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Growing up in the natural area of the Veluwe in the Netherlands increased my 
appreciation for nature. Experiencing how natural areas around the world are 
degrading, including issues such as pollution, biodiversity loss and deforestation, 
has had a great impact on me. For me, it is unacceptable that we, as humans, are 
depleting and destroying natural areas around the world. Therefore, from a young 
age I have always wondered how we can better protect and restore the natural 
world. However, I also realized that not only the natural world is suffering, as citizens 
around the world are encountering many difficulties such as dealing with poverty, 
migration and wars. Therefore, I have become increasingly motivated to explore 
how we can create a balance between environmental and social elements. Social 
and environmental elements are co-dependent, meaning that if we want to address 
environmental issues, we also have to take social elements into account, and vice 
versa.

During my studies, I learned that enterprises can play a key part in restoring 
the balance between the human and natural world through their interactions with 
both social and environmental elements. However, I also realized that doing so is 
an enormous challenge for many enterprises. While the concept of sustainability 
holds great promise for the future, most enterprises are still far from achieving this 
promise. Finding a balance between economic, social and environmental goals is 
not a straightforward task and requires making difficult decisions. What is beneficial 
for one goal, for example environmental protection, can be detrimental to another 
goal, for example the income of local fisherman. How can one enterprise make 
decisions about topics in which many different aspects, actors and consequences 
are involved? In my opinion, the answer to this question is that this is impossible. 
One organization cannot decide what is best and address all different aspects of 
sustainability by itself. Sustainability challenges are complex, involving many actors, 
including their interrelationships and interdependencies. Therefore, to address the 
sustainability challenges we face today, enterprises need to increasingly interact 
and collaborate with different stakeholders including businesses, governmental 
organizations, NGOs, citizens and knowledge institutions.

I noticed during my studies that shifting to a focus on collaboration is difficult 
for many enterprises, which are often used to operate in price competitive 
environments and focussed on capturing individual firm value. Furthermore, 
when starting my PhD, I discovered that there is not much literature that opens 
up the ‘black box’ of collaboration for sustainability. While collaboration among a 
diverse set of stakeholders is often seen as fundamental for developing sustainable 
solutions, doing so in practice is not always easy. The following quote, resulting from 
an interview I did for this thesis, reflects this issue:
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While we all realize we have to collaborate and cooperate to successfully 
implement circular solutions, doing so remains a very frustrating and challenging 
process often not resulting in the desired outcomes.

While collaborations are often initiated with the best intentions, many fail due to 
conflicts such as disagreement and power imbalances. During the early stages of my 
PhD, I also noticed that there seems to be a reluctance among enterprises to interact 
and collaborate with diverse stakeholders, especially with local communities, due 
to a lack of faith in positive outcomes resulting from these collaborations. For me, 
this is a major concern as I expect that not collaborating with local communities 
may lead to a situation where sustainability is solely available and interesting for 
the ‘elite’ of society. I believe that if we want to make a change towards a society that 
is sustainable and inclusive, interacting and collaborating with local communities 
is essential.

This thesis includes my efforts in making steps to address the challenges 
enterprises face when interacting and collaborating with diverse stakeholders for 
sustainability. This thesis has also provided me with experience, competencies 
and knowledge concerning successful collaboration for sustainability. Not only 
enterprises have to figure out how to collaborate with diverse stakeholders, also 
academic scholars have to increasingly collaborate with diverse societal actors to 
assist in addressing sustainability challenges. This thesis provided me with the 
opportunity to do so, collaborating with fellow academics but also with businesses, 
governmental institutions and local communities.

I hope that this PhD thesis will offer readers new insights and guidelines regarding 
the causes and consequences of collaboration among enterprises and diverse 
stakeholders for sustainability. In the future, I would be open to new collaborations 
with academics and practitioners alike to further explore these topics and help to 
achieve sustainability together.
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