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Abstract

This commentary explores the integration of management and sustainability

literature, using the work of Gonçalves et al. (2024) as a starting point. I situate

their work within the broader context of literature that connects the manage-

ment and sustainability fields, tracing historical developments and diverse per-

spectives. Key areas for further exploration include the fields' different levels of

analysis, the commensurability of theoretical foundations, the balance between

theoretical and applied research and the importance of interdisciplinary, trans-

disciplinary and systems approaches in advancing sustainability research and

practice. The commentary serves as a starting point for further research aimed

at supporting the transformative changes needed for a more sustainable

society.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In their paper on organisational capabilities, Gonçalves
et al. (2024) address how organisations can allocate their
resources effectively to develop sustainability capabilities.
Based on the system dynamics literature on capability
traps (e.g., Repenning & Sterman, 2001, 2002), the
authors develop a theoretical model of three capability
attributes: development time, erosion time and the pro-
ductivity of the capability. After presenting a formal capa-
bility trap model that includes the three capability
attributes, the authors show how these attributes span a
capability region within which it is effective to invest into
the development of resources. Interestingly, the authors
then also present tentative and simple estimates for the
three capability attributes in different sustainability
domains. For example, they estimate the development

time, erosion time and productivity of creating green
investment banks or changes in people's public transport
behaviours (see section 6 in Gonçalves et al., 2024). By
doing so, they manage to bridge across one of the divides
of much of the management versus the sustainability lit-
erature: the focus on theoretical versus applied research.
Gonçalves et al. (2024) cut across this divide by introduc-
ing a highly theoretical model that is grounded in the
management literature and then suggesting how it
applies very concretely to sustainability applications.
It thus shows how management theory can be used to
derive practical implications for sustainability questions.

Integrating management and sustainability research
is useful, as the needed transformative changes are not
happening at the required speed, scale or depth. Sustain-
ability literature identifies key areas for change, while
management/organisational literature provides insights
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on how to implement and sustain it. Understanding the
progress of this integration is vital to bridging the gap
between setting sustainability goals and achieving them.

In this commentary, I position the paper by Gon-
çalves et al. (2024) within the broader context of integrat-
ing the management/organisational and sustainability
literature. I explore the intersections of these fields,
highlighting their historical evolution, diverse perspec-
tives and future research opportunities. The commentary
continues with an exploration of how the integration has
evolved over time. It then presents phenomena that seem
worthwhile exploring in future research: The different
levels of analysis commonly addressed in these fields, the
commensurability of key theories and concepts that
underpin much of this literature, the integration of theo-
retical and applied research and the promise of transdis-
ciplinary and systems approaches.

2 | RESEARCH LINKING
MANAGEMENT AND
SUSTAINABILITY

Mainstream organisational and management research
evolved separately from sustainability, with an integra-
tion only becoming more prevalent since around 2010
(Delbridge et al., 2024). Previously, sustainability-related
management research focused primarily on corporate
social responsibility (CSR), thus attending to the socio-
economic aspects of sustainability. CSR research studies
the incentive-based, moral, legal and economic motiva-
tions for responsible behaviour. It addresses the develop-
ment of compliance and CSR standards at national and
international level and how CSR can be implemented
and monitored in organisations (Bungenberg et al., 2014;
E-Vahdati et al., 2019). Historically, this research concen-
trated on social versus economic performance, stake-
holders and green management, with little integration of
ecological or environmental science (Linnenluecke &
Griffiths, 2013).

However, Etzion (2007) notes that some research
linking organisational/management and the natural envi-
ronment existed before 2010. He reviewed this research
at three levels of analysis: the organisational level, the
industry level and the broader organisational environ-
ment level, a distinction still relevant today. Organisa-
tional level research shares a focus on organisational
performance with research on strategy, often using or
indirectly corresponding to the resource-based view. With
their focus on capabilities, Gonçalves et al. (2024) address
the effective employment of resources to develop capabil-
ities. By considering the development time, erosion time
and productivity of the capability, their work has an

innovative focus on the attributes of capabilities as such.
Their paper and this stream of research fits into research
on organisational strategy applied to sustainability
contexts.

Research at the industry level of analysis often takes
an economic perspective, examining how industries
respond to regulation and consumers (Etzion, 2007).
Gonçalves et al. (2024) cite examples of incumbents fail-
ing to develop the capabilities necessary to adapt to a
changing environment, aligning with population ecol-
ogy's view that organisations can struggle to respond to
environmental pressure, for example, from stakeholders
(Hannan & Freeman, 1977, 1984, 1989). While popula-
tion ecology concepts originated in natural science, sus-
tainability was underexplored at the industry level before
2010 (Salimath & Jones, 2011), with later research often
focusing on circular economy and socio-technical con-
cepts (Ruggerio, 2021) and sustainability standards
(e.g., Reinecke et al., 2012).

A further level of analysis addresses the organisa-
tional environment and how organisations perceive and
respond to external stakeholders (Etzion, 2007). It
emphasises how sensemaking and cognitive framing
shape managers' sustainability perceptions (Hahn
et al., 2014). Some of this research focuses on micro-level
decision-making, cognitive and emotive factors
(Bertassini et al., 2021; Onkila et al., 2024; Sarna
et al., 2022). Studies have also explored organisational
paradoxes and how organisational decision-makers navi-
gate the tension between sustainability and business
goals (Hahn et al., 2014). The sustainable development
goals (SDGs) and how organisations prioritise and con-
textualise these goals has also become increasingly prom-
inent in research (Berrone et al., 2023), demonstrating a
deeper integration of management and sustainability
concepts. However, concentrating on individual SDGs
can result in unintended siloing effects, hindering inte-
gration across SDGs or the environmental, social and
economic dimensions (Bogers et al., 2022). As this limits
the effectiveness of sustainability initiatives, it under-
scores the need for frameworks that promote the inter-
connectedness among sustainability areas. A focus on
SDGs is also very prominent in research originating from
the sustainability field.

Sustainability research often focuses on the national,
supranational or societal level of analysis, such as the
UN's IPCC assessment reports (IPCC, 2023). It distin-
guishes between weak and strong sustainability, with
weak sustainability research often addressing the circular
or green economy and socio-technical transitions and
strong sustainability research addressing degrowth
(Ruggerio, 2021). In weak sustainability, the integration
of management and sustainability perspectives may be
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the most advanced, with dedicated frameworks and jour-
nals, but it may not be the deepest.

Research also frequently targets the smaller level of
analysis, focusing on communities (Escribano
et al., 2020), individuals (Thøgersen, 2021; White
et al., 2019) or objects such as a building (Jain
et al., 2020). For example, individual behaviours influ-
ence sustainable consumption and production
(Thøgersen, 2021), driven by psychological factors (White
et al., 2019). At the individual level, leadership in sustain-
ability is closely tied to values, attitudes and beliefs
(Boeske, 2023).

In addition to research at large and small scales,
research on cities as a separate level of analysis in sus-
tainability research has gained emphasis due to their dis-
proportionate impact. While occupying only 3%–4% of
land, they host 55% of the population and consume 80%
of resources (IRP, 2017; Spiliotopoulou & Roseland, 2020;
UN Habitat, 2022). Their growth has serious conse-
quences for economic and ecological development
(Zhong et al., 2023). At the same time, cities and commu-
nities often lead in addressing climate change via com-
mitments beyond national requirements (e.g., C40
https://www.c40.org/, 100 Resilient Cities https://
resilientcitiesnetwork.org/; ICLEI Local Governments for
Sustainability https://iclei.org/, Transition Network
https://transitionnetwork.org/). Spiliotopoulou and Rose-
land (2020) effectively illustrate how the urban sustain-
ability discussion evolved from the limits to growth
(Meadows et al., 1972) to ideas of just (Fainstein, 2014),
liveable (Lowe et al., 2015) and resilient cities
(Desouza & Flanery, 2013) and the urban application of
the SDGs (Leavesley et al., 2022; Zinkernagel
et al., 2018). Systems approaches, such as adaptive, net-
work or socio-ecological systems perspectives, are com-
mon in studying urban development (Spiliotopoulou &
Roseland, 2020). City-level system dynamics studies exist
as well (e.g., Eker et al., 2018; Güneralp & Seto, 2008;
Rios-Ocampo & Gary, 2024), but they often lack explicit
links between organisational/management and sustain-
ability theory.

3 | PHENOMENA TO EXPLORE

This overview highlights several areas for further
research: levels of analysis, the relevant theoretical foun-
dations linking management management/organisational
and sustainability perspectives, the balance between the-
oretical and applied research as well as transdisciplinary
and systems approaches.

The management and sustainability literature differ
concerning their levels of analysis with one

distinguishing organisational levels and the other spatial
ones. Research from management and organisation typi-
cally focuses on the organisational, industry and external
environment level. In contrast, sustainability literature
often examines the spatial levels such as community or
neighbourhood, city, region and country. While this com-
plicates the integration of these perspectives, it offers
opportunity to explore how it enriches discussions and
helps develop more diverse insights.

The management and sustainability literatures also
differ in their theoretical foundation, although some
overlaps exist. Management research often draws on pop-
ulation ecology, CSR, institutional theory or the resource-
based view, the latter of which is particularly relevant to
the concept of capabilities explored by Gonçalves et al.
(2024). Sustainability research frequently employs resil-
ience, circular economy and life-cycle concepts. Both lit-
eratures, however, share common grounds in their use of
the SDGs, stakeholder and systems theory (Delbridge
et al., 2024; Sovacool et al., 2023; Spiliotopoulou &
Roseland, 2020). The differing theoretical foundations
raise important questions about the commensurability of
management and sustainability perspectives. This debate
is closely linked to the strong versus weak sustainability
dichotomy, where some argue that managerial
approaches under a weak sustainability framework con-
flict with those rooted in strong sustainability (Biely &
Chakori, 2024). Newton and Harte (1997, p. 87) criticised
that at the ‘theoretical level, writers on environmental
strategy tend to simply rewrite the corporate strategy lit-
erature in environmental terms’; thus, without critically
examining the transformative changes required for sus-
tainability. This challenge, therefore, lies not merely in
integrating management and sustainability perspectives
but in reconciling their paradigmatic differences and sys-
tem goals, particularly regarding the relative importance
of economic versus environmental goals. Further
research could explore how shared concepts such as the
SDGs, stakeholders and systems thinking, or the capabili-
ties concept employed by Gonçalves et al. (2024), might
help bridge these divides and facilitate more effective
integration.

Another important distinction between the manage-
ment and sustainability literatures is their focus on theo-
retical versus applied research. Sustainability
research, particularly at the city or community level,
often emphasises real-world applications, linking directly
to initiatives such as the Transition Network, 100 Resil-
ient Cities, C40 or ICLEI Local Governments for Sustain-
ability. These studies frequently engage with local
communities and aim to drive tangible improvements,
demonstrating a commitment to translating research into
practical outcomes. Gonçalves et al. (2024) exemplify
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how to move from a theoretical model to practical rele-
vance. Their approach addresses ‘the twin challenges of
the need for new theorizing in combination with devising
practically relevant support for change’ (Delbridge
et al., 2024, p. 8). Many researchers emphasise the further
need to make theoretical frameworks actionable (Berrone
et al., 2023; Delbridge et al., 2024; Spiliotopoulou &
Roseland, 2020) and to test and refine theses frameworks
in real-world settings (E-Vahdati et al., 2019;
Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2013). Exploring and concretis-
ing the capability frontier suggested by Gonçalves et al.
(2024) would exemplify such approaches.

Interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary and systems
approaches are vital for linking theory with practice,
fostering cross-sector collaboration and ensuring that
research builds the knowledge necessary to drive real-
world sustainability. Systems thinking can help address
sustainability challenges by embracing paradoxical ten-
sions (Carmine & De Marchi, 2023) and by addressing
dynamics (Grewatsch et al., 2023). It offers a holistic view
that can enhance the effectiveness of sustainability efforts
across various theoretical foundations, disciplines and
levels of analysis (Williams et al., 2017). Research could
further explore the potential of transdisciplinary and sys-
tems approaches to address the interconnected and
dynamic nature of sustainability challenges. The model-
ling approach used by Gonçalves et al. (2024) represents
a useful step into this direction by being able to compute
a concrete capability region. This approach not only pro-
vides concrete values for specific examples but also offers
an underlying model that can simulate dynamics over
time, can be adapted to diverse sustainability contexts
and explored in a participatory way with stakeholders.

This overview is not exhaustive in exploring the links
between management/organisational and sustainability
research but aims to serve as a starting point to inspire
further inquiry to support the transformative changes
needed for a more sustainable society.
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