purposes, the three tools are also complementary from an integration time 

perspective: with LCA being a tool for assessing the present quantitative impact of specific 

processes leading to a one-time improvement, SR and EMS need an analysis of the past impacts on 

triple P issues, leading, respectively, to a gradual and continuous improvement as the basis for CS 

vision and future actions. With EMS and SR supported by a retrospective analysis of the CS 

performance for the company, LCA as a back-casting tool when extended with Life Cycle Thinking 

awareness creation at all levels of the organisation, can complement SR or EMS. Therefore, the 

combined use of the three tools while integrating CS is to be recommended over the use of just one 

of the tools. 

 

 

Table 16 The analysis of EMS, LCA and SR and their support of the integration process of CS into the 
organisational system according to the six integration process elements. Coding is done according to 
Lozano (2012) (i.e. full, limited and variable contribution) and is based on the findings described in this 
section. 

Variable contribution

Coding
Full contribution
Limited contribution
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As can be seen in Table 16, only EMS has the potential to contribute in variable or full modus to the 

integration of CS. LCA and SR have their limitations in supporting CS integration with the vision-

element and why-element (both due to the environmental focus of LCA and the focus on quantitative 

data of both tools), and when-element (while both tools are not operational planning or management 

tools). Applied together, EMS, LCA and SR have the potential to contribute fully to almost all 

integration process elements and therefore, cover almost the full integration process, emphasising 

the need for a combined use of the three tools. Before the application of the tools a proactive and 

critical input of the company itself is needed to decide what to focus on (i.e. the scope of the CS 

vision and the interventions into the organisational system).  

4.6 Discussion 
With the six integration process elements covering the factors proposed by several authors (e.g. 

Siebenhüner and Arnold (2007) and Zott and Amit (2010)) to promote learning about CS integration, 

the framework in this chapter contributes to the understanding of CS integration by taking a 

comparative approach emphasising how tools support the integration process (Hahn et al., 2015; 

Lozano, 2012; Robèrt et al., 2002).  
 

The three tools analysed support motives for integrating CS coming from either internal or external 

stakeholders. With these motives being either internally or externally driven (as discussed by Rauter 

et al. (2015)), and differing in their outcomes for members of the organisation, the organisation itself 

and for society (as mentioned by Tolbert and Hall (2015)), the support for a suitable company 

response should come from a tool that fits the organisational system of the company (as emphasised 

by Epstein and Buhovac (2010)) and its CS integration motives. The three tools analysed show 

potential complementarity based on their differences in CS integration support, confirming the need 

to use several CS integration tools, as concluded by Jamali (2006) and Baumgartner (2014). 

 

Firstly, EMS has the potential for supporting the continuous improvement of the density of the 

relationships between the organisational, social, and physical dynamics (as specified by Vermeulen 

en Witjes (2016)). LCA and SR mostly support strategic levels of the organisational system with, 

respectively, one-time or gradual improvement approaches aiming for an enhancement of the 

outcomes of the integration process (as defined by Hatch and Cunliffe (2013)). With LCA as the 

action tool on a tactical level potentially lacking an obligation to set absolute targets on the strategic 

levels for sustainability measures (as concluded by Cramer (1998)), and SR as the communication 

tool supporting policy development at strategic corporate level (according to Robèrt et al., 2002), 

the combined use of both tools could support sustainability impact improvements at both levels. 

Secondly, the retrospective basis of SR and EMS entails the joint learning process (as discussed by 

Edgar H. Schein (2010)) about the success of intervention activities (as concluded by Epstein and 
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Buhovac (2010)) such as are necessary for the translation of the CS vision into actions. This critical 

analysis of past CS integration activities forms the basis for the selection of the tools for future CS 

integration activities. With LCA being based on a back-casting approach (i.e. measure current 

impact to set future improvement targets), the combined use of EMS, SR and LCA could support 

closing the gap between top management CS strategy development and determining related actions 

by middle managers at tactical level (as indicated by Hahn et al. (2015)). Thirdly, the tools show a 

different integration direction, ranging from top-down (e.g. SR) towards bottom up (e.g. LCA), 

contributing to the cohesion of, especially, the social relationships within the organisation (as 

emphasised by Epstein and Buhovac (2010)). Fourthly, the tools differ in their coverage of the triple 

P issues in both the vision and the outcomes, as well as where the intervention activity should take 

place (as was concluded by Baumgartner (2014) and Lozano (2012)). Consequently, the use of only 

one of these tools does not lead to the needed density of the relationships between the organisational, 

social, and physical dynamics as was emphasised by Hatch and Cunliffe (2013). Fifthly, with the 

inter-linkages between the triple P issues (as proposed by (Lozano and Huisingh, 2011)) being 
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4.7 Conclusions 
Integration of CS entails identification and coordination leading to increased cohesion of the 

relationships between the social and physical dynamics of the organisational system and their impact 

on compliance with an established corporate vision on CS. With the translation of this CS vision 

into future activities occurring through a joint learning process of past and present intervention 

activities, the continuous learning cycle of CS integration entails the permanent improvement of the 

identification and coordination of the intervention into the social and physical dynamics of the 

organisational system. 

 

To contribute to the understanding of CS integration into the organisational system this chapter 

explores the contribution of tools in supporting companies with the process of CS integration into 

their organisational systems, and proposes a framework based on 6 integration process elements (i.e. 

What, Vision, Why, How, Where, and When). When applying the integration process elements from 

an analysis of the most prominent CS tools mentioned in selected professional and scientific 

publications, a potential complementarity between the tools is indicated due to several differences 
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in their CS integration support (i.e. different support of improvement approaches (i.e. one-time or 

gradual improvements)), use at different organisational levels (i.e. strategic versus tactical), 

developmental perspective (back casting versus retrospective), integration direction (i.e. top-down 

versus bottom-up), and coverage of the triple P issues). With all three tools demanding a clear CS 

vision, the support of each tool for achieving the desired outcomes on triple P issues is different. 

Where the triple P scope of LCA and EMS is limited to environmental issues, SR covers all issues.  

 

These differences and potential complementarity between the three tools emphasises the need for 

choosing both determining the goal and scope of their vision on the triple P issue outcomes of the 

integration of CS, and the intervention in the physical and social dynamics of the organisational 

system. Consequently, the company itself should still be proactive and critical in defining the scope 

of triple P issues, and about where in the organisation the interventions are needed. 

 

Suggestions for further research 

To further explore the process of CS integration by companies, the analysis on integration support 

should be extended to include more CS integration tools. Besides, the use of CS integration tools in 

companies should be analysed in practice by using the six integration process elements. With a 

retrospective analysis of the use of tools for CS integration as a basis for determining strategies on 

the future support of tools (Baumgartner, 2009; Dunphy et al., 2006; Robèrt et al., 2002), it is 

suggested that the use of tools to support CS integration should also be explored retrospectively by 

means of longitudinal empirical research. 
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Appendix of Chapter 4 - Analysis of CS integration tools 
 

Table 17 presents an overview of the most prominent CS tools, based on tools mentioned in literature 

on CS integration (i.e. Baumgartner, 2014; Johnson and Schaltegger, 2016; Lozano, 2012a; Robèrt 

et al., 2002) with their appearances in four internet search engines: Web of Science, Scopus, Google 

Scholar and Google web search. The search was performed by using the term “corporate 

sustainability” and the tool name between quotation marks. For example, for the tool life cycle 

assessment the search was: “corporate sustainability” AND “life cycle assessment”. Specific for 

each source: 
 

• Web of Science (http://apps.webofknowledge.com.proxy.library.uu.nl/): the search was 
within “topic”. 

• Scopus (http://www-scopus-com.proxy.library.uu.nl): the search was within “article title”, 
“abstract” and/or “keywords”. 

• Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com/): without specifications. 

• Google web search (https://www.google.com/): without specifications. 

 

As can be seen in Table 17, the tools are grouped into three categories according to Kuhndt (i.e. 1. 

tools for action, 2. tools for analysis and evaluation, and tools for communication; 2004) and were 

ordered according their appearances in the four web searches. For the illustration of the framework 

in this chapter we selected the three highest scoring tools (for each category one) that were 

mentioned in at least three of the four articles (see Table 17 column seven “sum of articles”). This 

resulted in a selection of Environmental Management System (EMS) for the tools for action, Life 

Cycle Assessment (LCA) for the tools for analysis and evaluation, and Sustainability Reporting (SR) 

for the tools for communication as the tools to be used for the illustration of the framework proposed 

in this chapter. 
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Table 17 Appearance of CS integration tools in web searches (21 February 2016) 

 

Policy 1 1 65 110 21500 917000
Environmental management system 1 1 1 1 4 17 49 5900 101000
Supply chain management 1 1 32 39 4250 89900
Corporate citizenship 1 1 4 8 6880 59000
Cleaner production 1 1 1 3 8 8 4930 23000
Eco efficiency 1 1 2 14 18 4010 23000
ISO 26000 1 1 6 4 1920 30100
Industrial ecology 1 1 4 6 2120 12800
Sponsoring 1 1 0 0 1520 53100
Ecodesign/Design for the environment 1 1 2 2 1 854 38500
Sustainable technology development 1 1 0 0 902 35200
Better business plan 1 1 0 0 870 33404
Green chemistry 1 1 1 8 344 23500
European corporate sustainability framework 1 1 9 10 232 1030
The natural step 1 1 2 0 2 657 14900
CSR management 1 1 0 3 729 5260
Natural capitalism 1 1 0 0 640 4090
Sustainable livelihoods 1 1 0 0 349 9440
Zero emision 1 1 1 3 0 0 279 11800
Incentive systems 1 1 0 1 340 3960
Employee volunteering 1 1 0 0 322 4180
Factor X 1 1 2 0 0 265 2350
Environmental shareholder value 1 1 0 1 193 1310
Green engineering 1 1 0 0 173 3470
Quality circle 1 1 0 1 53 953
Sustainability evaluation and reporting system (SERS) 1 1 0 1 54 364
Ecological rucksack 1 1 2 0 0 41 179
Employee suggestion system 1 1 0 0 9 154
Efficient entrepreneur calendar 1 1 0 0 5 45
Education 1 1 21 24 15800 1330000
Corporate social responsbility 1 1 138 167 16900 226000
Balance 1 1 11 20 11700 176000
Triple bottom line 1 1 29 58 8980 54400
Benchmarking 1 1 13 25 4500 64500
Controlling 1 1 3 4 5280 65700
Audits 1 1 2 1 15 4340 85700
Life cycle assessment 1 1 1 1 4 12 14 2540 26100
(Sustainability) balanced scorecard 1 1 1 3 12 16 2420 18600
Key performance indicators 1 1 2 10 9 2040 28200
Budgeting 1 1 1 1 1070 90100
Ecological footprinting 1 1 7 8 1640 13800
Risk analysis 1 1 1 1 881 56300
Environmental cost accounting 1 1 1 3 1 6 1060 10800
Checklists 1 1 0 1 553 21000
Scenario analysis 1 1 0 0 330 8150
Sustainability assessment for enterprises 1 1 0 0 45 322
Cross impact analysis 1 1 0 0 42 222
Eco mapping 1 1 0 0 33 185
EPM-KOMPAS 1 1 0 0 28 181
Corporate environmental information systems 1 1 0 0 10 6
VerdEE 1 1 0 0 6 23
Total material flow 1 1 0 0 5 6
Material inputs per unit of service 1 1 0 0 3 3
Environmental  investment accounting 1 1 0 0 2 3
Sustainability reporting 1 1 1 3 75 126 8140 125000
Dialogue 1 1 10 18 7010 109000
Networking 1 1 2 2 3220 107000
Labels 1 1 6 6 2750 41300
Public-private partnership 1 1 2 3 640 34100
Eco labelling 1 1 0 0 417 3420
Dialog instruments 1 1 0 0 5 5

Action

Analysis and 
evaluation

Communication

Kuhndt (2004) 
categories

Mentioned in article

Robert et 
al., 2002

Lozano, 
2012

Baumgartner, 
2014

Johnson & 
Schaltegger, 

2015

Sum of 
articles Googe Web Search

Appearances of tools in web searches

CS integration tool
Web of Science Scopus Google Scholar
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Abstract: Sustainability aims at addressing environmental and socio-economic issues in the long 

term. In general, the literature on sustainability has focused mainly on the environmental issues, 

whereas, more recently, a Circular Economy has been proposed as one of the latest concepts for 

addressing both the environmental and socio-economic issues. A Circular Economy aims at 

transforming waste into resources and on bridging production and consumption activities; however, 

there is still limited research focusing on these aspects. This chapter addresses the link between 

procurement and supply practices, and proposes changing from a traditional public procurement 

process, based on product-selling business models, to a more service-oriented system. The chapter 

proposes a framework to include technical and non-technical specifications of product/service 

combinations that improve resource usage efficiency through recovery. The framework also 

considers socio-cultural specifications and physical and social proximity between the stakeholders 

in the procurement process. The framework is based on collaboration, which is a vital link between 

the public procurement process and the development of more sustainable business models, where 

the experience gained in the collaboration process serves as the bases for suppliers and procurers 

in improving their contribution to CE, whilst at the same time securing economic benefits for both 

parties. Although, in this process, the specification setting may take longer, the relationships 

between procurer and supplier tend to be longer lasting and stronger. This research shows that 

collaboration between procurers and suppliers throughout the procurement process can lead to 

reductions in raw material utilisation and waste generation, whilst promoting the development of 

new, more sustainable, business models. 

5.1 Introduction 
Sustainability is aimed at addressing environmental, and socio-economic issues of this and future 

generations (Hopwood et al., 2005b; Lozano, 2008; WCED, 1987b). In general, the sustainability 

literature has focused on environmental issues (e.g. Atkinson, 2000; Costanza, 1991; Rees, 2002; 

Reinhardt, 2000); although, a number of authors have highlighted the importance of balancing the 

sustainability issues (i.e. economic, environmental, and social; Elkington (1998)), and the time 

dimension, as well as their inter-connections (Lozano, 2008) through a holistic perspective (see 

Escobar, 1999; Hjorth and Bagheri, 2006). The concept of the Circular Economy (CE) has become 

one of the most recent proposals to address environmental sustainability (Murray et al., 2015). This 

is done through addressing economic growth, while at the same time considering the shortage of 

raw materials and energy (Yuan et al., 2008), as well as a new growing business construct (Murray 

et al., 2015). CE5 is  based on ‘closing loops’ through different types and levels of recovery (Yong, 

2007; Yuan et al., 2006) by transforming material into useful goods and services through resource 

                                                        
5 The concept of CE has been used since the 1930s in its original conception by Leontief (see Leontief (1928)); 
however, discourses relating it to environmental issues are recent, such as research in China and the Ellen 
McArthur foundation (Naustdalslid, 2014), CE still lacks a thorough definition. 
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efficiency (Klettner et al., 2013; Webster, 2013). Resource efficiency within CE is achieved by 

keeping the added value through the prudent use of raw materials and energy consumption 

throughout all stages of the value chain (Yuan et al., 2008), and by using products for as long as 

possible, thereby eliminating waste (Bilitewski, 2012).  

 

According to the European Commission (2014), some of the ways to achieve resource efficiency 

include light-weighting, durability, efficiency, substitution, eco-design, industrial symbiosis, and 

leasing/renting. The transformations needed to achieve such resource efficiency are based on 

technical, social, and organisational innovations throughout the value chain, which connect 

production and consumption (The European Commission, 2014). The components that achieve these 

transformations include (The European Commission, 2014): (1) Skills and knowledge, including 

entrepreneurship and capacity-building and multi-disciplinarity; (2) Organisational innovation, 

including integrated solutions and systems, logistics, business models, and policy supporting tools; 

(3) Social innovation, including new production and consumption models, citizens’ involvement, 

product service models, and design services; (4) Technological innovation, including design of 

materials and processes, product design, and resource management (waste, water, energy and raw 

materials); (5) Financial instruments; (6) Awareness, dissemination and internationalisation; and (7) 

Multi stakeholder involvement. 

 
Government and companies have been two of the key players addressing a number of CE’s 

components and transformations through redesigning their products and processes (Murray et al., 

2015). The United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), as one of the outcomes of the 

Rio+20 conference in 2012, set up an initiative to promote sustainable public procurement (SPP) 

(UNEP, 2014). The goal of the initiative is to link the consumption side, through governmental 

public procurement, to the production side, through the development of more sustainable business 

models (SBM). Despite such calls, there has been little academic research focusing on linking SPP 

and SBM. 

 

The aim of this chapter is to contribute to CE by expanding knowledge of the relationships between 

SPP and the development of more sustainable business models, and is structured in the following 

way: Section 5.2 discusses the literature on SPP; Section 5.33 reviews sustainable business models 

discourses; Section 5.4 focuses on collaboration, as a means to linking SPP activities and sustainable 

business models; Section 5.5 presents the methods used; Section 5.6 proposes a framework for 

linking the public procurement process with the development of business models to better contribute 

to CE; and Section 5.7 presents the conclusions.  
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5.2 The link between Public Procurement (PP), business models and 
sustainability 

Public procurement (PP) is a key economic activity of governments (Brammer and Walker, 2011). 

It refers to the acquisition of goods and services by governments or public sector organisations 

through a public contract (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014), and allows public sector organisations to 

perform their functions and deliver its services (Uyarra et al., 2014).  

 

PP includes education, leisure, and social services (Walker and Preuss, 2008). It ranges between 8 

and 25 per cent of the gross domestic product (GDP) of countries falling under the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and 16 per cent of countries in the European 

Union (EU; Brammer & Walker, 2011).  

 

According to UNEP (2014), the procurement process consists in four stages: (1) Preparatory stage, 

where the problem is defined, and an inventory is made of the demands of related internal and 

external stakeholders, resulting in a first set of specifications. This set is integrated into the first 

concepts of a product or service that will be procured; (2) Specification stage, where the first 

concepts are further analysed and developed, leading to the definite specifications of the product or 

service; (3) Sourcing stage, also called the tender process, where the product or service 

specifications are made public to potential suppliers, and where the selection of the supplier and 

their signature on the contract finishes the tender; and (4) Utilisation stage, where, after signing the 

contract, the product or service is supplied. Figure 7 shows the PP process including these four 

stages.  

 

In the PP process, the tender process plays a central role, as it links governmental specifications to 

potential suppliers (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014). Contact between suppliers and the procurer is not 

allowed prior to the publication of a tender in order to ensure healthy competition (Kiiver and 

Kodym, 2014). With the publication of the tender, the procurer details the required specifications. 

The suppliers develop a particular business model to satisfy the procurer’s specifications, such as 

operational excellence, product leadership or customer intimacy (Kamann, 2007).  The procurer then 

selects the most suitable supplier (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014).   
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and 25 per cent of the gross domestic product (GDP) of countries falling under the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and 16 per cent of countries in the European 

Union (EU; Brammer & Walker, 2011).  

 

According to UNEP (2014), the procurement process consists in four stages: (1) Preparatory stage, 

where the problem is defined, and an inventory is made of the demands of related internal and 

external stakeholders, resulting in a first set of specifications. This set is integrated into the first 

concepts of a product or service that will be procured; (2) Specification stage, where the first 

concepts are further analysed and developed, leading to the definite specifications of the product or 

service; (3) Sourcing stage, also called the tender process, where the product or service 

specifications are made public to potential suppliers, and where the selection of the supplier and 

their signature on the contract finishes the tender; and (4) Utilisation stage, where, after signing the 

contract, the product or service is supplied. Figure 7 shows the PP process including these four 

stages.  

 

In the PP process, the tender process plays a central role, as it links governmental specifications to 

potential suppliers (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014). Contact between suppliers and the procurer is not 

allowed prior to the publication of a tender in order to ensure healthy competition (Kiiver and 

Kodym, 2014). With the publication of the tender, the procurer details the required specifications. 

The suppliers develop a particular business model to satisfy the procurer’s specifications, such as 

operational excellence, product leadership or customer intimacy (Kamann, 2007).  The procurer then 

selects the most suitable supplier (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014).   

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 7 The changing contact between the procurer and supplier during the PP process showing the 
different stages from preparation to utilisation (based on UNEP (2014)) 
 
According to Uyarra et al. (2014), the influence of the PP process on a company´s business model 

is usually linear (see Figure 8), where over-specified tenders and price per unit are the main focus 

of negotiations between the supplier and procurer (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014). Once the procurer 

decides on the product’s technical specifications (e.g. size, weight and colour), the supplier defines 

the necessary raw materials for the production process, and the product is then delivered to the 

procurer as per specification. After the use period, the product partly becomes waste and the procurer 

decides whether to dispose of it. The optimization of used raw materials or generated waste is not 

explicitly addressed in the product´s technical specifications.  

 

In linear frameworks, such as the one presented in Figure 8, raw materials are defined as inputs for 

the manufacture of the product, and the generation of waste as an output of product use. In a product 

specification, raw materials and waste are defined (e.g. specific environmental friendly materials, 

or a product that can be recycled), obliging suppliers to be aware of the need for efficiency of 

resources and processes that lie within or outside of the supplier´s direct sphere of responsibility 

(Preuss, 2009), and which focus on closing the life cycle of the product to be delivered (Guide and 

Wassenhove, 2009). 

 

 

 

Supplier ProcurerProduct

Price 
per unit

Production Delivery

Raw materials Waste
PaymentTechnical

specifications

Figure 8 A linear framework of the PP process showing the influence on business models 
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5.2.1 Sustainable public procurement (SPP) 

According to the EU Public Procurement Directive (The European Union, 2014), the procurer has 

to award a contract to the tender (i.e. select a supplier) that is economically the most advantageous. 

Depending on the choice of the contracting organisation, this could imply the tender offering: (1) 

the lowest price; (2) the lowest overall cost; or (3) the most value for money based on its price-

quality criteria ratio. In the latter, the quality criteria could also include other non-pecuniary criteria 

(Parikka-Alhola, 2008), which allows for the incorporation of environmental or social oriented 

criteria into the product specification (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014; Rietbergen and Blok, 2013). 

Incorporating social, environmental and economic (i.e. sustainability) specifications into the PP 

process can have indirect effects on product development and on consumer demand for more 

sustainable products (Parikka-Alhola, 2008), which results in the promotion of improvement in the 

impact products or services have on society (Preuss, 2009; Srivastava, 2007). The incorporation of 

sustainability criteria (i.e. sustainability issues) into the tender and, therefore, into the procurement 

process embodies sustainable public procurement (SPP) (Brammer and Walker, 2011).  

 

Given the purchasing power of public organisations, considerable demand for sustainable products 

and services can be promoted (Parikka-Alhola, 2008; Walker and Brammer, 2012), and can set a 

trend for other organisations (Day, 2005), and thereby enlarge the market for sustainable products 

or services (Uyarra et al., 2014). For example, if all public authorities in the European Union 

switched to green electricity, they would save more than 60 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide (CO2), 

and if they used energy-efficient desktop computers, another 830,000 tonnes of CO2 (Day, 2005).  

 

Several countries have started using the potential of their purchasing power and have included SPP 

into their public policies. For example, Japan is a leading country in SPP (Thomson and Jackson, 

2007). The Philippines has eco-procurement legislation that obliges federal government departments 

and agencies to adopt SPP programmes, while Canada has committed to implementing SPP policies 

(Day, 2005).  The European Commission (EC) has also been engaging with European public 

authorities to include sustainability criteria in their procurement processes (The European 

Commission, 2011). For example, through a guideline for including environmental criteria in the PP 

process, and a guide on Socially Responsible Public Procurement, which proposes how to integrate 

social considerations into the PP process (UNEP, 2014). Within the European Union, Sweden has 

been top of the list of countries applying SPP, followed by Denmark, Germany, Austria, the United 

Kingdom, and the Netherlands (Brammer and Walker, 2011; Day, 2005; Melissen and Reinders, 

2012). 
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5.2.2 Sustainable Business Models (SBM) 

A business model is a comprehensive understanding of how a company does business (Beattie and 

Smith, 2013; Teece, 2010) and how value is created (Afuah, 2004), and it articulates the logic, the 

data, and other evidence that support a value proposition for the customer, and a viable structure of 

revenues and costs for the company delivering that value (Teece, 2010). By clarifying the chosen 

position of the company within the value chain, i.e. what are the key assets to own and control in 

order to capture value (Teece, 2010), a business model is a reflection of the company´s strategy 

(Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2010). As a result of this strategy, the company is linked to several 

stakeholders generating a dependency relation: the external stakeholder demands are converted into 

the stipulated characteristics constituting a product or service by the stakeholders having a 

considerable effect on the company’s business model (Hienerth et al., 2011).  

 

A business model is based on three main elements (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Osterwalder 

et al., 2010): (1) value proposition; (2) value creation and delivery; and (3) value capture. A selection 

of activities, the development of an activity system structure, and the definition of actors performing 

these activities are necessary to link the business model elements (see Zott and Amit, 2010). In 

general, business models should be seen through the lens of permanent interactions between these 

elements and activities, and the implications of their changes (Demil and Lecocq, 2010). This 

emphasises the need for a retrospective and prospective analysis of these interactions as a key to the 

understanding of how companies work and how they create value for the different internal and 

external stakeholders (DaSilva and Trkman, 2014). By ratifying this value creation process for 

stakeholders (e.g. through formalizing businesses with suppliers or customers) a company can 

reduce its costs (Boatright, 1996; Coase, 1937; Demsetz, 1988).  

 

Since a company may have different value propositions, it may have more business models at 

different organisational levels (Demill and Lecocq, 2009) and, consequently, hierarchical 

relationships between these business models (Burkhart et al., 2012). All business models present in 

a company should coalesce to meet the company´s overall strategic objectives (Burkhart et al., 

2012). This coalescence is influenced by the stakeholder demands influencing the business model 

elements and activities (Perthen-Palmisano & Jakl, 2005). 

 

With increasing stakeholder demands on sustainability issues encompassing the entire life cycle of 

a product or service, from downstream (i.e. extraction), to upstream (i.e. disposal), and its use, the 

third dimension (DeSimone & Popoff, 2000; Holliday, Schmidheiny, & Watts, 2002; Robert, 2000), 

the compliance of companies´ business models with these evolutionary stakeholder issues must be 

addressed holistically (as highlighted by Linnenluecke, Russel, & Griffiths, 2009). With the concept 
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of Corporate Sustainability (CS) defined as “…meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect 

stakeholders, such as shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, communities without 

compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well” (Dyllick and Hockerts, 

2002), it can be argued that CS is a journey for companies as they seek continuously to adjust and 

improve their business models (Jackson et al., 1994b; Lüdeke-Freund, 2010; W. Stubbs and Cocklin, 

2008) and how they engage and empower stakeholders (Lozano, 2013). 

 

The integration of CS into a company’s traditional business models (Baumgartner, 2009; Lozano, 

2012; Murray et al., 2015) has driven companies to rethink and redesign their business models to 

better engage with stakeholders, while creating competitive advantages for customers, the company, 

and society (Jackson et al., 1994b; Lüdeke-Freund, 2010; W. Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). Recently, 

a number of authors have discussed the redesign of business models in order to move to more 

sustainable business models (SBM)(e.g. Bocken et al., 2014; Bohnsack et al., 2014; Demill and 

Lecocq, 2009). 

 

This redesign process can be classified into (see Bocken et al., 2014): 1) Technological (maximise 

material and energy efficiency, create value from ‘waste’, and substitute products and process with 

renewable and natural ones); 2) Social (deliver functionality, instead of having ownership, adopt a 

stewardship role, and encourage sufficiency); and 3) Organisational (re-purpose the business for 

society and the environment, and develop scale-up solutions). The choice of redesign process has 

implications for the business model elements (i.e. value proposition, value creation or value capture 

bases), and related activities (see section 5.3.1). A full integration of the redesign process 

classifications into the business model elements and interrelated activities helps in making a business 

model become more sustainable (Rauter et al., 2015). 

 

The redesign of business models changes the relationship between the supplier and procurer of 

goods, and moves from fully product-focused to include service-focused operations (Lay et al. 

2009). This change results in a shift from selling products to providing service solutions offering 

multi-issue (i.e. economic, environmental and social) value for the customer’s needs (Lay, 

Schroeter, & Biege, 2009; Mont, Dalhammar, & Jacobsson, 2006), including the time dimension. 

The customer moves away from being seen as just the person that pays for the product but includes 

other important stakeholders throughout the life cycle of the product, or even society in general 

(Vermeulen and Witjes (2016)).  

 

A concept that could help to explain value-focused, more sustainable business models is ‘product-

service systems’ (PSS), which is directed at reducing the total environmental burden of consumption 

(Mont, 2002), and could, therefore, contribute to the more efficient use of resources. According to 
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Mont (2002), PSS can be divided into: (1) products/services combinations/substitutions; (2) services 

at the point of sale; (3) different concepts of product use (subdivided into use oriented and result 

oriented); (4) maintenance services; and (5) revalorisation services. PSS models requiring close 

collaboration between producers and consumers (Lozano et al., 2014); however, shifting to PSS 

requires changes in the levels of information exchange between stakeholders, as well as in the nature 

of relationships between the stakeholders (Lockett et al., 2011). 

 

The shift to PSS, the development of more sustainable business models, and the resulting integration 

of CS into business activities provide the bases for a company to better contribute to CE (Murray et 

al., 2015). Although a number of authors (e.g. Bocken et al., 2014; Bohnsack et al., 2014; Demil 

and Lecocq, 2010) have discussed sustainable business models, there are still limited studies on the 

contribution of more sustainable business models to CE (Rauter et al., 2015), or on the link between 

SPP and more sustainable business models (as discussed by Brammer and Walker, 2011). 

 

SPP requires a collaborative supplier engagement strategy (Meehan and Bryde, 2011). Such 

collaboration directly affects the company´s business model elements and activities (Hienerth et al., 

2011), including adjustments throughout value chains, where producers, consumers, investors, 

distributors, and recyclers are better connected to ensure a fair distribution of costs and benefits 

(Bocken et al., 2014). In the SPP process, these adjustments are the result of a collaborative process 

between suppliers and procurers and the combination of their multiple business models (Uyarra et 

al., 2014).  

 

5.2.3 Collaboration 

Collaboration harvests its benefits from differences in perspectives, knowledge and approaches, 

solving problems while at the same time offering benefits to all those involved in the process 

(Lozano, 2007b). Collaboration requires exchange of information (Troy et al., 2008) and 

coordination of activities across interdependent organisational units, such as research and 

development, procurement, and sales (Cuijpers et al., 2011).  

 

Collaboration can help a company in changing and redesigning its business models (see De Luca 

and Atuahene-Gima, 2007; Swink and Song, 2007; Troy et al., 2008) Collaboration increases the 

number of potentially useful ideas (Milliken and Martins, 1996), enhances flexibility of the 

workforce (Troy et al., 2008), and improves product performance (Olson et al., 2001). Collaboration 

may lead to less efficient decision making (Troy et al., 2008), conflicts over resources and technical 

issues (Troy et al., 2008), budget overruns (Olson et al., 2001), and project failures (Mishra and 

Shah, 2009; Swink and Song, 2007). 
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Some of the benefits of collaboration include the ability to optimise both financial and human 

capital, including better access to markets and knowledge, enriched creativity, avoidance of 

confrontation, a decrease in the time needed to accomplish objectives, increased trans disciplinary 

learning, and making processes more efficient (Fadeeva, 2004). However, collaboration has inherent 

difficulties (Lozano, 2007b) and costs (Cuijpers, et al., 2011), such as: (1) Coordination costs, 

referring to operational dependence between the activities of the different actors (Genefke, 2000); 

(2) Vulnerability costs, referring to the safeguarding of important and unique resources (Genefke, 

2000); (3) Information, referring to who gets the benefits and the real, or hidden, agenda (Chilosi, 

2003); (4) Bargaining, how to split the gains (Chilosi, 2003); and (5) Free riding, where those who 

choose not to participate still get the benefits (Chilosi, 2003).  

 

In general, collaborative relations increase the level of cohesion within groups and between their 

members (Luukkonen and Nedeva, 2010). Such cohesion depends on the proximity between the 

members (Bansal and Roth, 2000; Glavič and Lukman, 2007). Borgatti (2003) proposed this 

proximity as the coalescence between the physical (i.e. propinquity) and the socio-cultural proximity 

(i.e. similarity of beliefs and attitudes, amount of interaction and affective ties of the individuals in 

a group). The physical and socio-cultural proximity between two members, such as a procurer and 

a supplier, is a prerequisite for a successful collaboration (Dietrich et al., 2010; Hannon, 2012; 

Walker and Brammer, 2012). 

 

5.3 Methods 
Grounded Theory (GT) helps to frame exploratory research, where the researcher has little control 

over the phenomena under study (in this chapter, how sustainable procurement leads to the 

development of more sustainable business models). GT allows the identification of causal 

connections between phenomena, and to generalise from a specific context (Bryman, 2004; Yin, 

1984). GT was developed as a response to the neglect of theory discovery (Glaser & Strauss, 1999), 

the concerns over the predominance of quantitative methods in social sciences, and the tendency to 

test existing grand theories (Jupp, 2006). GT refers to the strategy that emphasises developing and 

building theory from data (Glaser & Strauss, 1999; Jupp, 2006; Saunders et al., 2007; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998. In this chapter the literature on sustainable procurement, more sustainable business 

models and collaboration). Glaser & Strauss (1999) proposed four general approaches to help 

analyse qualitative data using GT. This study uses the fourth, known as analytic induction, which is 

concerned with generating and providing an integrated, delimited, universally applicable theory of 

the causes accounting for a specific behaviour (here, the contribution of the collaboration between 

procurement and business models to CE). Two types of theory can be generated: (1) Substantive, 
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developed for a substantive or empirical area of inquiry, and (2) Formal, developed for a formal or 

conceptual area of inquiry (Glaser & Strauss, 1999). The latter is more appropriate for the objectives, 

and addressing the research questions, of this chapter. GT is based on generating conceptual 

categories or their properties from evidence, which is then used to illustrate or propose a concept 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1999). In this chapter, the generated concept is the proposed framework linking 

sustainable public procurement and business models. 

5.4 Proposing a collaborative framework between SPP and SBM to contribute 
to CE 

Government and companies have been two of the key players addressing a number of CE 

components and transformations. This section aims at proposing a collaboration-based framework 

linking SPP and SBM 

 

Whilst in the traditional PP process the product unit is the main object of negotiation between  

suppliers and procurers (see Figure 8) and, in general, the tender is based on the lowest price or 

overall cost (see European Union, 2014). In the SPP process the focus of the tender is on the most 

value for money, where environmental or social specifications may be included (as discussed by 

Kiiver and Kodym, 2014; Rietbergen and Blok, 2013). In this case, the main object of the negotiation 

between supplier and procurer switches from product oriented to PSS (see Mont (2002), thus 

switching from a price per product unit to price per delivered service, as the functional unit of the 

tender negotiations. Two important elements of this service-oriented functional unit are closing 

loops (as indicated by Yong, 2007; Yuan et al., 2006) and improving resource efficiencies through 

recovery (as discussed by Klettner et al. (2013) and Webster (2013)).  

 

By incorporating sustainability criteria into their business models (as discussed by Lay et al., 2009) 

companies are more likely to fulfil SPP process specifications. This, however, requires closer 

proximity between the supplier and the procurer in the procurement process (as discussed by 

Meehan and Bryde, 2011). Collaboration between the procurer and potential suppliers changes to 

the beginning of the tender (i.e. the preparation stage), as illustrated in Figure 9, instead of the 

sourcing stage (see Figure 7). 

 

Long term collaboration during the SPP process requires a shift from the technical specifications set 

up by the procurer to a more collaborative discussion on, and definition of, the proposed technical 

and non-technical specifications between the supplier and procurer. In addition, socio-cultural 

specifications, such as beliefs and attitudes of the people contributing to the procurement process 

(as proposed by Borgatti, 2003), must be included in the SPP process. While the technical and non-

technical specifications drive the supplier and procurer to develop products or services aiming for 
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more resource efficiency, the socio-cultural specifications will help the parties to hire and train 

personnel specifically for the co-development process, addressing the Social innovation and Multi-

stakeholder involvement components of the resource efficiency transformations proposed by the 

European Commission (2014).   

 
 

 
Figure 9 Procurer/supplier proximity and supplier selection during the SPP process (based on UNEP 
(2014)) 
 
 
During collaboration in the process between procurement and business models for CE, a company 

can gain experience in defining product or service specifications to close loops and optimise the use 

of resources at product or service level (as proposed by Mont, 2002). Such collaboration can provide 

experience for further partnerships between suppliers and procurers.  

 

Considering the aforementioned transactional elements, it is possible to propose a CE alternative to 

the linear framework of the PP process presented in Figure 8. This new framework centres on 

reducing waste, and consequently raw materials, by changing from a product focus to a PSS where 

loops are closed through recovery. In this process, the value generation switches from price per unit 

to price per service (of a functional unit). The successful outcome of the process depends on the 

procurer and the supplier collaborating to establish the technical and non-technical specification, 

and a shared ownership of the PSS. The collaboration starts to take place in the preparation stage of 

the tender, rather than at the sourcing stage. Figure 10 shows the integration of these elements into 

a proposed “Procurement and business model collaboration for CE (ProBiz4CE)” framework. 
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Figure 10 Collaboration between procurement and business models for CE (ProBiz4CE) framework 
 
The procurement of an office desk by a governmental agency can provide an illustrative example of 

the ProbBiz4CE framework. According to the linear framework, the technical product specifications 

(e.g. material, dimensions, and colour of the desk) are decided by the procurer (e.g. the R&D 

department) during the preparation and specification stage and before the sourcing stage (i.e. actual 

tender), without any input from the supplier. In a process following the ProbBiz4CE framework, 

such technical specifications, as well as non-technical ones (e.g. maintenance and end-of-life take-

back), are co-developed and decided between the government agency and the potential suppliers 

(e.g. office furniture manufacturers). In the tender stage, the agency decides which of the suppliers 

is the most suitable to fulfil the technical and non-technical specifications, depending of the 

economic and environmental characteristics of the business model proposed by the suppliers. The 

functional unit switches from number of desks sold to, for example, area of desk space needed. The 

interaction between the parties increases their propinquity in the preparation stage, and enables a 

more sustainable use of resources by focusing on closing loops throughout the life cycle of the desk. 

The supplier owns the desks and is responsible for their maintenance and final disposition, whilst 

the governmental agency is responsible for a fair use of the product and allowing the supplier to 

undertake any repairs and determine the ultimate disposing of the product. Both parties are 

responsible for reducing the environmental impact of the product/service. The ProBiz4CE 

framework can lead to better collaboration and conflict resolution between the parties, alignment of 

specifications, understanding of the possibilities and challenges in delivering the product/service 

combination, and closing loops that will reduce the amount of raw materials needed and waste 

generated, thus better contributing to CE.  
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5.5 Conclusions 
Sustainability is aimed at addressing the environmental and socio-economic issues of this generation 

and future ones. The concept of CE has been proposed to address environmental issues by 

transforming waste into resources, and bridging production and consumption activities. The 

transition to a functioning CE regime requires a systemic multi-level change, including 

technological innovation, new business models, and stakeholder collaboration. 

 

Although there have been calls to bridge production and consumption activities, there has been 

limited research on the topic. This chapter aims at bridging that gap by linking SPP and SBMs. The 

ProBiz4CE framework is based on CE by closing loops through recovery, while at the same time 

changing the scheme from price per unit to value provided per service, and including technical, non-

technical and socio-cultural specifications and shared responsibility of the product/service 

combination. The ProBiz4CE framework was developed under the aegis of SPP. However, it may 

also be applicable in private procurement settings, where tenders are not usually advertised publicly. 

This facilitates decision-making by the parties, and may reduce the time needed to reach a mutually 

agreed outcome.  

 

This research proposes that collaboration between procurers and suppliers can lead to reductions in 

raw material utilisation and waste generation, whilst promoting the development of more sustainable 

business models, thus better contributing to making societies more sustainable.  

 

Further research is needed to help refine the ProBiz4CE framework. For example, a case study could 

provide insights into the practices of linking SPP and SBMs, whilst engaging with stakeholders 

could help identify the challenges in managing the relationship between SPP and new business 

models. 
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Abstract: This article aims to shed light on mechanisms to integrate a strategy on Corporate 

Sustainability in companies. The analysis is based on a holistic method (‘LEAPFROCS´) derived 

from organisation theory, organisational behaviour theory and strategic management theory. The 

process of integration into the organisational system is explored by analysing the coalescence of 

organisational continuous improvement, structure and culture. The coherent use of integration 

mechanisms is defined as key for a successful CS integration. The LEAPFROCS method is presented 

to capture the success of integration mechanisms and their application. The LEAPFROCS method 

is tested using empirical data from 2 case studies. The results of the data analysis – the 

LEAFPROCS-patterns - were validated in discussion with company representatives. The results 

show that the process of CS integration is company-specific, as is the selection of LEAPFROCS 

patterns to create a self-reflection of companies on CS integration catalysing future corporate 

strategies for improving CS integration into the specific company’s organisational systems. 

6.1 Introduction 
Companies have increasingly attracted attention in the sustainability debate (Cannon, 1994; 

Elkington, 2002; Hart, 1997), since they play a major role in the generation of negative impacts on 

the environment, people, and their prosperity (Dunphy et al., 2006). To ensure long-term success, 

companies have to face pressures to address the current and future impacts on society which they 

directly or indirectly cause while managing their existing core business (Chen and Kannan-

Narasimhan, 2015). Several authors (Baumgartner, 2009; Dunphy et al., 2006; Lozano, 2013) have 

stressed the increasing importance of Corporate Sustainability (CS) as the process of proactively 

determining the relative significance of economic, environmental, and social issues (i.e. CS issue 

dimension of the triple P issues: People, Planet and Prosperity (Dam, Ynte K. and Trijp, Hans C M, 

2011; Hammond, 2006) related to business activities (Wells, 2013). The need for interpreting this 

consequential relation between company processes, and their impacts, is complemented by an 

emphasis on the inter-relations of triple P issues between individuals, the organisation, the supply 

chain, and the wider society (i.e. CS place dimension) (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016), taking into 

account the past, present, and future (i.e. CS time dimension) (Lozano, 2012) (see Figure 11). 

 

Over the last two decades of scientific work, many scholars in the field of CS (e.g. Cramer, 2005a; 

Doppelt, 2003; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010) have greatly contributed to the understanding of 

company practices when addressing CS. The focus of CS research has been developed from, mostly, 

a technological focus (Freidberg, 2014) and towards a managerial research focus (Baumgartner and 

Ebner, 2010a), adding an understanding of how companies manage to get CS into the heads and 

hearts of their employees. Consequently, CS research has changed from trying to understand the 

physical output of corporate processes on CS dimensions towards understanding the physical and 

social outcomes of the organisation as a system, and its effectiveness in adhering to its shared CS 



IntegratIon mechanIsms for corporate sustaInabIlIty

117

6
Chapter

 

 
 

Abstract: This article aims to shed light on mechanisms to integrate a strategy on Corporate 

Sustainability in companies. The analysis is based on a holistic method (‘LEAPFROCS´) derived 

from organisation theory, organisational behaviour theory and strategic management theory. The 

process of integration into the organisational system is explored by analysing the coalescence of 

organisational continuous improvement, structure and culture. The coherent use of integration 

mechanisms is defined as key for a successful CS integration. The LEAPFROCS method is presented 

to capture the success of integration mechanisms and their application. The LEAPFROCS method 

is tested using empirical data from 2 case studies. The results of the data analysis – the 

LEAFPROCS-patterns - were validated in discussion with company representatives. The results 

show that the process of CS integration is company-specific, as is the selection of LEAPFROCS 

patterns to create a self-reflection of companies on CS integration catalysing future corporate 

strategies for improving CS integration into the specific company’s organisational systems. 

6.1 Introduction 
Companies have increasingly attracted attention in the sustainability debate (Cannon, 1994; 

Elkington, 2002; Hart, 1997), since they play a major role in the generation of negative impacts on 

the environment, people, and their prosperity (Dunphy et al., 2006). To ensure long-term success, 

companies have to face pressures to address the current and future impacts on society which they 

directly or indirectly cause while managing their existing core business (Chen and Kannan-

Narasimhan, 2015). Several authors (Baumgartner, 2009; Dunphy et al., 2006; Lozano, 2013) have 

stressed the increasing importance of Corporate Sustainability (CS) as the process of proactively 

determining the relative significance of economic, environmental, and social issues (i.e. CS issue 

dimension of the triple P issues: People, Planet and Prosperity (Dam, Ynte K. and Trijp, Hans C M, 

2011; Hammond, 2006) related to business activities (Wells, 2013). The need for interpreting this 

consequential relation between company processes, and their impacts, is complemented by an 

emphasis on the inter-relations of triple P issues between individuals, the organisation, the supply 

chain, and the wider society (i.e. CS place dimension) (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016), taking into 

account the past, present, and future (i.e. CS time dimension) (Lozano, 2012) (see Figure 11). 

 

Over the last two decades of scientific work, many scholars in the field of CS (e.g. Cramer, 2005a; 

Doppelt, 2003; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010) have greatly contributed to the understanding of 

company practices when addressing CS. The focus of CS research has been developed from, mostly, 

a technological focus (Freidberg, 2014) and towards a managerial research focus (Baumgartner and 

Ebner, 2010a), adding an understanding of how companies manage to get CS into the heads and 

hearts of their employees. Consequently, CS research has changed from trying to understand the 

physical output of corporate processes on CS dimensions towards understanding the physical and 

social outcomes of the organisation as a system, and its effectiveness in adhering to its shared CS 

 

 
 

strategy (Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; Hahn et al., 2015). With the organisational system entailing 

the organisational processes, and which outputs create a corporate impact on the three CS 

dimensions, concepts from different theories (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013) are needed to analyse the 

effectiveness of the organisational system in adhering to its shared CS strategy. CS research has 

changed from understanding the outputs of business activities which impact on triple P issues, 

towards understanding the outcomes of business activities resulting in effective strategies for 

transformative change of the organisational system and how these can be spread out and controlled 

throughout the organisation (Epstein and Widener, 2010) to favourably influence the output of 

processes and products.  

 

 
Figure 11 The three dimensions of Corporate Sustainability: issues (planet, people, prosperity), time (past, 
now, then) and place (I, here and there) 
 

To address CS from an outcomes perspective, when determining the relative significance of the 

interrelations between the three CS dimensions companies are facing the paradoxical challenges of 

applying existing capabilities within the organisational system whilst exploring new ones (Danneels, 

2002; Jansen et al., 2009; Vera and Crossan, 2004). Addressing CS, therefore, implies making 

interventions on business activities leading to changes in processes and products, revisions of 

communication strategies, and adaptation of value and knowledge systems (Azapagic and Perdan, 

2005; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007). Consequently, CS integration 

entails the application of such interventions made to internal processes, structure, and management 

control on the individual, group and organisation level (Lozano, 2007a) in order to adhere to an 

established shared CS strategy. 

 

Understanding the efficiency of CS integration into organisational systems is focussed on the 

dynamic capabilities that enable companies to satisfy current demands while simultaneously being 
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prepared for tomorrow's developments (Gibson et al., 2004). There has been a dual trend to create 

understanding of the effectiveness of corporate change strategies supporting corporate dynamic 

capabilities towards CS integration by combining formal methods, focussed either on the accounting 

information systems or indicators on, for example, triple P issues (Maas et al., 2016a), or on informal 

methods, centred on analysing the influence of socio-cultural aspects as key variables (Carenys, 

2012; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010). To understand CS integration, methods for analysis should 

include the setup of corporate processes (i.e. developing the structure of the organisation), 

performance measurement, and reward systems to measure success and to provide internal and 

external accountability (i.e. ensure continuous improvement of the organisation) (Maas et al., 

2016b), but also the leadership, culture, and people´s attitudes or values (i.e. the socio-cultural 

elements of the organisation) to support CS integration (Epstein and Buhovac, 2010). Moreover, 

these methods need to include cross relations between different theoretical perspectives (Sorge, 

2004), often linked to a specific disciplinary background, each stressing their own specific viewpoint 

on the process of CS integration in time (Székely and Knirsch, 2005). This adheres to the need 

expressed to develop more holistic methods (Azapagic, 2003a; Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 2006; 

Maon et al., 2009) to understand the efficiency of CS integration retrospectively (Hahn et al., 2015). 

The application of these holistic and longitudinal methods with different theoretical perspectives 

contributes to the understanding of how past success of CS integration can support companies in 

developing future strategies on CS integration. New insights on the efficiency of CS integration 

could be gained by analysing historical information on CS integration into the organisational 

processes. This could be captured by the use of comprehensive methods for longitudinal and a more 

‘all-inclusive’ perspective on CS integration interventions (Maon et al., 2009; Salzmann et al., 2005; 

Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007; Weber, 2008). 

 

This study aims at contributing to an understanding of the functioning of interventions into the 

organisational system by analysing the integration of CS through a holistic method based on 

organisation theory, organisational behaviour theory, and strategic management theory. The 

research focusses on the success of the integration process resulting in improved organisational 

outcomes leaving the link with an improved output (i.e. improved sustainability performance of the 

company) for future research. Section 6.2. explores the process of integration into the organisational 

system by analysing the coalescence of continuous organisational improvement, structure and 

culture. Whereas integration mechanisms are proposed for the operational closing of the CS 

strategy-execution gap, a coherent use of these mechanisms results in the integration of CS into the 

organisational system. Section 6.3. presents the LEAPFROCS method as a holistic method to 

capture the success of integration mechanisms and their application. Section 6.4. presents the testing 

of the LEAPFROCS method using empirical data of two case studies. The study finishes with 

conclusions and proposals for future research. 
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6.2 CS integration into the organisational system 
The study of interventions into the organisational system is logically based on the concepts of 

integration and differentiation as originally conveyed by Lawrence and Lorsch (1967): integration 

is the quality of collaboration within the company that is required to achieve a common goal, through 

unity of effort as dictated by the demands of the company’s internal and external context. 

Differentiation encompasses the differences in cognitive and emotional orientations among 

managers in different functional departments, as manifested, for example, in specialized language, 

different systems of meaning, alternative thought-worlds, and differences in time-orientation 

(Bradley, 1997; Griffin and Hauser, 1996; Nambisan, 2002). Although a balance between 

integration and differentiation is optimal (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967), an effective integration of a 

common goal is achieved by reducing differences between goals and tasks, functional departments, 

business units, product platforms, managerial levels, and organisational processes (Dougherty, 

2001; Sheremata, 2000). 

 

The integration of a CS strategy into a company’s organisational system (Baumgartner, 2009; 

Lozano, 2007a; Murray et al., 2015) has driven companies to rethink their corporate strategies when 

facing the strategy-execution gap (Leinwand and Mainardi, 2016), while creating competitive 

advantages for customers, the company, and society (Lüdeke-Freund, 2010; M. Porter and Kramer, 

2011; Wendy Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). CS integration supports companies aiming for long-term 

success when faced with the challenges of an ever-changing internal and external context (Jansen et 

al., 2009).   Based on a corporate strategy on CS, appropriate interventions in the organisational 

system improve the responsiveness of the company to the ever-changing demands of internal and 

external stakeholders, the adherence to a shared CS strategy (Witjes et al., n.d.), while 

simultaneously obtaining a differentiation advantage compared to its competitors (Kurapatskie and 

Darnall, 2013; Eccles et al., 2013; Zangwill and Kantor, 1998). Integration of a corporate strategy 

is defined as the way a company creates the organisational structures, procedures and activities (i.e. 

the organisational system) that permit the organisation to engage in activities that are directly related 

to a set of goals derived from a company’s strategy (Hill and Jones, 2011; Ravichandran and Rai, 

2000) on, for example, CS. Strategy integration involves assessing demands of internal as well as 

external stakeholders (Teece, 2010) and, above all, an evaluation of the outcomes and output of the 

organisational system with a shared CS strategy (Souto, 2015). While effective organisational 

performance is determined by the fit between an organisation’s system and its environment (Hatch 

and Cunliffe, 2013), improved organisational design from interventions into the current 

organisational system economises on operating costs, lowers the costs of value creation activities, 

and enhances the ability of the company’s value creation function to achieve superior efficiency 

while adhering to stakeholder demands (Hill and Jones, 2011). Although the existing organisational 
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system may stand in the way of integrating a strategy (Hahn et al., 2015; Moon et al., 2011), 

adjustment of the organisational system enables technological innovation, coordination of value 

creation activities and pioneering individuals, to create value (Teece, 2010) and to make these 

consistent (Hill and Jones, 2011). 

 

To steer an organisation toward a common goal and ensure adherence to stakeholder demands, the 

coordination of the value creation activities of the organisational systems must be aimed at making 

them interdependent and interrelated (Hill and Jones, 2011; Ravichandran and Rai, 2000). The 

integration of CS into a company’s organisational system, consequently, demands learning from a 

continuous adjustment of the organisational processes to the ever-changing demands of internal and 

external stakeholders on CS issues (Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 2006; Maon et al., 2009). Therefore, 

continuous changes must be made to both formal and informal processes as part of the social 

dynamics (e.g. members and their relationships; Linnenluecke et al., 2009), and to the physical 

dynamics (e.g. chemical and mechanical transformations; Scott, 2000). The integration of CS into 

the organisational system results in organisational processes constituting these social and physical 

dynamics in addressing CS issues (Hahn et al., 2015), and a CS strategy seamlessly integrated into 

the corporate strategy (Amini and Bienstock, 2014; Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010a). 

 

CS integration interventions are stratagems for closing the gap between the shared corporate 

strategies on CS and their execution by every-day business activities. The interventions are aimed 

at the necessary continuous changes that must be made to a company’s formal and informal 

processes as part of the social and the physical dynamics, based on the ever-changing internal and 

external stakeholder requirements on CS issues (Cramer, 2005b; Hahn et al., 2015). As CS may be 

specific for each department within the organisational system (Baumgartner, 2014), the change 

magnitude that CS requires at individual, group and organisational levels makes it unlikely that 

companies will be able to provide substantive contributions to the sustainable development of 

society without the willingness and ability of the company to fully understand the CS integration 

process (Hahn et al., 2015). Interventions should, therefore, be tailored to a company’s specific 

needs, and the context in which it operates, in order to generate the necessary paradigm shift away 

from the way traditional business is conducted (Azapagic, 2003a; Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 2006; 

Maon et al., 2009). This results in CS becoming an integrated and integrative part of the corporate 

strategy and processes (Maas et al., 2016a), whereby CS is not considered as an ‘add on’, but is 

systematically integrated into all of the formal and informal business activities (Azapagic, 2003a) 

of the organisational system, resulting in CS as an added value to the company’s main business goals 

(Rauter et al., 2015). 
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6.2.1 Organisational system design 

The design of an organisational system consists in the combination of organisational structure and 

control systems to shape the way people behave, and determine how they will act in an 

organisational setting (Hill and Jones, 2011). Since individuals are the sine qua non element of the 

organisation (Bansal and Roth, 2000), a humanistic approach to organisational structure and control 

puts people management, including the cultural and learning approach to management, in a pivotal 

position for organisational design (Wang and Ahmed, 2003). Consequently, organisational design 

is not conceived as a closed mechanistic system but rather as a system with social connotations and 

open to the influences of the members of the organisation and its environment (Carenys, 2012). 

Whereas organisational culture contributes to the identification of the influences of the behaviour of 

individuals for the organisation’s objectives, thus facilitating their achievement (Carenys, 2012), 

organisational learning contributes to the understanding of the organisational process of 

continuously acquiring, processing, and disseminating knowledge about markets, products, 

technologies, and business processes (Ng, 2004). An effective organisational design could reach 

organisational effectiveness through continuous improvement of assigning responsibilities and roles 

to organisational members (i.e. organisational structure), and support the behaviour of individuals, 

groups and the organisation (i.e. organisational culture) (Sinding et al., 2014). Three main 

interrelated perspectives on the design of the organisational system can, therefore, be distinguished: 

1. Continuous improvement of the organisation, 2. Organisational structure, and 3. Organisational 

culture. We use these three perspectives to understand the integration of CS into the organisational 

system. 

 

6.2.1.1 CS integration through continuous organisational improvement 

Organisations are seen as learning entities by encoding past interventions into routines that could 

guide behaviour in the present and for the future (Levitt and March, 1988). Organisational learning 

influences the behaviour of the members of the organisation (Hill and Jones, 2011), supported by 

the process of organisational control by which managers monitor the ongoing activities of an 

organisation and its members to evaluate whether activities are being performed efficiently and, if 

necessary, to take corrective action (Carenys, 2012). Organisational learning seeks to orient the 

decision-making process by contributing to the understanding of the organisational processes of 

continuously acquiring, processing, and disseminating knowledge about markets, products, 

technologies, and business processes (Ng, 2004). With business strategies needing to go through 

continuous improvement cycles in order to get closer to the strategy of the company and eventually 

have a complete match (Bagheri and Hjorth, 2007; Dieleman et al., 2007), a company can only 

improve its overall performance when the strategies are constantly measured and adapted to the 

goals visualized in the first place (Azapagic, 2003a; Székely and Knirsch, 2005). To support the 



122

Chapter 6 

 
 

process of uninterrupted performance adjustment and learning at individual, group and organisation 

level, organisational processes follow the high level format conceived of as a continuous 

improvement cycle of four stages: Plan, Do, Check, and Act (Arntz-Gray, 2016; Schmidt et al., 

2015) , also known as the PDCA cycle (see Figure 12): 

 

 
Figure 12 The cycle of continuous organisational improvement of Plan, Do, Check and Act 

 
• Plan: The individual, group or organisation recognizes an opportunity and then plans a 

change. After establishing new goals, there is a need to think how to adapt the related 

processes to perform the change planned; 

• Do: The individual, group or organisation implements the processes and tests the change; 

• Check: After monitoring and evaluating the change, the individual, group or organisation 

reports the outcome, analyses the output/results and identifies the learning; and 

• Act: The individual, group or organisation plans and applies actions based on what has been 

learned during the previous step. If the change was successful, there is a need to incorporate 

the learning into wider changes. If the change was unsuccessful, the PDCA cycle will be 

repeated and/or adjusted. 

 

CS integration is an organisational change process based on innovative learning models and inspired 

by the principles that underpin the learning organisation construct based on the PDCA cycle (Jamali, 

2006; Maon et al., 2010). With a growing awareness that proactivity is likely to improve CS 

integration (Hahn et al., 2015), enhanced corporate improvement regarding stakeholder 

expectations, and the specifics of the context, help to ensure that the organisational change is 

beneficial and supported by appropriate integration mechanisms (Maon et al., 2010). Continuous 

improvement in the success of interventions into the organisational system encourages companies 

to be proactive in their approach to addressing CS (Eccles et al., 2014; Zangwill and Kantor, 1998). 

The application of coherent improvement cycles on the success of CS integration interventions are 

a prerequisite for increasing the level of CS integration (Epstein and Roy, 2001a). With integration 

mechanisms potentially covering the Plan, Do, Check and/or Act stages, full coherence in the 

continuous improvement of the organisation covers all stages, and closes the current PDCA cycle. 

 

Plan Do

CheckAct
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6.2.1.2 Integrating CS into organisational structure 

CS integration is determined by the situation in which any given company finds itself and includes 

the structural levels of the organisational types that allow a more complete understanding of complex 

organisational issues (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013). The structure of an organisation determines how 

an organisation, as a system of consciously co-ordinated activities that allow groups of people to co-

ordinate efforts, achieves shared goals (Sinding et al., 2014). The integration of CS into an 

organisation would be more successful if the organisational structure is taken into account during 

the CS integration process, implying the identification of leadership and key personnel, aligning 

responsibilities through key performance indicators, and communication via internal training and 

externally reporting the CS performance (Azapagic, 2003a). Throughout the evolution of the 

organisational structure field several researchers (e.g. Mintzberg, 1993; Ouchi, 1978) have proposed 

generally applicable perspectives on the structure of the organisational system. Within the CS field 

these perspectives have been refined by, for example, Robert et al. (2002) by proposing different 

system levels (i.e. constitution, outcome, process, actions and tools), Glavic & Lukman (2007) by 

defining strategies, tactics and principles, and Baumgartner (2014), by taking a strategic 

management focus defining operational, strategic and normative as three structural levels of the 

organisation. The structural levels of strategic, tactical and operational (as proposed by Barratt, 

2004; Kuhndt, 2004; Ouchi, 1978) are chosen for this article, as they can be applied for individuals, 

groups and the entire organisation (Lozano, 2014; Sinding et al., 2014). Consequently, the structural 

levels of strategic, tactical and operational (see Figure 13) are used for a generally applicable 

representation of the organisational structure: 

 

 
Figure 13 The strategic, tactical and operational levels of the organisational structure 

 

Operational
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• Strategic 

The strategic level contains planning and executive decision making (Katz and Kahn, 1978) 

on investment and acquisition (Kuhndt, 2004; Wrisberg et al., 2002); 

• Tactical 

The tactical level contains the middle managers with the responsibility to translate the 

strategic planning and goals into operational actions. They coordinate and control the 

implementation of these actions. Consequently, these middle managers are the lynch pin 

between processes at the strategic and operational level of the organisation; 

• Operational 

The operational level contains the activities related to the core business of the company 

(Katz and Kahn, 1978). 

 

The development of an action plan for CS requires an exchange of views between the board of 

management at strategic level and the middle managers at tactical level, while the execution of 

particular actions is an issue for people from all levels of the organization (Cramer, 2005b). From 

an organisational structure perspective, achieving integration of CS, interventions into the 

organisational system are best leveraged throughout the organisational structure (Epstein and 

Buhovac, 2014) at individual and group levels. Besides, the integration of CS into the strategic, 

tactical and operational levels for individuals and groups should lead to integration of the strategy 

at organisational level (Aldama et al., 2009). With integration mechanisms potentially covering the 

strategic, tactical and/or operational levels of the organisation, ´full´ coherence in the use of 

integration mechanisms covers all levels. 

 

6.2.1.3 Integrating CS into organisational culture 

Organisational culture is a key factor in ensuring the efficiency of organisational systems. Since 

organisational culture contributes to the identification of the individuals with the organisation’s 

objectives it also facilitates their achievements (Hill and Jones, 2011). While managers have 

pluralistic perceptions of organisational culture, aiming for an ideal organisational culture for CS 

integration should be changed to aiming for a variable and adaptable organisational culture (Harris 

and Crane, 2002). In both cases achieving coherence between a strong organisational culture, active 

leadership, and employee commitment supports the company in achieving its strategy (Achtenhagen 

et al., 2013). While people within an organisation are not only moved by financial motivations, but 

also by the satisfaction of other needs, the coherence between the organisational culture elements 

should also include psychosocial mechanisms based on human relations and human information 

processing (Carenys, 2010). Consequently, enabling and maintaining an adaptable organisational 

culture can lead to the desired behaviour among employees in support of the corporate change 
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strategy towards CS integration (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013). With the existence of different 

subcultures throughout an organisation, members of each subculture can hold different attitudes 

towards a common corporate strategy which are distinct from that of other subcultures (Harris and 

Crane, 2002). The culture of a group evolves and changes over time as a result of changes in various 

influencing factors such as business environment, leadership, management practices and formal and 

informal socialisation processes between the individuals in an organisation (Carenys, 2012; 

Baumgartner, 2009). When changing their organisational culture, companies face the challenge of 

individual employees seeking meaning and coherence in their personal and work lives (Liedtka, 

2007). 

 

According to Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010), CS integration requires an adaptable organisational 

culture on three different levels: 

 

1. Surface level  

The integration of CS becomes visible at surface through artefacts. For example, these are 

visible in the form of: technical solutions, reports, key performance indicators, measures in 

performance evaluation, training (as also emphasised by Dunphy et al. (2003)); 

2. Value level 

The integration of CS takes place through changes in values and beliefs at individual, group and 

organisational level towards more ethical and more responsible values (as also concluded by 

Harris and Crane (2002)), also related to the shared corporate CS strategy, all of which will be 

discernible from the available documentation of formalised values; and, 

3. Underlying level 

The adoption of corporate sustainability principles requires a change in basic assumptions 

regarding the interdependence of humans and ecological systems (as also stressed by Purser 

(1994)). These are more difficult to identify, but can be disclosed by applying observation 

methods or, for example, deep interviews. 

 

Companies with a strategy focussing on every level of the organisational culture demonstrates the 

business case for integrating of CS in a long-term strategy (Baumgartner, 2009). Although changing 

the deepest level of the organisational culture (i.e. underlying level) is not an easy task, integration 

mechanisms addressing each level of the organisational culture (Baumgartner, 2009) contribute to 

ensures adherence to the company’s CS strategy. Therefore, CS integration focuses on adjusting all 

three levels of the organisational culture (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). With integration 

mechanisms potentially covering surface, value and/or underlying levels of the organisational 

culture, ´full´ coherence of the use of integration mechanisms covers all levels. 
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6.2.2 CS integration through integration mechanisms 

The identification of mechanisms enables the integration processes (Karlsson et al., 2010) and 

establishes linkages across differentiated organisational units (Burgers et al., 2009). As a result, new 

corporate strategies are integrated into core business activities (Chen and Kannan-Narasimhan, 

2015; Hill and Jones, 2011). The use of mechanisms to integrate newly developed strategies depends 

on the complexity and stability of the corporate context (Sinding et al., 2014). Whereas companies 

addressing CS are faced with the demands of ever-changing internal and external stakeholders 

(Witjes et al., n.d.), there is a need for the use of many coherent integration mechanisms (Sinding et 

al., 2014). 

 

Companies have been developing numerous mechanisms to support interventions into the 

organisational system (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013; Hill and Jones, 2011). For example, production of 

policy documents, regular meetings on specific topics, exchange of key performance data, can all 

be useful mechanisms for creating linkages across organisational units. The use of integration 

mechanisms entails determining and applying objects, activities or verbal expressions (Hatch and 

Cunliffe, 2013) leading to adjustments to processes and products, revision of communication 

strategies, and adaptation of value and knowledge systems (Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Epstein and 

Buhovac, 2010; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007). Integration mechanisms mediate the relationship 

between structural differentiation and integration (Jansen et al., 2009) and can be distinguished 

between formal and informal mechanisms (Burgers et al., 2009; Chen and Kannan-Narasimhan, 

2015). Where formal mechanisms are meant to coordinate and integrate differentiated activities 

through pre-established mechanisms (Ghoshal et al., 1994),  informal mechanisms refer to emergent 

social properties (Galbraith, 1973; Tsai, 2002). Besides the formal-informal grouping of integration 

mechanisms (as discussed by Jansen et al. (2009)) or listed examples of possible interventions 

supporting the closing of the strategy-execution gap (as mentioned by Hill & Jones (2011)), 

classifications for the operationalisation of the analysis of integration mechanisms lack development 

(Chen and Kannan-Narasimhan, 2015). Consequently, for this study we developed proper 

classifications of integration mechanisms in the context of Corporate Sustainability. 

 

To make these classifications applicable to this research, the classifications are based on fields 

related to the three perspectives of the organisational system (i.e. continuous organisational 

improvement, organisational structure, and culture). The continuous improvement of integration 

mechanisms for CS integration depends on employees who are responsible for accomplishing 

increased coherence between the stages and levels of all three organisational system perspectives 

(Pojasek, 2012; Sinding et al., 2014). As an organisation decides to integrate CS, it needs to 

formulate long-term strategies to achieve this aim (Kerkhof, Marleen and Wieczorek, 2005). CS 
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strategies are formulated to reach objectives on CS output and outcomes, and is partially captured 

in actions aimed at increasing the integration of CS (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010b). While actions 

alone do not fully explain the integration of CS in an organisational system, the integration of CS 

also emerges from the interactions amongst, and in the thoughts of, employees in the organisation 

(Eccles et al., 2011). Moreover, the exchange of organisational process data, as expressed in their 

CS impact, can form a feedback for the organisation’s individuals on its effectiveness (Searcy, 

2012). Consequently, activities, interactions, thoughts and data exchange, as collections of 

integration mechanisms, embody what of CS is to be integrated: 

1. Activities 

Actions that happen at a specific moment in time with regard to activities, operations, programs, 

initiatives carried out by an organization (Hatch and Cunliffe, 2013); 

2. Interactions 

The organisational system is affected by the conditions for interaction (Marion and Uhl-Bien, 

2001): communication between the individuals and/or groups within the organisation, or with 

individuals and/or groups outside of the organisation;  

3. Thoughts 

The rationale of individuals at different levels within an organisation before taking action or 

communicating. Rationale, and associated processes of ‘knowing’, allow firms to innovate, and 

are essential for competitive strategy and performance (Eisenhardt and Santos, 2002); and, 

4. Data exchange 

The exchange of organisational process data, and their impact on the three CS dimensions (i.e. 

triple P issue dimension, time dimension and place dimension), is related to company 

requirements or specifications, that can form feedback for individuals in the organisation on the 

effectiveness of the processes and, therefore, change the processes at hand (Searcy, 2012). 

 

6.2.2.1 A coherent use of integration mechanisms 

Effective organisational performance occurs when the elements of the three perspectives on the 

organisational system are coherently addressed by integration mechanisms increasing the synergetic 

worth of the contributing corporate activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). The concept of ‘coherence’ 

is generally used in scientific literature without making it operational. From the view of strategic 

management, coherence is seen as a critical capability for continuous corporate growth 

(Achtenhagen et al., 2013). Our view on the coherent use of integration mechanisms seems to mirror 

configurational perspective literature, in that it uses the idea of coherence as a consistent set of 

relations between elements (Demil and Lecocq, 2010). We, therefore, define coherent as the use of 

interventions as mechanisms that adhere to the full cycle of continuous organisational improvement 

(i.e. Plan, Do, Check AND Act), thereby covering all organisational structure levels (i.e. strategic, 
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tactical, AND operational), and all levels of the organisational culture (i.e. surface, value, AND 

underlying).  

The coherence between the elements (i.e. stages of continuous organisational improvement and 

levels of organisational structure and culture) of the three perspectives of the organisational system 

is key for the contribution of an integration mechanism to close the strategy-execution gap. The 

coherent use of integration mechanisms directly supports the improvement of the performance of 

the other processes of the organisational system and, consequently, the performance now and in the 

future of the company as a whole (Demil and Lecocq, 2010). Consequently, increasing the coherent 

use of integration mechanisms is a key strategizing action (Achtenhagen et al., 2013) resulting in 

CS as an added value to the main business goals (Rauter et al., 2015). A continuous improvement 

of the coherent use of integration mechanisms can be sustained by learning from the success of past 

and present interventions in the organisational system (Epstein and Buhovac, 2010). An 

understanding of the success of the coherent use of integration mechanisms is, therefore, a 

prerequisite for increasing the level of CS integration into the organisational system. To understand 

the success of integration mechanisms used by companies to integrate CS into their organisational 

system, a holistic method based on the elements of organisation theory, organisational behaviour 

and strategic management was developed, as explained in the following section. 

6.3 The LEAPFROCS method: its framework and application 
The LEAPFROCS method was developed to contribute to CS integration research supporting an 

outcome-focused analysis of the efficiency of CS integration into the organisational system (as 

emphasised by Azapagic, 2003; Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 2006). The acronym LEAPFROCS refers 

to: Leadership Enabling Accelerated Performance by Ferreting out Retrospectively the 

Organisational Integration of Corporate Sustainability and the verb “to leapfrog”. The application 

of the LEAPFROCS method supports companies in making, smaller or bigger, ‘leapfrogs’ towards 

adhering to their strategy on addressing CS by an analysis of the past success of corporate actions 

on addressing CS. By gathering and analysing, retrospectively, the integration mechanisms related 

to CS integration in a company, this covers the need for a method to capture CS integration 

longitudinally (as underlined by Hahn et al., 2015; Maon et al., 2009; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 

2007). The method contributes to the development of holistic methods (Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 

2006) for analysing both formal and informal processes (as emphasised by Carenys, 2012; Epstein 

and Buhovac, 2010) related to the integration of CS, by uniting the three perspectives on the 

organisational system (i.e. continuous organisational improvement, organisational structure and 

organisational culture). The success of the integration mechanisms in reaching CS integration by its 

coherent use (as proposed by Achtenhagen et al., 2013; Demil and Lecocq, 2010) is based on the 

categorisation of the integration mechanisms on the elements of the three perspectives (see Figure 

14). 



IntegratIon mechanIsms for corporate sustaInabIlIty

129

6
Chapter

 

 
 

tactical, AND operational), and all levels of the organisational culture (i.e. surface, value, AND 

underlying).  

The coherence between the elements (i.e. stages of continuous organisational improvement and 

levels of organisational structure and culture) of the three perspectives of the organisational system 

is key for the contribution of an integration mechanism to close the strategy-execution gap. The 

coherent use of integration mechanisms directly supports the improvement of the performance of 

the other processes of the organisational system and, consequently, the performance now and in the 

future of the company as a whole (Demil and Lecocq, 2010). Consequently, increasing the coherent 

use of integration mechanisms is a key strategizing action (Achtenhagen et al., 2013) resulting in 

CS as an added value to the main business goals (Rauter et al., 2015). A continuous improvement 

of the coherent use of integration mechanisms can be sustained by learning from the success of past 

and present interventions in the organisational system (Epstein and Buhovac, 2010). An 

understanding of the success of the coherent use of integration mechanisms is, therefore, a 

prerequisite for increasing the level of CS integration into the organisational system. To understand 

the success of integration mechanisms used by companies to integrate CS into their organisational 

system, a holistic method based on the elements of organisation theory, organisational behaviour 

and strategic management was developed, as explained in the following section. 

6.3 The LEAPFROCS method: its framework and application 
The LEAPFROCS method was developed to contribute to CS integration research supporting an 

outcome-focused analysis of the efficiency of CS integration into the organisational system (as 

emphasised by Azapagic, 2003; Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 2006). The acronym LEAPFROCS refers 

to: Leadership Enabling Accelerated Performance by Ferreting out Retrospectively the 

Organisational Integration of Corporate Sustainability and the verb “to leapfrog”. The application 

of the LEAPFROCS method supports companies in making, smaller or bigger, ‘leapfrogs’ towards 

adhering to their strategy on addressing CS by an analysis of the past success of corporate actions 

on addressing CS. By gathering and analysing, retrospectively, the integration mechanisms related 

to CS integration in a company, this covers the need for a method to capture CS integration 

longitudinally (as underlined by Hahn et al., 2015; Maon et al., 2009; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 

2007). The method contributes to the development of holistic methods (Hahn et al., 2015; Jamali, 

2006) for analysing both formal and informal processes (as emphasised by Carenys, 2012; Epstein 

and Buhovac, 2010) related to the integration of CS, by uniting the three perspectives on the 

organisational system (i.e. continuous organisational improvement, organisational structure and 

organisational culture). The success of the integration mechanisms in reaching CS integration by its 

coherent use (as proposed by Achtenhagen et al., 2013; Demil and Lecocq, 2010) is based on the 

categorisation of the integration mechanisms on the elements of the three perspectives (see Figure 

14). 

 

 
 

 
Figure 14 The three perspectives of the LEAPFROCS framework (i.e. continuous improvement, 
organisational structure and organisational culture) with the corresponding elements 
 

6.3.1 The application of the LEAPFROCS method 

The LEAPFROCS method was developed during 10 transdisciplinary case studies. With the existing 

need for theory building on CS integration (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2013), case study research, 

as a valid method for theory building (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; McCutcheon & Meredith, 

1993), facilitates the exploration of CS integration into organisational systems. The outcomes of the 

case studies served as practical knowledge to support strategic goals of the 10 participating 

companies as well as theoretical knowledge to support the development of the LEAPFROCS 

method. The final version of the LEAFPROCS method, as presented here, was tested through its 

application in two specific case studies: companies A and B (see Section 6.4.). Whereas the output 

of this research cannot be considered as generally applicable, its intention is to provide a theoretical 

perspective for the examination of CS integration cases (as emphasised by Yin (2009)).  

The development and application of the LEAPFROCS method also includes the development of 

academic courses and research mentorship opportunities. Whereas academic curricula related to 

sustainability should include real-world learning opportunities (Bootsma et al., 2014), the creation 
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of course content based on LEAPFROCS and the inclusion of students in the LEAFPROCS method 

is aimed at shaping future change agents for CS integration. In both the development cases and the 

test cases the data was gathered and analysed by Master’s students resulting in course reports and 

peer reviewed Master’s theses (e.g. Denzel (2016); Fikkert (2015); Luiten (2015). Pannatier (2014); 

Van der Berg (2016)). Students from Master’s programmes on Sustainable Development and 

Sustainable Business & Innovation at Utrecht University were invited to participate in the 

development and testing of the method because the content of both Master’s courses addresses 

Corporate Sustainability. In preparation of their roles as LEAPFROCS researchers, the students 

detailed their knowledge on theoretical fields related to the three LEAPFROCS perspectives and the 

methodological implications of their role in a transdisciplinary case study research project. This 

preparation resulted in a peer reviewed research proposal of each of the students. As personal 

guidance for the students, the main LEAFPROCS researcher, and author of this thesis, was the first 

supervisor of their Master’s theses. The scientific and societal validity of the research proposal and 

thesis reports are checked by a second reader: an academic from fields related to sustainability, 

business and/or innovation. A formal guideline for the application of the LEAPFROCS method 

supported the students to apply the LEAPFROCS method. The guideline existed of 7 steps: 

6.3.1.1 Selection of the CS focus and projects 

The researcher meets with the company representatives to select a guiding focus for the participation 

of the researcher. This focus is chosen from the company’s broad corporate strategy on CS merely 

based on the company’s interests and materiality analysis. Moreover, company projects that 

contribute to the chosen focus are identified for the student’s participation. The projects are selected 

depending on the company’s interests and the available time for the participation of the student (i.e. 

6 months). 

6.3.1.2 Selection of the interviewees 

15 company employees related to the identified projects are selected from top management to shop-

floor level and throughout all company departments related to the identified projects to be 

interviewed ensuring data gathering on integration mechanisms throughout the organisation. 

Depending on the focus and projects, the students develop a specific interview protocols and 

questions. 

6.3.1.3 The research proposal 

The students write a proposal supporting the validity of the project based on LEAPFROCS-related 

literature and the outcomes of the meeting with the company (i.e. focus, projects, interviewees). 

After this 8-week proposal-period, the scientific and societal validity of the proposal is checked by 

the second-reader. 
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6.3.1.4 Data gathering through participation in company projects  

The student participates in the project(s) to gather additional data from the planned interviews (e.g. 

documents, notes from observations and informal conversations) related to the research focus. To 

capture both the physical and the social organisational dynamics of CS integration, and field based 

data (as proposed by Baumgartner, 2009; Hahn et al., 2015; Heijden et al., 2012; Lozano, 2012) is 

collected. Whereas most research on CS integration has been conducted using short term data 

gathering methods and, for example, questionnaires or checklists (e.g. Aya Pastrana & Sriramesh, 

2014; Cramer, 2005; Jenkins, 2006; Klewitz & Hansen, 2014), the 6 months of participation of the 

student in company-projects results in long term qualitative data (i.e. documents, observation-notes) 

on past, present and planned integration mechanisms. This additional data was gathered through the 

application of participatory action research (PAR). PAR is a research method that permits 

transdisciplinary/co-productive research by simultaneously gathering case study evidence for theory 

building as well as to participate in organisational change processes (Bradbury-Huang, 2010; Cassell 

and Lee, 2012). The student is, therefore, embedded in the organisations’ change processes to collect 

multiple sources of evidence: documents and observation notes. Together with the data from the 

interviews, this evidence creates the broad data sampling necessary for transdisciplinary research 

(as emphasised by Scholz and Tietje, 2002). Gathering data on the underlying levels of the 

organisational culture in the past implies gathering evidence on interventions by collecting data on, 

for example, intentions, feelings and emotions (according to Schwartz, 1999). Whereas data from 

corporate documents, interviews, and observation notes generally covers the evidence needed for 

the application of LEAPFROCS, integration mechanisms related to underlying organisational 

culture levels, but also thoughts in the past (i.e. retrospective point of view) demand an increased 

thoroughness of, especially, the interviews and observations (as also emphasised by Eisenhardt and 

Santos, 2002). Here we need to bear in mind that the method is aimed at creating a self-reflection 

on CS integration and to be a catalyser for further transformative learning, providing input for 

discussion on the collected data analysis with the company. For that reason, there is no need for full 

data coverage on the organisational system of the case study companies, but it needs to enable 

recognition and self-reflection by key stakeholders within the company. 

6.3.1.5 Data analysis 

The student analyses the data via interpretation and comparison (as emphasised by Zillman (1999)). 

Interpretive analysis leads to an understanding of why phenomena come about and how these unfold 

over time (Elliott and Timulak, 2005). Mostly, the interpretation of activities, interactions, thoughts 

or exchange of data - as integration mechanisms related to the focus and projects - are clear. 

However, in some situations the research data is less clear and thus the analysis is based on the 

students´ interpretation of the philosophy and its underlying mind-set. Some mechanisms could 

entail other mechanisms. For example, compiling a sustainability report could entail company 
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meetings on a specific topic and the exchange of process data (see Figure 15). The success of the 

sustainability report as a mechanism for CS integration depends, consequently, on the success of the 

meetings and the exchange of process data. In all cases the students interpreted the collected data to 

find the lowest level of integration mechanisms. The interpretative analysis was supported by 

triangulation and comparison: data from the different sources (i.e. interview, documents and notes 

from observations) was assessed to justify the interpretation. 

 

 
Figure 15 An example of different integration mechanisms 

 

The analysis results in classification and categorisation of the integration mechanisms: 

 

• Classification of the integration mechanisms - what kind of integration mechanism? 

The integration mechanisms are classified according to type (i.e. activities, interactions, 

thoughts and/or exchange of data, their focus on organisational dynamics (i.e. physical and/or 

social), and the time perspective (i.e. past, present and/or future). Whereas the time perspective 

as a dimension of CS reflects when the impact of a business activities occurs (i.e. time 

perspective as a process output dimension), the time perspective as an integration mechanism 

classification indicates when the integration happened (i.e. time perspective as a process 

outcome classification). The classification of the integration mechanisms aims at understanding 

the kind of mechanism (i.e. non-normative). 

• Categorisation of the integration mechanisms - how and where do the integration 

mechanisms apply? 

The integration mechanisms are categorised according to the elements of the three 

LEAPFROCS perspectives of continuous organisational improvement (i.e. Plan, Do, Check 

and/or Act), organisational structure (i.e. strategic, tactical and/or operational) and 

organisational culture (i.e. surface, value and/or underlying). The categorisation aims at 

understanding the success of the coherent use of the integration mechanisms. 

 

A coherent use of the integration mechanisms results in a high success rate: the more the integration 

mechanism is categorised on each of the elements of the three LEAPFROCS perspectives, the higher 

its success rate of coherent use. Consequently, a successful and coherent integration into the 

organisational system requires the integration mechanism to be: 

Setting up 
sustainability 

report

Company 
meetings

Exchange of 
process data
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• Planned, executed, checked AND adjusted (i.e. the Plan, Do, Check, Act of the continuous 

organisational improvement perspective of LEAPFROCS) 

• Found implemented at strategic, tactical AND operational level (i.e. organisational structure 

perspective of LEAFPROCS); AND 

• Found at the surface, value AND underlying levels (i.e. organisational culture perspective 

of LEAPFROCS). 

 

For the success of the coherent use of an integration mechanism, the number of coded categories for 

one specific integration mechanism can, therefore, be divided by the maximum number of 

categories, i.e. ten: four continuous organisational improvement elements (i.e. plan, do, check and 

act); three organisational structure elements (i.e. strategic, tactical and operational); and three 

organisational culture elements (i.e. surface, value and underlying). So far, the representation of the 

success rate of integration mechanisms is plausible, and can be represented in the following formula: 

 

 

 

By classifying and categorising the integration mechanisms found during the case study research 

(i.e. the analysis of the integration mechanisms on their coherent use and consequent support for CS 

integration) this research intends to recognize patterns of relationships (as emphasised by Eisenhardt 

and Graebner (2007)) among the elements of the LEAPFROCS perspectives: the LEAPFROCS 

patterns. The LEAPFROCS method permits analysis of these patterns among the elements of the 

categorisation (i.e. of the three LEAPFROCS perspectives) using the different classifications of the 

intervention mechanisms, or the success-rate of the coherent use of the particular integration 

mechanism. For example, the patterns of the coherent use of the thought-type integration mechanism 

can be different from the interaction-type integration mechanism, the patterns of the coherent use of 

the integration mechanism of the mechanisms related to physical dynamics of the organisation can 

be different from the those related to the social dynamics of the organisation. The same analysis can 

be done from a time perspective: integration mechanisms from the past can have a different pattern 

of coherent use from current ones, or from prospective integration mechanisms. Consequently, the 

LEAPFROCS method can generate different patterns. The patterns depend on the support a specific 
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company needs to improve their CS integration. For the testing of the LEAFPROCS method in this 

study (see Section 3), the patterns of the coherent use of the integration mechanisms, according to 

their integration success and the time perspective, resulted in both case study companies needing to 

define actions to improve their CS integration.   

6.3.1.6 Outcome discussion 

The outcomes of the analysis of the integration mechanisms are input for a discussion with the 

student, the researcher, and the representatives of the company. By discussing the LEAPFROCS 

patterns with the company representatives, the research analysis (the classification and 

categorisation of the identified integration mechanisms) was adjusted and/or validated assuring 

useful and acceptable outcomes (as underlined by Carew and Wickson (2010)). Moreover, 

discussion on these patterns encourages self-reflection on the part of the company with respect to 

CS integration, and is a catalyser for future corporate strategies for improving their CS integration. 

6.3.1.7 Final reporting 

In a final presentation to the company the recommendations are also validated by the company 

representatives. Subsequently, the outcomes of the discussion with the company are included in a 

report. The report includes a literature review, a critical explanation of the method, presentation of 

the LEAPFROCS data, the analysis (i.e. classification and categorisation of the integration 

mechanism, their success rate and applicable patterns), discussion of the data, considering the 

literature cited, the conclusions, and finally, the recommendations to the company.  

6.3.2 Background information on the case study companies 

The two case study companies used for testing the LEAFPROCS method proactively requested 

support on CS integration. These companies proved to be aware of the importance of sustainability 

for their businesses and had converted this awareness into action. Company A is a commercial 

cooperation of horticulturists; company B is a governmentally funded research institute on public 

health and sustainability. To preserve the anonymity of the companies, their real names are not 

mentioned. 

 

Company A currently employs 360 people and has been engaging in CS practices for the past three 

years. Founded in 2005, company A is a Dutch technical service provider for the horticulture 

industry, manufacturer of substrate, and a supplier of horticulture tools and supporting products (e.g. 

fertilizer/pesticides). It is supportive of three main sectors: greenhouse vegetables; potted plants; 

and cut flowers. The company is part of a cooperation, in which the co-operative is the single 

shareholder. For this co-production action research, company A chose to focus the research on 

shared value creation. Three projects were selected, whose activities, in collaboration with supply 

chain partners, could lead to interventions in the organisational system of Company A and, therefore, 

to increased adherence to their CS strategy. The student participated in these three projects. 
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Although people external to the Company A were also related with the identified projects, only 

Company A employees were interviewed, and further data only on Company A was collected. The 

main representative of Company A was the commercial manager. 

 

Company B, with a total of approximately 1,500 staff, carries out independent research on infectious 

diseases, public health, and consumer safety and it provides policy advice to assist government 

authorities. The main commissioning clients of company B are several Dutch ministries, 

governmental inspections, the EU and the UN. Since 2011, company B has a sustainability strategy 

for its own operations, and aims to become the most sustainable research institute in the Netherlands. 

For this co-production action research, company B chose their 2020 strategic plan as the focus. 

Company B wanted to know to what extent activities related to this strategic plan were successfully 

integrated into the organisational system. The student participated as a member of the sustainability 

department in projects related to this strategic plan. The main representatives of Company B were 

members of the sustainability team. 

6.4 Testing the LEAFPROCS method 
The researchers in both case studies gathered LEAPFROCS data on the integration mechanisms of 

the two case study companies while participating in the defined projects. The overall data resulted 

in 85 integration mechanisms for company A and 66 for company B, as can be seen in Tables 17 

and 18. The analysis of the data can result in many plausible observations. The challenge is to 

recognize patterns in the data that can support each company to improve its strategy for integrating 

CS into its organisational system. With the integration mechanisms prioritized in accordance with 

their success rate, Tables 17 and 18 enable recognition of patterns (as described in 6.3.1.5) of the 

coherent use of the integration mechanisms. Tables 19 and 20 present additional patterns of 

integration mechanisms, from the time perspective. Whereas many more perspectives on the 

integration mechanisms can be generated from the data in Tables 17 and 18 (e.g. an integration 

mechanism-type perspective, or an organisational dynamic perspective), the discussions with 

company A and B showed the time perspective to be very useful to reflect on the use of the 

integration mechanisms. Consequently, patterns from all four Tables can create self-reflection on 

the use of CS integration mechanisms resulting in actions for improving CS integration into their 

organisational systems. 

6.4.1 The integration mechanisms according to their successful coherent use  

Tables 17 and 18 each consists of two main parts; classification AND categorisation. The first 

column of each part represents the integration mechanisms found. The coding of an integration 

mechanism on the elements of the classifications (i.e. what kind of integration mechanism?) and 

categorisations (i.e. how and where does the integration mechanism apply?) is represented with a 
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“1”. The percentages in the last column of the categorisation part of both Tables represent the 

success-rate according to the formula in Section 6.3.1.5. The integration mechanisms of companies 

A and B are ranked as per their success rates. 

 

As an example, integration mechanism # 28 of company A (see Table 17); company A decided on 

optimizing the teamwork of its employees by switching from a product-based to a sector-based 

approach. This integration mechanism was classified as an activity (type of integration mechanism; 

the decision was taken and implemented) influencing the social dynamics of the organisation 

(organisational dynamics, the teamwork that is influenced by the integration mechanism) in the 

present and for the future (when did the integration mechanism take place? It was implemented 

during the research project and was planned to reach into the future). The student and researcher 

categorised this integration mechanism at the plan-and do-phase of the continuous organisational 

improvement, while the integration mechanism was recently planned and implemented, but not yet 

checked or adjusted. The integration mechanism was found at the tactical and operational levels of 

the organisational structure, while the decision to implement it was taken at middle management 

(i.e. tactical) level, thus influencing teamwork at both tactical and operational levels. Finally, the 

adjusted teamwork focus was found at the surface, value and underlying levels, meaning that the 

change to a sector-focus was visible in practice, connected to the shared company values of the 

employees, and conforming to the beliefs. 

 

 

 
 

Table 18 The classification and categorisation of the integration mechanisms of Company A 
 
As can be seen in Table 18, the ten most successful integration mechanisms of company A show an 

almost coherent use of the mechanisms, mostly being activities related to both the physical and 

social dynamics of the organisational system over time (i.e. past, present and future). The last four 
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of this group of ten are more related to the physical dynamics, and show a gap at the strategic 

organisational level. 

The second ten most successful integration mechanisms of company A show, again, predominantly 

activities that are, generally, equally distributed among the physical and social dynamics. These 

mechanisms were more often found in the present and future than in the past. Gaps in their coherent 

use can be seen in the continuous organisational improvement in the Check and Act phases, the 

organisational structure, and, specifically, on the strategic level, but also at the tactical and 

operational levels. The organisational culture shows gaps in the value level. 

Further down the list of integration mechanisms, activities are taken over by thoughts but the equal 

distribution over the physical and social dynamics is maintained. Although mechanisms for the 

future are maintained, mechanisms from the past were rarely found. The coherent use of the 

integration mechanisms shows big gaps in the Check and Act phases of the continuous 

organisational improvement and on the operational level of the organisational structure. The 

coherence with the levels of the organisational culture shows big gaps at surface level, but with 

smaller gaps at the value level. 

 

 
 

Table 19 The classification and categorisation of the integration mechanisms of Company B 
 
 
As can be seen in Table 19, the ten most successful integration mechanisms for company B are 

mostly based on activities, with some data exchange examples. The mechanisms are predominantly 

related to the social dynamics of the organisational system over time (i.e. past, present and future). 

The categorisation of this group of ten integration mechanisms shows coherence with the continuous 

organisational improvement and organisational structure, but with a gap at the underlying level of 

organisational culture. 

The second ten most successful integration mechanisms for company B show both activities and 

data exchange, predominantly related to the social dynamics of the organisational system over 

almost all time perspective phases (i.e. past, present and future). Gaps in their coherent use can be 
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seen in the continuous organisational improvement on Check and Act phases, in the organisational 

structure at several levels, and in the organisational culture on value and, more predominantly, the 

underlying level. 

Further down the list of integration mechanisms thoughts take over, especially in present. The 

distribution over the physical and social dynamics becomes more equal. The coherent use of the 

integration mechanisms shows big gaps in the check and act phases of the continuous organisational 

improvement, and at the operational and tactical levels of the organisational structure. The coherence 

with the organisational culture shows gaps at all levels, with the gap at the underlying level being 

the most prominent. 

6.4.2 The integration mechanisms as per the time perspective 

In Tables 20 and 21, the classified and categorised integration mechanisms are grouped in columns 

for the past, present, and/or future phases indicating when the integration happened. This grouping 

results in patterns for the coherent use of an integration mechanism from a time perspective. Tables 

19 and 20 both comprise of two parts: classification; and the categorisation of the integration 

mechanisms. The percentages shown in both Tables represent the outcomes of integration 

mechanisms from a specific time perspective (i.e. past, present or future phase) that were coded for 

each class or category, divided by the total number of integration mechanisms (i.e. 85 for company 

A and 66 for company B). The percentages in the last column of the categorisation part of both 

Tables represent the success rate according to the formula in Section 6.3.1.5. For the categorisation 

of the integration mechanisms the “perfect” pattern shows: 1. equal distribution of percentages 

between the elements of one LEAPFROCS perspective based on the aimed at coherent use of the 

integration mechanism; and, 2. high percentages. 

  

 
Table 20 The classified and categorised integration mechanisms of company A from a time perspective. The 
black bar chart represents the percentages for each cell. 
 
As can be seen from Table 20 on the integration mechanisms of company A, activities such as 

integration mechanisms decrease, while thoughts increase, when going from past, via present to 

future mechanisms. Integration mechanisms in all time-phases show an equal relationship with the 

physical and social dynamics of the organisational system. Looking at the categorisation, Table 20 
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of the integration mechanisms the “perfect” pattern shows: 1. equal distribution of percentages 

between the elements of one LEAPFROCS perspective based on the aimed at coherent use of the 

integration mechanism; and, 2. high percentages. 
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shows that past integration mechanisms are related to the Plan and Do phases of continuous 

improvement, with the Check and Act phases making a lower contribution. Whereas present and 

future integration mechanisms show a decreasing relation with the Do, Check and Act phases, the 

relation to the Plan phase remains high. Past integration mechanisms were found at tactical and 

operational level. Although this changes from present to future mechanisms to a more equal 

distribution, the percentages are lower, resulting in the future phase showing an almost equal 

distribution over all organisational structure levels. From an organisational culture perspective, the 

integration mechanisms were, are, and will be strongly related to the underlying level. Integration 

mechanisms related to surface and value levels decrease when going from past, via present to future, 

resulting in an unequal distribution of the integration mechanisms. Finally, the categorisation of the 

integration mechanisms from a time perspective results in a decrease in the success of the coherent 

use of the integration mechanisms when going from past, via present to future mechanisms.  

  

 
Table 21 The classified and categorised integration mechanisms of company B from a time perspective. The 
black bar chart represents the percentages for each cell. 
 
As can be seen in Table 21 on the integration mechanisms of company B, activities and data 

exchange are higher in the past, but decrease in present and future phases. This leaves thoughts as 

the main integration mechanism in present and future phases. Integration mechanisms are more 

related to the social organisational dynamics for all time perspective phases. Looking at the 

categorisation, Table 21 shows that, from a continuous improvement perspective, integration 

mechanisms of all time perspective phases are more related to Plan and Do phases, rather than the 

Check and Act phases. Whereas present and future integration mechanisms show a decreasing 

relationship with Do, Check and Act phases, the relationship to the Plan phase remains high, 

especially for integration mechanisms related to the future. Distribution of the integration 

mechanisms over the three levels of the organisational structure remain the same over time, and 

most mechanisms are related to the strategic level and less to the other two levels. From an 

organisational culture perspective, the integration mechanisms were, are, and will be, more related 

to the surface and value levels than to the underlying level. Finally, the categorisation of the 

integration mechanisms from a time perspective results in a quite stable success rate for the coherent 

use of the integration mechanisms when going from past, via present to future mechanisms. 
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6.4.3 Actions for improving future CS strategies 

The analysis of patterns of the coherent use of the integration mechanisms and on integration 

mechanisms from a time perspective show different outcomes for both companies. The discussion 

of the patterns with the representatives of both companies resulted, therefore, in different 

consequential decisions for each company on improving CS integration into their organisational 

systems. 

 

Company A chose to focus the research on shared value creation and let the student gather data on 

related integration mechanisms by participation in three shared value creation projects. The resulting 

data on 85 integration mechanisms show that Company A can improve their coherent use of 

integration mechanisms by closing gaps in all LEAPFROCS perspectives. From a continuous 

organisational learning perspective, Company A needs to include mechanisms for Check and Act 

into their strategy, while maintaining an equal distribution in relation to the physical and social 

dynamics of the organisational system. Besides, these integration mechanisms should present an 

increased focus on the strategic level while maintaining the focus at the tactical and operational 

levels. And lastly, an equal distribution of the three organisational culture levels can be obtained by 

more integration mechanisms related to the value and artefacts levels of the organisational culture.  

While analysing and discussing the LEAPFROCS patterns with the representatives of Company A 

they reflected on the support for employees with the control (i.e. Check) and evaluation (i.e. Act) of 

initiatives related to the CS strategy. Moreover, the company expressed the will to create a bridge 

between strategies and policies at strategic level, and initiatives at the other two organisational 

structure levels, while developing integration mechanisms that would make CS a more shared 

corporate value (i.e. at value level) and tangible (i.e. at surface level).  This self-reflection of 

company A resulted in the appointment of the student, who gathered the research data, as the new 

business development manager after finishing his thesis. The student was assigned to support 

colleagues with integrating CS into their daily business activities and developing and executing 

integration mechanisms with an increased coherence of use, according to the above-mentioned 

needs, and related to the CS strategy. 

 

Company B wanted to know how activities related to their strategic plan on CS resulted in successful 

CS integration into the organisational system. Consequently, the student gathered data on related 

integration mechanisms by being a member of the sustainability department in projects related to 

this strategic plan. The resulting data of 66 integration mechanisms show that Company B can 

improve the coherent use of integration mechanisms by closing gaps at all LEAPFROCS 

perspectives. Company B has a challenge to develop integration mechanisms for closing the cycle 

of continuous improvement, especially by mechanisms in Do, Check and Act phases. Whereas 
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Company B has been seeking CS integration, especially in the social dynamics-related integration 

mechanisms, there is a need for more integration mechanisms related to the physical organisational 

dynamics. Moreover, these mechanisms should aim for an equal distribution of CS integration over 

all levels of the organisational structure. From an organisational culture perspective, company B 

should increasingly emphasise the underlying level of the organisational culture.  

While analysing and discussing the LEAPFROCS patterns with the representatives of Company B, 

they discussed how to support the organisation while reflecting upon and learning from (i.e. 

continuous organisational improvement) past CS integration. Additionally, they reflected upon the 

current high number of socially oriented mechanisms not connecting to the individual employees 

(i.e. underlying organisational culture level). Company B translated this self-reflection into 

developing an additional research study on how the psychological factors and personality 

characteristics of the internal change agents related to successful integration mechanisms. With this 

additional research, Company B aims at improving their understanding of the kind of person they 

should hire to lead the integration of CS into their organisational system. 

6.5 Conclusions 
This article presents the LEAFPROCS method as a more holistic, retrospective and longitudinal 

research approach to understand successful integration of CS into organisational systems. The 

transdisciplinary approach enables the LEAPFROCS method to support companies in improving 

the integration of CS into their organisational systems. A coalescence of elements stemming from 

different fields (as was proposed by Maas et al. (2016b)) (i.e. organisational theory, organisational 

behaviour and strategic management) forms the basis of the LEAPFROCS method. Additionally, 

the LEAPFORCS method permits analysis of the success of the integration of CS into the 

organisational culture as was emphasised by, for example, Epstein and Buhovac (2010). The concept 

of integration mechanisms is used to cross-relate the different elements, as was underlined by Sorge 

(2004), and facilitates the CS integration process. Whereas integration mechanisms lead to 

transformative changes throughout the organisational system (as underlined by Epstein and Widener 

(2010)), the coherent use of the mechanisms shows their contribution to the filling of the gap 

between a CS strategy and its execution (as concluded by Csikszentmihalyi (2008) and Achtenhagen 

et al. (2013)), resulting in CS being an added value for business goals (as concluded by Rauter et 

al., 2015). 

 

To gather retrospective data on the link between integration mechanisms and continuous 

organisational improvement, and organisational structure and organisational culture, the researcher 

should be embedded in an organisation’s change processes. Whereas other researchers (Hahn et al., 

2015; Maon et al., 2009; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007) propose to capture CS integration 

longitudinally, the LEAPFROCS approach contributes by applying a participatory action research 
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approach. The testing of the LEAPFROCS method with the two case study companies that 

proactively chose support with their CS integration shows that integration mechanisms for 

successful integration of CS are different in classification and categorisation: the coherence of its 

use.  

The proposal of a formula to represent the success rate of integration mechanisms (see Section 

6.3.1.5.) reflects the goal to reduce differences within the organisational system on a specific 

strategy (as emphasised by Dougherty (2001) and Sheremata (2000)) leading to actions for the 

integration of the strategy at all levels of the organisation (as concluded by Cramer (2005b)). 

Whereas the focus on the coherent use of integration mechanisms is directly supporting performance 

improvement of related processes (as underlined by Demil and Lecocq (2010)), learning from the 

success of past integration mechanisms (as proposed by Epstein and Buhovac (2010)) contributes to 

the improvement of the corporate strategy (as concluded by Achtenhagen et al. (2013)). In this way, 

the application of the LEAPFROCS method enables verification of the conclusions by, for example, 

Searcy (2012) and Engert et al. (2016) that integration of CS into the organisational system is 

different for each company. For the two case studies the representatives of the company, the students 

and the researchers chose a research focus based on each company´s CS strategy. This focus helped 

the students to gather specific data on integration mechanisms, and related the integration 

mechanisms to the LEAFPROCS classes and categories.  

The data analysis is aimed at the recognition of useful patterns of relationships (as underlined by 

Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007)) between the LEAPFFROCS elements. For the two case studies, 

we decided to analyse two types of pattern: 1. patterns of coherent use of the integration 

mechanisms; and, 2. patterns for integration mechanisms from a time perspective. Whereas many 

more patterns on the integration mechanisms can be generated from LEAPFROCS data, the 

discussion of the data with both company A and B showed that these two patterns would suffice for 

them to take consequential decisions on improving CS integration into their organisational systems. 

The discussion on these patterns creates self-reflection by the companies on their CS integration 

mechanisms, becoming a catalyst for future corporate strategies for improving CS integration. 

Moreover, the participation of master students equipped future CS change agents with detailed 

knowledge of real-world CS integration cases (as emphasised by Bootsma et al. (2014)), and of the 

methodological implications of a transdisciplinary case study (as underlined by Bradbury-Huang 

(2010) and Cassell and Lee (2012)). 

 

Whereas the LEAPFROCS method was developed under the aegis of CS, it may also be applicable 

for other transformative changes to the organisational system. In general, it supports proactive and 

forward-thinking companies in their challenge to increase the coherent use of integration 

mechanisms while integrating specific corporate strategies into their organisational systems, with a 

possible consequent, beneficial, exploitation of their business potential. 
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mechanisms, becoming a catalyst for future corporate strategies for improving CS integration. 

Moreover, the participation of master students equipped future CS change agents with detailed 

knowledge of real-world CS integration cases (as emphasised by Bootsma et al. (2014)), and of the 

methodological implications of a transdisciplinary case study (as underlined by Bradbury-Huang 
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for other transformative changes to the organisational system. In general, it supports proactive and 
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6.5.1 Suggestions for further research 

To further develop the theory of company CS integration, the application of the LEAPFROCS 

method should be extended to include the gathering of data in cooperation with companies from 

different sectors, and by increasing the geographical scope to include companies from other 

countries. Moreover, we recommend extending the method to make the link between the output (i.e. 

the impact of the organisational processes on the three CS dimensions) and outcome (i.e. the 

efficiency of the organisational system based on the coherence between the organisational process 

elements) of CS integration more explicit. This proposed extension would broaden the research 

scope for determining the contribution of the outcomes of business activities that favourably 

influence the output of processes and products resulting in a positive impact on the CS dimensions. 

 

We also recommend extending the geographical range of students participating in this research. 

Whereas the research for this study included collaboration with, and participation of, students of 

different levels, including students from other countries extends the development of academic 

courses and research mentorship opportunities as approaches to science and community action, and 

to foster future CS researchers or practitioners on a wider geographical scale. 

The overall challenge is to create a critical mass of research data on CS integration in companies by 

the application of the LEAPFROCS method, as a transdisciplinary research approach. The academic 

community needs to play an essential triple role here: partly supplying approaches and tools for CS 

integration; partly critically analysing the progress made and testing the assumptions about effective 

strategies for transformative change towards CS integration; and partly educating present and future 

CS integration change agents. This study presents several steps, but it has also created a wide 

collaboration with academic and market actors in this common challenge as a basis for future 

transdisciplinary theory building activities on CS integration. 
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This PhD thesis presents a method for achieving the integration of Corporate Sustainability (CS) 

into an organisation, based on practical experience: after having advised and helped companies 

practically over many years with integrating CS into their organisational systems, company leaders 

expressed the need for a formalised and supported version of my vision and approach on how the 

organisation’s sustainability performance can be accelerated through uncovering integration 

mechanisms. The answer to this desire also corresponded with the call from science for theory-

building on the process of CS integration. Research linking the social dynamics with corporate 

sustainability performance, are providing checklist type solutions (e.g. sustainability reporting 

(Lozano and Huisingh, 2011) and high-level strategic planning (Engert et al. (2016)), or the 

company’s management system (Azapagic and Perdan, 2005; Hahn et al., 2015; Maon et al., 2009) 

as the vehicle for the application of CS strategy. Despite this research, there is still the need to 

uncover how people within companies can get CS imbedded into their heads and hearts 

(Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Consequently, there is a gap in the literature on the 

understanding and measurement of how the action and interaction between the people within an 

organisation results in the sustainability impact of corporate processes. 

 

This thesis entails a ‘tour d’horizon’ on CS integration from different perspectives, coalescing in the 

development and testing of a method to capture integration mechanisms leading to transformational 

changes in the social dynamics of the organisational system. The LEAFPROCS method presented 

in Chapter 6 contains, consequently, what was gleaned from these different perspectives, as revealed 

in Chapters 2 through 5. 

7.1 Reflections on the development of the outcomes 
Chapter 2 includes a historical overview of what has been written on CS and its preceding concepts 

over the last three decades. We conclude that companies need a clear strategy development based 

on both the physical and social dynamics of the organisation and their impacts on the three 

dimensions of CS (i.e. issue, place and time). It is crucial to analyse how transformative learning 

from interventions in the social dynamics leads to adjusted strategies, and, finally, an improvement 

in the impact of corporate processes on the CS dimensions (i.e. contributing to an answer to the first 

sub-research question of this thesis). Whereas several researchers (e.g Baumgartner, 2014; Epstein 

and Buhovac, 2010; Hahn et al., 2015) have been contributing to an understanding of the 

development of a corporate strategy to adhere to CS, they do not further elaborate on the influence 

of the social dynamics, neither do they provide tools to analyse corporate learning on these strategy 

adjustments (see also Asif et al., 2011; Lindgreen and Swaen, 2010; Maon et al., 2009). The 

LEAFPROCS method of Chapter 6 analyses the interventions in the social dynamics and how 

companies can learn from the success of these interventions. 
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sub-research question of this thesis). Whereas several researchers (e.g Baumgartner, 2014; Epstein 
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Chapter 3 analyses the integration process of CS in18 companies from an external change agent 

perspective. Whereas CS integration initiatives are often isolated and not directly linked to the core 

business activities (Székely and Knirsch, 2005), this chapter presents empirical data for companies 

that proactively asked for guidance on integration to make CS part of their main corporate goals. 

Besides showing the process of CS integration in different companies, this chapter also elaborates 

on the role of external change agents, as a third party, that influence the process of CS integration 

(i.e. contributing to the answer to the third sub-research question of this thesis). Whereas consultancy 

practices are loosely coupled to a body of theoretical knowledge in organisation studies (Sorge, 

2004), the outcomes of this chapter show that integration of CS can be analysed by letting external 

change agents apply pragmatic tools based on their long-term field knowledge and experience with 

the companies. We conclude that a corporate strategy for addressing CS integration is different for 

each company. It is, therefore, important for each company to clarify what their strategy on CS 

should be and how they will adhere to it: how they can best integrate the appropriate strategy on CS 

into the physical and social dynamics of their business activities. The clarification of the strategy on 

CS, based on the three CS dimensions and business activities contributing to this strategy are, 

consequently, the first two steps of the LEAFPROCS method outlined in Chapter 6. 

Chapter 4 defines the process of CS integration into the organisational system leading to a 

framework to analyse the CS tools used by companies. Several researchers (e.g. Hockerts, 2015; 

Searcy, 2016) have taken an output perspective (i.e. adherence to a corporate strategy on the impact 

of corporate processes on, for example, CS dimensions), or a management systems view (e.g. Asif 

et al., 2011; Gianni and Gotzamani, 2015)  on the integration of CS. We define the process of CS 

integration from an outcome perspective: the continuous learning of interventions into both the 

social and physical dynamics of the organisational system leading to an improved impact of 

corporate processes on the three CS dimensions. Several CS researchers (e.g. Hahn et al., 2015; 

Lozano, 2012) have expressed the need for a more holistic understanding of how tools support the 

integration of CS into the organisational system. Consequently, We developed an additional 

framework containing the core characteristics of the CS integration process (i.e. contributing to the 

answer to the first sub-research question of this thesis) aimed at analysing the integration support of 

CS tools. We give an overview of the tools mentioned in the literature, and apply the framework to 

the three most prominent tools (i.e. EMS, SR and LCA) (i.e. as an answer to the second sub-research 

question of this thesis). We conclude that none of these tools completely covers CS integration from 

an outcome perspective; especially that the support for CS integration into the social dynamics of 

the organisation obtains less attention. Consequently, companies should be critical and learn from 

the application of CS tools, and how they cover the company’s needs for CS integration into its 

organisational system. To capture the continuous learning cycle of interventions into the 

organisational system, the LEAFPROCS method emphasises integration mechanisms (e.g. the use 
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of CS tools) in supporting CS integration. The success of the coherent use of these integration 

mechanisms shows where a company’s need for CS integration was fully covered. 

Chapter 5 analyses supply chain actors as third parties affecting the process of CS integration (i.e. 

as an answer to the third sub-research question of this thesis). A conceptual framework is developed 

based on the influence of sustainability criteria in public procurement on the development of more 

sustainable business models. This framework proposes collaboration as a link between the actors in 

the public procurement process and the integration of sustainability in the business model of the 

related companies. Despite calls from society (UNEP, 2014) and science (e.g. Meehan and Bryde, 

2011; Uyarra et al., 2014), there has been little academic research focusing on making this link 

between the procurement process and its influence on the organisational systems of the related 

companies. Several research studies focus on the public procurement process with respect to the 

technical specifications of the products (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014; Rietbergen and Blok, 2013). We 

conclude that more attention should be given to the specifications of the social dynamics of the 

procurement process. This chapter, therefore, emphasises interventions in the social dynamics as 

key to the improvement of the output of organisational processes. The LEAPFROCS method 

includes the organisational culture as one of its three perspectives, and is based on integration 

mechanisms as the analytical unit of the interventions in the social dynamics of the organisational 

system. 

Finally, Chapter 6 includes the further development and testing of the LEAPFROCS method. By 

enabling the measurement of the CS integration success (i.e. as an answer to the fourth sub-research 

question of this thesis), the LEAPFROCS method contributes to calls from science to develop a 

holistic and longitudinal methodology (Maon et al., 2009; Salzmann et al., 2005; Siebenhüner and 

Arnold, 2007; Weber, 2008) to analyse, retrospectively, the influence of the social dynamics on the 

impact of corporate processes on the CS dimensions (Hahn et al., 2015). Most importantly, the 

LEAPFROCS method supports companies to self-reflect and take consequential decisions for 

improving holistic CS integration into their organisational systems. 

7.2 Methodological reflections  
This thesis contributes to uncovering CS integration into the social dynamics of the organisational 

system by the development and application of different perspectives culminating in the 

LEAPFROCS method. This approach adheres to the need for theory building on CS integration (as 

concluded by Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2013). The outcome focus on CS integration permits the 

collection of longitudinal data on past, present and future CS integration (as proposed by (Hahn et 

al., 2015), and the context of the process of CS integration (as emphasised by van Breda et al. (2016).  

 

A collaborative participatory action research approach formed the basis for the co-production of 

practical knowledge, oriented towards the strategic goals of the participating companies (as 
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of CS tools) in supporting CS integration. The success of the coherent use of these integration 

mechanisms shows where a company’s need for CS integration was fully covered. 

Chapter 5 analyses supply chain actors as third parties affecting the process of CS integration (i.e. 

as an answer to the third sub-research question of this thesis). A conceptual framework is developed 

based on the influence of sustainability criteria in public procurement on the development of more 

sustainable business models. This framework proposes collaboration as a link between the actors in 

the public procurement process and the integration of sustainability in the business model of the 

related companies. Despite calls from society (UNEP, 2014) and science (e.g. Meehan and Bryde, 

2011; Uyarra et al., 2014), there has been little academic research focusing on making this link 

between the procurement process and its influence on the organisational systems of the related 

companies. Several research studies focus on the public procurement process with respect to the 

technical specifications of the products (Kiiver and Kodym, 2014; Rietbergen and Blok, 2013). We 

conclude that more attention should be given to the specifications of the social dynamics of the 

procurement process. This chapter, therefore, emphasises interventions in the social dynamics as 

key to the improvement of the output of organisational processes. The LEAPFROCS method 

includes the organisational culture as one of its three perspectives, and is based on integration 

mechanisms as the analytical unit of the interventions in the social dynamics of the organisational 

system. 

Finally, Chapter 6 includes the further development and testing of the LEAPFROCS method. By 

enabling the measurement of the CS integration success (i.e. as an answer to the fourth sub-research 

question of this thesis), the LEAPFROCS method contributes to calls from science to develop a 

holistic and longitudinal methodology (Maon et al., 2009; Salzmann et al., 2005; Siebenhüner and 

Arnold, 2007; Weber, 2008) to analyse, retrospectively, the influence of the social dynamics on the 

impact of corporate processes on the CS dimensions (Hahn et al., 2015). Most importantly, the 

LEAPFROCS method supports companies to self-reflect and take consequential decisions for 

improving holistic CS integration into their organisational systems. 

7.2 Methodological reflections  
This thesis contributes to uncovering CS integration into the social dynamics of the organisational 

system by the development and application of different perspectives culminating in the 

LEAPFROCS method. This approach adheres to the need for theory building on CS integration (as 

concluded by Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2013). The outcome focus on CS integration permits the 

collection of longitudinal data on past, present and future CS integration (as proposed by (Hahn et 

al., 2015), and the context of the process of CS integration (as emphasised by van Breda et al. (2016).  

 

A collaborative participatory action research approach formed the basis for the co-production of 

practical knowledge, oriented towards the strategic goals of the participating companies (as 

 

 
 

proposed by Hessels and van Lente, 2008), and new theoretical knowledge on CS integration (as 

proposed by Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn, 2008). The participation in the corporate context enabled the 

collection of multiple-source data necessary for trans-disciplinary research (as emphasised by 

Scholz and Tietje, 2002). The trans-disciplinary research approach means that the LEAPFROCS 

method achieves a contribution to the co-production of practical knowledge (as emphasised by 

Hessels and van Lente, 2008), and the theoretical knowledge needed for providing new insights and 

understanding (as emphasised by Lang et al., 2012) on how companies could contribute to the 

development of a sustainable society. The complete LEAFPROCS method has resulted from the 

collaboration with companies expressing a need for CS support. The outcomes of the LEAFPROCS 

method (i.e. the LEAPFROCS patterns) show company-specific gaps in the use of integration 

mechanisms that could be used for future improvements at all three LEAPFROCS perspectives (i.e. 

continuous organisational improvement, organisational structure, and organisational culture). The 

selection and the discussion of LEAPFROCS-patterns with company representatives and the main 

researchers validated the research data. Neither the success of the coherent use of integration 

mechanisms nor the LEAPFROCS patterns pretend to be objective or normative, but are the 

researcher’s views on the company-specific process of CS integration. The discussion of the 

researcher’s view with company representatives provides the opportunity for company self-

reflection on CS integration catalysing future corporate strategies for improving CS integration into 

their organisational systems. 

 

This collaborative approach for the co-production of practical and scientific knowledge is becoming 

more common in the philosophy of science, especially for sustainability-related research. Because 

sustainability is related to ongoing societal developments, there is a demand for continuous 

development of multidisciplinary theories (Lang et al., 2012; Pohl et al., 2010). Efforts to understand 

ongoing societal developments with their very high levels of uncertainty have disclosed the 

limitations of conventional scientific approaches to theory testing by distant measurements, large n 

data-sets and cross sectional research designs (Fahy and Rau, 2013). Consequently, contemporary 

society has seen a transformation in the mode of new knowledge production: Mode 1 knowledge, 

representing traditional knowledge creation within a discipline, is increasingly being accompanied 

by; Mode 2 knowledge gleaned from the broader, trans-disciplinary, social and economic contexts 

(Gibbons et al., 1994; Nowotny et al., 2003). This PhD thesis contributes to Mode 2 knowledge 

creation on CS integration by connecting with practice, and participating in the transformational 

change processes leading to an increased contribution to the sustainable development of society. By 

taking a holistic and multidisciplinary perspective on the process of CS integration, this thesis aims 

to contribute to the current attempts for Mode 2 knowledge creation in environmental sciences as 

well as business administration. 
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Co-production of practical and scientific knowledge can lead to questions, or even doubts, about the 

validity of the research outcomes. Validity is key for Mode 1 knowledge production as it shows the 

degree to which conclusions about causal relationships can be made (i.e. internal validity), or 

whether findings can be validly generalized for other cases (i.e. external validity) (Bryman, 2008). 

Practitioners, on the other hand, might be sceptical about the practical relevance (i.e. salience) of 

the results of Mode 1 knowledge (Lang et al., 2012). For Mode 2 knowledge production, research 

outcomes should be meaningful for specific situations making field validity key. Whereas trans-

disciplinary research goes beyond building knowledge for scientific purposes, or to provide decision 

support, there is a need for experience-based guidelines to generate meaningful data and thus satisfy 

all parties involved in trans-disciplinary research (Cash et al., 2003) to take away doubts on, for 

example, the reflective capability of the researcher (Hessels and Lente, Harro, 2008). The 

LEAFPROCS method assures the validity of its outcomes by the reflection of the researcher 

supervised by a main researcher AND a discussion with the company. The field validity is 

underlined by the decision of the company for improving future CS strategies, being based on 

LEAFPROCS patterns. In this way, the field validity of the research outcomes is as important as the 

contribution of these outcomes to the strengthening of the capabilities of companies themselves to 

integrating CS in a proactive manner. This co-existence of the need for qualitative, practical, AND 

scientific knowledge establishes a mutual benefit. Consequently, the collaboration between 

academia – with main researchers and students - and companies, implied in the LEAPFORCS 

method, contributes to the expertise of present and future players in the CS field. 

 

7.3 Recommendations for future research  
To further build theory on CS integration, recommendations for future collaboration with 

companies, AND the future development of knowledge and methods in science, can be given.  

 

The further development of the LEAPFROCS method as a trans-disciplinary approach should be 

extended to include data gathering by increasing the geographical scope and co-production with 

more companies from different sectors. Including researchers and their students from other countries 

extends the development of academic courses and research mentorship opportunities, as it continues 

to foster future CS researchers or practitioners. Therefore, a community of practice should be 

developed containing different universities with master degrees related to Corporate Sustainability, 

AND a strong collaboration with companies. The application of the LEAFPROCS method by an 

increased group of researchers would demand detailed instructions, but also create a database with 

integration mechanisms from different company case studies in different contexts. This would add 

a new dimension to the application of the LEAPFROCS methods, and could form a bridge from 

Mode 2 knowledge production to Mode 1 knowledge production on CS integration. 
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extends the development of academic courses and research mentorship opportunities, as it continues 

to foster future CS researchers or practitioners. Therefore, a community of practice should be 

developed containing different universities with master degrees related to Corporate Sustainability, 

AND a strong collaboration with companies. The application of the LEAFPROCS method by an 

increased group of researchers would demand detailed instructions, but also create a database with 

integration mechanisms from different company case studies in different contexts. This would add 

a new dimension to the application of the LEAPFROCS methods, and could form a bridge from 

Mode 2 knowledge production to Mode 1 knowledge production on CS integration. 

 

 

 
 

In this thesis, in line with several researchers (e.g Baumgartner, 2014; Epstein and Buhovac, 2010; 

Hahn et al., 2015), I assume but not empirically prove a positive link between the organisational 

culture and an improved impact of the physical dynamics of the organisation. I, therefore, 

recommend an extension of the LEAPFROCS method by making a link between the output (i.e. the 

impact of the organisational processes on the three CS dimensions) and the outcome (i.e. the 

successful coherent use of integration mechanisms) of CS integration, thus rendering it more 

explicit. This extension broadens the research scope determining the contribution of the outcomes 

of business activities to positively influence the output of processes and products, resulting in an 

impact on the CS dimensions. 

 

From a more practical perspective, the LEAPFROCS method could be further developed for its use 

by companies themselves. I recommend detailing the LEAFPROCS guidelines for their application 

by practitioners as well, including company employees. Consequently, the LEAFPROCS method, 

as a tool, could be used by companies to self-reflect on CS integration and catalyse future corporate 

strategies for improving CS integration into their organisational systems. While the internal validity 

for the LEAPFROCS method is assured by the presence of a group of academic researchers, the use 

of the LEAPFROCS method as a company tool needs to be validated by the practitioners themselves. 

Whether a corporate self-validation of LEAPFROCS outcomes will lead to an increase in self-

reflection on CS integration and/, or a decrease in the meaningfulness of the LEAPFROCS outcomes 

remains to be seen.  In all cases, the future application of the LEAPFROCS method, by academic 

researchers or company practitioners, will build knowledge and, finally, theory on CS integration 

by reflecting on retrospective data for future CS strategies. The interplay between past and future 

CS integration by means of present reflections entails, therefore, a collaboration between companies, 

academia and future CS practitioners aiming for a continuous critical rationalisation of where 

companies come from to better define where they could go to. Under the adagio “looking back for 

a brighter future” this thesis has provided a usable step forward for such a transdisciplinary learning 

process. 
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Summary 

Major advances in human development and industrialisation have created an unprecedented 

degradation of ecosystems. Sustainable Development (SD) has been proposed as an alternative to 

restore the balance between human society and nature. Companies have increasingly become a key 

focus of attention in the SD debate since they are perceived to be responsible for many negative 

impacts on the triple P issues (i.e. people, planet and prosperity) in society. Developments in the last 

decades have shown that decreasing the negative impact of business activities will increase 

operational efficiency and improve overall corporate performance. Thus, a growing number of 

companies embrace the concept of Corporate Sustainability (CS). 

Companies willing to address CS are looking for guidance to establish a CS strategy and determine 

mechanisms to integrate CS into their daily business routines, leading to CS as an added value to 

the main business goals. The integration of CS into the processes of the organisational system entails 

the implementation of a consistent set of transformative organisational change processes throughout 

the whole organisation. Integration mechanisms resulting in these organisational changes favourably 

influence the output of business activities on the three CS dimensions of triple P issues (i.e. people, 

planet, prosperity), time (i.e. past, present, future) and place (i.e. the individual, here, there). 

To contribute to the generation of theory on the integration of CS, this PhD thesis focuses on the CS 

integration process leading to CS becoming an added value to the main corporate goals. Trans-

disciplinary methods were developed to co-produce knowledge on CS integration between 

academics and companies. These methods rely upon perspectives from different related fields: 

organisational behaviour; organisational theory; and, strategic management. To explore company 

cases, the methods enable data-gathering on CS integration, focussing on the organisational system, 

the role of third parties, supporting tools, and direct supply chain partners. The case study outcomes 

revealed the main characteristic of the CS integration process and the determination of integration 

success. Chapters 2-5 of this thesis address the process of CS integration from different perspectives, 

presenting answers to the sub research questions of this PhD thesis namely:  

a. What are the core characteristics of the CS integration process?  

b. What is the role of CS integration tools?  

c. What is the role of third parties in integrating CS?  

d. How can CS integration success be measured? 

Chapter 6 presents a holistic multidisciplinary method to analyse CS integration into the 

organisational system of a company by uniting the outcomes of chapter 2 through 5.  

 

Chapter 2 presents an exploration of developments in the field of CS over the last three decades. 

Based on prior theoretical knowledge, research in the field of CS and management practices - 

including the link to other fields - was analysed, leading to the development of a holistic framework. 
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This framework emphasises a full transformative learning approach for a strategy on the integration 

of CS into both the physical and social dynamics of the organisation. To test the framework on its 

holistic character and applicability, we call for the development of trans-disciplinary methods. These 

methods should critically analyse transformative corporate changes towards CS integration, and 

support companies addressing CS. 

 

In Chapter 3 we co-produce knowledge on CS integration between academics, external change 

agents and companies by gathering data on transformative corporate changes towards improved CS 

performance. An action research approach was used to explore how companies integrate CS into 

their business activities. While supporting eighteen SMEs to improve their integration of CS, the 

external change agents gathered research data by applying four CS integration tools (i.e. CS growth 

curve, CS triggers, the elements to ensure CS, and the physical and social focus of CS integration 

activities. The tools stemmed from their long-term experience in use with the eighteen companies, 

and CS integration support in general. The outcomes of the data analysis were validated by a 

discussion with the company representatives and supported the companies in improving the 

integration of CS into their organisational systems. We concluded that companies should ensure an 

equal focus on both the physical and social dynamics of their corporate CS strategy, the interventions 

supporting CS integration, as well as the CS assessment. Although the companies used tools to 

support the integration of CS, their strategies were primarily focussed on the physical organisational 

dynamics. We therefore call for a more holistic and integral analysis of the integration process-

support CS integration tools offer companies in addressing CS. 

 

In Chapter 4 we investigated the role of the most prominent CS tools mentioned in selected 

professional and scientific publications, with the aim of understanding how these tools support 

companies with their CS integration process. The literature review led to the definition of the CS 

integration process, and the development of a method to analyse CS tools in support of the CS 

integration process. The method is illustrated with an analysis of the three most prominent CS tools 

(i.e. Environmental Management Systems, Life Cycle Assessment and Sustainability Reporting). 

We conclude that, although none of the three separate tools offers a full coverage of the CS 

integration process, their concurrent use covers the CS integration process. Companies should, 

therefore, select a mixture of CS tools to fit their CS strategy and organisational system. 

Consequently, a critical analysis of its CS strategy and past integration into its organisational system 

is needed for a company to determine this fit. 

 

Chapter 5 critically analyses integrations into the organisational system by taking a supply chain 

perspective. This chapter aims to understand the influence of implementing sustainability criteria in 

the procurement process on the integration of CS into the organisational systems of affected 
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companies. A literature analysis on public procurement, sustainable business models, and 

organisational change management led to the development of the ProBiz4CE-framework. This 

framework proposes collaboration between supply-chain actors to understand the link between the 

integration of sustainability requirements into the procurement process and the consequential 

development of more sustainable business models. We concluded that successful and well-

considered interventions in the social dynamics are necessary to adjust the physical organisational 

dynamics resulting from the adherence to a corporate CS strategy. 

 

Chapter 6 unites the outcomes of the previous four chapters to present a holistic, multidisciplinary, 

method to analyse CS integration into the organisational system of a company. A literature review 

on organisation theory, organisational behaviour and strategic management led to the development 

of the LEAPFROCS method with the coherent use of integration mechanisms as key for a successful 

CS integration. By applying participatory action research, the LEAPFROCS method enables a 

retrospective analysis of the coherent use of integration mechanisms in their support for CS 

integration into the organisational system. Based on the trans-disciplinary approach, the outcomes 

of the data analysis – the LEAFPROCS patterns - were validated in discussion with company 

representatives, and served as inputs for improving future CS strategies. We conclude that the 

process of CS integration is company-specific, and that LEAPFROCS patterns create company self-

reflection on CS integration, thereby catalysing future corporate strategies for improving CS 

integration into their organisational systems. 

 

The outcomes of these five chapters generate an answer to the main research question of this PhD 

thesis: ‘How do companies integrate Corporate Sustainability into their organisational system over 

time?’ 

Corporate Sustainability (CS) entails transformational organisational change processes, leading to 

the integration of a corporate strategy on how to address the impact of business activities on the 

three CS dimensions, namely: 

• The issue dimension: the impact on people, planet and prosperity issues;  

• The place dimension: the impact on the individual (i.e. person), here (i.e. within the 
organisation) and there (i.e. within the supply chain or further in society); and,  

• The time dimension: the impact in the past, present and future. 

 

CS integration aims at adherence to a CS strategy and constitutes learning for a continuous 

adjustment of the organisational processes. The transformational changes are triggered by 

interventions made in response to the ever-changing corporate internal and external context. This 

full transformative learning approach aims at the coherent use of integration mechanisms while 
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adhering to the company´s CS strategy. The coherence entails a consistent set of relations between 

the elements of: 

 

1. The organisational structure: the strategic, tactical and operational level; 

2. The organisational culture: the surface, value and underlying level; and,  

3. The continuous organisational improvement (the Plan, Do, Check and Act phases).  

 

The coherent use of integration mechanisms will lead to a fruitful reinforcement of transitions in the 

physical dynamics and, therefore, to a link between the efficiency of organisational processes as the 

outcome of the organisational system and the impact of organisational processes as the output of 

business activities. Consequently, CS integration is based on learning from holistic coherence in 

past use of integration mechanisms while aiming for adherence to a CS strategy. We believe that 

increasing the coherent use of integration mechanisms for CS integration will contribute to CS 

becoming an integral part of the organisation and added value to business activities.  Moreover, it 

will support companies to increase the exploitation of their business potential. 
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Samenvatting 

Grote industriële ontwikkelingen van de afgelopen decennia hebben, voornamelijk in de Westerse 

wereld, geleid tot verbeterde omstandigheden voor de mens maar ook tot een verslechtering van het 

milieu. Het concept duurzame ontwikkeling is een alternatief met als doel de balans tussen de 

menselijke samenleving en de natuur weer te herstellen. Bedrijven zijn in de toenemende mate in de 

spotlight komen te staan in het debat rond duurzame ontwikkeling daar zij verantwoordelijk worden 

geacht voor vele negatieve impacts op de „triple P” (mens, planeet en welvaart) in de samenleving. 

Recente ontwikkelingen hebben aangetoond dat het verminderen van deze negatieve impacts ook 

de operationele efficiëntie en daardoor de algemene prestaties van de bedrijven verbeterd. Als 

gevolg daarvan zijn er steeds meer bedrijven die overgaan op een duurzamere bedrijfsvoering (DB). 

Bedrijven met de wens over te willen gaan op een DB, zijn op zoek naar ondersteuning voor het 

opstellen van een duurzaamheidsstrategie met bijbehorende mechanismes die tot de integratie van 

duurzaamheid in hun dagelijkse bedrijfsprocessen leidt. De integratie van duurzaamheid in de 

bedrijfsvoering behelst de implementatie van een consistente set aan transformatieve 

organisatieveranderingsprocessen door het gehele bedrijf. Integratie mechanismen, die leiden tot 

transformatieve organisatieveranderingsprocessen, beïnvloeden op een positieve manier de output 

van bedrijfsprocessen gerelateerd aan de drie dimensies van DB (i.e. de „triple P“, tijd (i.e. verleden, 

heden, toekomst) en plaats (i.e het individu, hier en daar)). 

Om tot een bijdrage tot de ontwikkeling van theorie over de integratie van DB in de organisatie te 

kunnen komen, focust dit proefschrift op het integratieproces zelf. Dit integratieproces leidt tot 

duurzame bedrijfsvoering als een toegevoegde waarde voor de belangrijkste bedrijfsdoelen. Trans-

disciplinaire onderzoeksmethodes zijn ontwikkeld gedurende het proefschrift om te kunnen komen 

tot kennis over de integratie van DB welke nuttig is voor zowel de academie als voor de bedrijven 

zelf. Deze methodes zijn ontwikkeld vanuit verschillende wetenschapsvelden: bv. 

organisatiegedrag; organisatietheorie en strategisch management. Deze methodes maken het 

mogelijk om verschillende bedrijfscases te kunnen onderzoeken door data te verzamelen over het 

integratieproces van DB met een focus op het organisatiesysteem van het bedrijf, derde partijen, 

ondersteunende instrumenten en directe partners uit de productketen. De uitkomsten van de 

bedrijfscases behelzen de karakteristieken van het integratieproces van DB alsmede een bepaling 

van het integratiesucces.  
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In hoofdstuk 2 tot en met 5 wordt het integratieproces van DB behandeld vanuit verschillende 

oogpunten komende tot een antwoord op de sub onderzoeksvragen van dit proefschrift: 

• Wat zijn de essentiële karakteristieken van het integratieproces van DB?  

• Wat is de rol van ondersteunende instrumenten voor de integratie van DB?  

• Wat is de rol van derde partijen bij de integratie van DB?  

• Hoe kan het succes van de integratie van DB worden gemeten? 

Hoofdstuk 6 beschrijft een holistische en multidisciplinaire methode om de integratie van DB in het 

organisatiesysteem van een bedrijf te analyseren. Deze methode komt voort uit de resultaten van de 

hoofdstukken 2 tot en met 5.  

Hoofdstuk 2 beschrijft een verkenning van de ontwikkelingen in veld van DB over de afgelopen 3 

decennia. Gebaseerd op eerdere theoretische kennis, een analyse van wetenschappelijk onderzoek 

in gerelateerde velden leidt tot de ontwikkeling van een holistisch raamwerk. Dit raamwerk 

benadrukt een volledige transformatieve leeraanpak als basis voor een strategie voor de integratie 

van DB in zowel de fysieke alsmede de sociale dynamieken van de organisatie. Om het holistische 

karakter en de toepasbaarheid van het raamwerk te testen, wordt aangeraden om trans-disciplinaire 

methoden te ontwikkelen. Deze methodes zouden de transformatieve organisatieveranderingen die 

bijdragen aan de integratie van DB moeten analyseren alsmede de bedrijven ondersteunen bij hun 

aanpak om te komen tot DB. 

Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijft de coproductie van kennis over de integratie van DB tussen academici, 

externe veranderagenten en bedrijven. De kennis komt van de verzameling van data over de 

transformatieve organisatieveranderprocessen leidende tot verbeterde duurzaamheidsprestaties van 

bedrijven. Hiervoor wordt een actie-onderzoek aanpak gebruikt om te begrijpen hoe bedrijven DB 

in hun bedrijfsprocessen integreren. De onderzoeksdata wordt verzameld door externe 

veranderagenten terwijl zij achttien bedrijven ondersteunden bij het verbeteren van de integratie van 

DB in hun organisatiesysteem. Hierbij wordt gebruik gemaakt van vier instrumenten (i.e. de DB-

groeicurve voor duurzame bedrijfsvoering, DB-triggers, DB-borgingselementen, en de fysieke en 

sociale focus van de DB-integratie activiteiten) voortkomend uit de ervaring van deze agenten met 

de achttien bedrijven en het integreren van DB in organisatiesystemen. De uitkomsten van de 

dataverzameling zijn gevalideerd door een discussie met bedrijfsvertegenwoordigers. Daarnaast 

ondersteunt deze discussie het bedrijf bij het verbeteren van de integratie van DB in hun 

organisatiesysteem. We concluderen dat voor DB-integratie een gelijke verdeling van aandacht voor 

zowel fysieke alsmede sociale organisatiedynamieken nodig is bij het ontwikkelen van een DB-

strategie, interventies die DB-integratie ondersteunen én de meting van DB-integratie. Ondanks dat 

de achttien bedrijven instrumenten gebruiken om de integratie van DB te ondersteunen, waren de 
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bedrijfsstrategieën voornamelijk gefocust op de fysieke organisatiedynamieken. Daarom wordt 
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bedrijf te kunnen analyseren. Een analyse van organisatietheorie-, organisatie gedrag en strategisch 

management literatuur leidt tot de ontwikkeling van de LEAFPROCS-methode. Deze methode is 
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gevalideerd in een discussie met bedrijfsvertegenwoordigers en gebruikt om toekomstige DB-

strategieën te verbeteren. Door de toepassing van de LEAPFORCS-methode kan geconcludeerd 

worden dat het DB-integratieproces bedrijfsspecifiek is en dat de LEAPFROCS-patronen leiden tot 

een zelfreflectie van het bedrijf over DB-integratie in het organisatiesysteem. Deze zelfreflectie 

fungeert als een katalysator voor toekomstige strategieën om de integratie van DB in het organisatie 

system te verbeteren. 

De uitkomsten van de 5 hoofdstukken leiden tot een antwoord op de belangrijkste onderzoeksvraag 

van dit proefschrift: Hoe integreren bedrijven Duurzame Bedrijfsvoering in hun organisatie 

systemen mettertijd? 

Duurzame bedrijfsvoering (DB) behelst transformatieve organisatieveranderprocessen die leiden tot 

de integratie van een bedrijfsstrategie voor het aanpakken van de impact van bedrijfsprocessen op 

de drie DB-dimensies, namelijk: 

• De issue-dimensie: de impact op mens, planeet en welvaart;  

• De plaats-dimensie: de impact voor het individu, hier (i.e. in de organisatie) en daar (i.e. in 

de keten of verderop in de samenleving) en;  

• De tijd-dimensie: de impact in het verleden, nu en in de toekomst. 

De integratie van DB heeft als doel om een DB-strategie te borgen. Deze strategie vormt het leren 

van een continue aanpassing van de organisatieprocessen. Interventie-acties die genomen worden in 

reactie op de continu veranderende interne en externe bedrijfscontext triggeren transformatieve 

organisatieveranderingen. Deze aanpak van volledig transformatief leren doelt op het coherent 

gebruik van integratie mechanismen om een DB-strategie te kunnen borgen. De coherentie behelst 

een consistente set van relaties tussen de elementen van: 

• De organisatiestructuur: het strategische, tactische en operationele nivo; 

• De organisatiecultuur: het oppervlakkige, waarde en onderliggende nivo, en;  

• De continue organisatieverbetering (de Plan, Do, Check en Act fases). 

Het coherent gebruik van integratie mechanismen zal leiden tot een versterking van transities in de 

fysieke dynamieken en, daardoor, tot een verbinding tussen de efficiëntie van organisatieprocessen 

(als de uitkomst van het organisatiesysteem) en de impact van de organisatieprocessen (als de output 

van de bedrijfsprocessen). Derhalve, DB-integratie is gebaseerd op het leren van de holistische 

coherentie van integratie mechanismen uit het verleden die als doel hebben de DB-strategie te 

borgen. Het verbeteren van het coherent gebruik van integratie mechanismen voor DB-integratie 

draagt bij aan DB als een integraal deel van de organisatie en een toegevoegde waarde voor de 
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bedrijfsactiviteiten. Bovendien, het ondersteunt bedrijven om optimaal gebruik te maken van het 

aanwezige potentieel. 
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