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Abstract 

This paper proposes a systematic framework for the analysis and management of tensions in 

corporate sustainability. The framework is based on the emerging integrative view on 

corporate sustainability, which stresses the need for a simultaneous integration of economic, 

environmental and social dimensions without, a priori, emphasising one over any other. The 

integrative view presupposes that firms need to accept tensions in corporate sustainability and 

pursue different sustainability aspects simultaneously even if they seem to contradict each 

other. The framework proposed in this paper goes beyond the traditional triad of economic, 

environmental and social dimensions and argues that tensions in corporate sustainability 

occur between different levels, in change processes and within a temporal and spatial context. 

The framework provides vital groundwork for managing tensions in corporate sustainability 

based on paradox strategies. The paper then applies the framework to identify and 

characterise four selected tensions and illustrates how key approaches from the literature on 

strategic contradictions, tensions and paradoxes – i.e. acceptance and resolution strategies – 

can be used to manage these tensions. Thereby, it refines the emerging literature on the 

integrative view for the management of tensions in corporate sustainability. The framework 

also provides managers with a better understanding of tensions in corporate sustainability and 

enables them to embrace these tensions in their decision-making. 

 

Keywords: corporate sustainability; tensions; integrative view; paradox strategies; sustainable 

development; triple bottom line 
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INTRODUCTION 

It is widely accepted today that sustainable development entails three interdependent 

dimensions, an economic, an environmental and a social one (Meadows 1972; WCED 1987). 

Equally long-standing is the call for an application of this system-level concept to the 

organisational level (Gladwin et al. 1995; Starik and Rands 1995) through the concept of 

corporate sustainability (Dyllick and Hockerts 2002). Most scholars in the field seem to agree 

that corporate sustainability requires firms to address interconnected and interdependent 

economic, environmental and social concerns at different levels. At the same time, much of 

the literature on corporate sustainability has used an instrumental logic where, a priori, the 

economic dimension is prioritised over the two other dimensions. The instrumental logic 

posits that firms can benefit financially when they address environmental or societal concerns 

(Dentchev 2004; Husted and de Jesus Salazar 2006), but dismisses situations where tensions 

exist and environmental and social aspects cannot be aligned with financial outcomes. This 

lack of consideration of tensions and conflicts contrasts with the complex and multi-faceted 

nature of corporate sustainability. 

These shortcomings of the instrumental logic have more recently led to the emergence of 

an integrative view on corporate sustainability (Berger et al. 2007; Gao and Bansal 2013; 

Hahn et al. 2010; Kleine and Hauff 2009; Liu 2012). This integrative view argues that firms 

need to pursue different sustainability aspects in all three dimensions simultaneously – even 

if they appear contradictory. Following the integrative view decision-makers need to accept 

and embrace the tensions inherent in corporate sustainability and acknowledge the need to 

combine different desirable but seemingly incompatible sustainability aspects without 

emphasising one aspect over others. An influential early contribution to this strand of the 

literature is the Triple Bottom Line (Elkington 1997; Kleine and Hauff 2009), which allows 
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decision-makers to map economic, environmental and social issues side-by-side and measure 

organisational performance across the range of aspects. However, the Triple Bottom Line 

only juxtaposes different aspects of the three sustainability dimensions; it does not 

systematically address the relationship between these aspects. This lack of a systematic 

understanding of the nature of these relationships represents a fundamental gap for the further 

conceptual development of the integrative view.  

To fill this gap, we draw on the literature on strategic contradictions, tensions and 

paradoxes (Ford and Ford 1994; Lewis 2000; Poole and Van de Ven 1989; Smith and Lewis 

2011; Smith and Tushman 2005) to develop an integrative framework for the identification 

and characterisation of tensions in corporate sustainability on the basis of which we illustrate 

strategies to manage such tensions. As a starting point, our framework serves to identify and 

characterise tensions between social, environmental, and economic dimensions. However, the 

framework goes beyond this ‘traditional triad’ by also considering tensions that stem from (a) 

different understandings of sustainability across individual, firm and systemic levels; (b) 

different perspectives on change processes needed to become more sustainable; (c) and 

different views on the relevant temporal and spatial context. We then discuss how different 

tensions, once identified through our framework, which strategies can be applied to manage 

these tensions in an integrative way. 

By proposing an integrative framework for the analysis of tensions in corporate 

sustainability, we make several contributions to the literature. First, we refine the emerging 

literature on the integrative view on corporate sustainability by synthesising and further 

developing the sporadic work on the various relationships that create tensions in corporate 

sustainability. Second, the framework allows us to systematically identify and characterise 

tensions in corporate sustainability. Third, we show how our framework informs the 

application of key approaches from the literature on strategic contradictions, tensions and 
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paradoxes – namely acceptance and resolution strategies – to the management of tensions in 

corporate sustainability in an integrative way, i.e. by embracing tensions rather than 

dismissing them. Our argument should be of assistance to both scholars and practitioners who 

seek to address these tensions from the perspective of the integrative view.  

 

TENSIONS IN CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 

The Concept of Corporate Sustainability 

Sustainable development represents a normative concept outlining desirable development 

paths of societies, which has received increasing attention in the management and 

organisation literature (Bansal 2002,  2005; Dyllick and Hockerts 2002; Gladwin et al. 1995; 

Jennings and Zandbergen 1995; Shrivastava 1995). Firms play a key role in sustainable 

development, because they represent the productive resources of the economy (Bansal 2002). 

At the same time, sustainable development is a society-level concept in the sense that 

“individual organizations cannot become sustainable: Individual organizations simply 

contribute to the large system in which sustainability may or may not be achieved” (Jennings 

and Zandbergen 1995, p. 1023). This key role of business has led to the emergence of the 

notion of corporate sustainability. While there is no consensus on a definition, corporate 

sustainability “recognizes that corporate growth and profitability are important, [but] it also 

requires the corporation to pursue societal goals, specifically those relating to sustainable 

development – environmental protection, social justice and equity, and economic 

development” (Wilson 2003, p. 1). Corporate sustainability thus embraces the idea that firms 

face various demands to achieve societal-level objectives that all appear desirable and 

acceptable in isolation but are “inextricably connected and internally interdependent” (Bansal 

2002, p. 123). 

Corporate sustainability confronts decision-makers in firms with complex situations full of 
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tensions. First, as put forward by the Triple Bottom Line, corporate sustainability requires 

firms to address economic as well as environmental and social outcomes simultaneously 

(Elkington 1997), which creates various desirable but mutually dependent objectives. This 

implies that there is a high risk of unintended consequences, because a solution to one issue 

could be detrimental to that of another (Newton 2002). Second, sustainability refers to 

desirable outcomes at the overarching societal level, as “business firms are expected to 

improve the general welfare of society” (Schwartz and Carroll 2008, p. 168). Additionally, 

due to a strong focus on intergenerational fairness (WCED 1987), sustainability “emphasizes 

the long-term nature of the benefit that business is expected to provide to society” (Schwartz 

and Carroll 2008, p. 163). Third, corporate sustainability involves the simultaneous 

recognition of varying, but often conflicting demands of a wide set of stakeholders (Clarkson 

1995; Maon et al. 2008), who tend to apply different decision logics than managers (Hahn 

2012). Sustainability demands often come from ‘secondary’ stakeholders, such as social 

activists, non-governmental organisations and local communities (Clarkson 1995; Fineman 

and Clarke 1996), leading to “conflicting pressures that cannot be reconciled through 

traditional market transactions” (Hall and Martin 2005, p. 276).  

Overall, corporate sustainability refers to a set of systematically interconnected and 

interdependent economic, environmental and social concerns at different levels that firms are 

expected to address simultaneously. Even if desirable in isolation, taken together these 

concerns are “often rife with paradoxes and contradictions” (Berger et al. 2007, p. 143). 

Surprisingly, the tensions and conflicts that are inherent in corporate sustainability have 

received relatively little attention in the literature and “[m]uch of the research on 

organizational responses to social and environmental issues [...] has been framed around an 

instrumental logic, i.e., how firms can benefit from addressing societal concerns” (Gao and 

Bansal 2013, p. 241). Only recently, an integrative view on corporate sustainability has been 
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emerging, which conceptualises corporate sustainability as embracing tensions and 

contradictions between different sustainability aspects.  

 

The Emerging Integrative View  

The integrative view on corporate sustainability argues that firms need to pursue different 

sustainability aspects simultaneously – even if they seem to contradict each other. As its 

distinctive feature, the integrative view posits that managers need to embrace the tensions 

between different conflicting sustainability aspect rather than dismissing them. By doing so, 

it goes beyond the Triple Bottom Line (Elkington 1997), because it explicitly addresses the 

oftentimes conflicting relationships between these different aspects. At its heart, the 

integrative view considers different sustainability aspects as interrelated elements and 

“recognizes and embraces the contradictions among the financial, social and environmental 

dimensions” (Gao and Bansal 2013, p. 244). The emergence of the integrative logic can be 

seen as a reaction to the dominant instrumental logic that addresses environmental and social 

aspects as any other business issue through the lens of profit maximization, both conceptually 

(Dentchev 2004; Husted and de Jesus Salazar 2006) and empirically (Barnett and Salomon 

2012; Margolis and Walsh 2003; Orlitzky et al. 2003). The dominant instrumental logic 

establishes a hierarchy of financial outcomes at the organisational level over other 

sustainability concerns (Hahn and Figge 2011) and thus dismisses the inherent tensions in 

corporate sustainability (Gao and Bansal 2013).  

Research that conceptualises corporate sustainability following an integrative view is 

relatively sparse. Early calls to address tensions and conflicts in corporate sustainability 

(Margolis and Walsh 2003) have hardly been acted upon. The few authors that explicitly 

address some tensions in corporate sustainability (Holt and Watson 2008; Kaptein and 

Wempe 2001; Margolis and Walsh 2003; Walley and Whitehead 1994) do not provide a 
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coherent conceptual lens for the analysis and management of these tensions. Rather, the 

conceptual outline of an integrative view has emerged in the literature only recently.  

Berger et al. (2007) describe a ‘syncretic stewardship model’ where management 

combines economic and non-economic objectives. In a similar vein, Yuan et al. (2011) 

underline that to integrate social responsibility into their business, firms need to strike a 

balance between external stakeholder demands for non-economic outcomes at the societal 

level and the need to align sustainability initiatives with extant routines and capabilities to 

achieve firm-level benefits. Hahn et al. (2010) point out that accepting tensions and balancing 

conflicting sustainability aspects holds considerable potential for corporate contributions to 

sustainability that remain unnoticed under an instrumental view. Kleine and von Hauff (2009) 

suggest a management tool that allows decision-makers to map and measure economic, 

environmental and social issues simultaneously. More conceptually, Figge and Hahn (2008; 

2011) argue that the integration of economic, environmental and social dimensions into 

corporate sustainability as well as into sustainable performance measurements needs to be 

undertaken without an a priori predominance of any of these dimensions. In the context of 

cause-related marketing, Liu (2012) identifies an integrative approach where firms seek to 

combine commercial gains from social and environmental activities with benefits to external 

stakeholders at the societal level. In a similar vein, Haigh and Hoffman (2012) describe a 

hybrid business model that blurs the boundary between the for-profit and non-profit worlds. 

Such organisations pursue goals that are oriented both towards the market and their 

sustainability mission. Building on a meta-survey, Gao and Bansal (2013) provide empirical 

support that interdependencies exist between the economic, environmental and social 

performance of firms. All these approaches have in common that they stress the need for a 

simultaneous integration of various sustainability aspects without, a priori, emphasising one 

aspect over any other. At its core, the integrative view thus sees corporate sustainability as 
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entailing seemingly irreconcilable aspects relating to different social, environmental, and 

economic dimensions between individual, firm and societal levels and with varying temporal 

and spatial horizons.  

In conceptual terms, the integrative view builds on the literature on strategic 

contradictions, tensions and paradoxes (Ford and Ford 1994; Poole and Van de Ven 1989). A 

paradox refers to a situation where oppositional elements co-exist (Clegg et al. 2002; Lewis 

2000; Smith and Tushman 2005), because there are two or more elements that are sound and 

accepted individually, “but taken together they seem to be inconsistent or incompatible” 

(Poole and Van de Ven 1989, p. 563). The integrative view builds on paradoxical thinking to 

embrace – rather than eliminate – tensions (Lüscher and Lewis 2008; Smith and Tushman 

2005) and argues that achieving corporate sustainability depends on the ability of 

management to pursue seemingly conflicting sustainability aspects simultaneously.  

 

Strategies to Manage Paradoxes 

The integrative view brings up the question which strategies firms can use to embrace 

tensions and pursue conflicting sustainability aspect simultaneously. The literature on 

strategic paradoxes offers a set of options for managing paradoxes. A preliminary step and 

“vital groundwork” (Smith and Lewis 2011, p. 392), however, is that decision-makers 

acknowledge the existence of paradoxes as doing so serves to identify a situation as 

paradoxical and to characterise the relationships and tensions between the opposing poles of 

the paradox (Poole and Van de Ven 1989; Smith and Lewis 2011). This fundamental role of 

acknowledging contradiction is also apparent in a corporate sustainability context. It 

separates the integrative view from the instrumental view. While the integrative view 

acknowledges tensions, the instrumental view focuses exclusively on situations where there is 

a consistency between financial, environmental and social dimensions; tensions between 
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different sustainability aspects are dismissed. Only once identified and understood, tensions 

can then be managed. In their frequently used typology, Poole and Van de Ven (1989) 

propose that paradoxes can be managed through opposition, spatial or temporal separation or 

synthesis. Opposition represents a so-called acceptance strategy whereas separation and 

synthesis constitute resolution strategies (Poole and Van de Ven 1989; Smith and Lewis 

2011). Figure 1 illustrates the interplay of acknowledging and managing tensions. 

------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

Opposition means that decision-makers distinguish the two poles of a paradox, accept the 

resulting tensions and seek ways to live with this situation, thus keeping the paradox open. 

Actors seek to live with the tension, i.e. they “shift their expectations for rationality and 

linearity to accept paradoxes as persistent and unsolvable puzzles” (Smith and Lewis 2011, p. 

385). Contradictory aspects and activities are juxtaposed and pursued simultaneously without 

either emphasising one pole of the tensions as ‘best way’ or seeking a synthesis to merge the 

two poles (Beech et al. 2004; Clegg et al. 2002), in contrast to a compromise, where at least 

part of each opposite is abandoned. Opposition strategies are characterised by improvisation 

(Beech et al. 2004; Clegg et al. 2002); that is, in their everyday practice managers improvise 

in order to attend to both opposing domains of a paradox simultaneously while keeping the 

two poles apart. Since the two poles of a paradox are related (even if oppositional), opposites 

and contradictions can inform each other (Poole and Van de Ven 1989), so that living with 

paradox can result in synergies for the organisation without replacing or attenuating the 

underlying tensions (Clegg et al. 2002). 

With resolution strategies (separation and synthesis), managers seek to resolve a paradox 

“by spelling out the nature of the tensions between contrary positions” (Poole and Van de 
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Ven 1989, p. 566). However, “resolution does not imply eliminating a tension but, rather, 

finding a means of meeting competing demands or considering divergent ideas 

simultaneously” (Smith and Lewis 2011, p. 386). Through resolution strategies the paradox is 

transformed into a more manageable situation as they offer ways to attend to seemingly 

contradictory positions simultaneously while the underlying tension remains. For example, 

separation strategies facilitate the management of paradoxes by separating the two poles 

either spatially or temporally (Poole and Van de Ven 1989). Spatial separation situates the 

two poles at different levels (e.g. individual-society) or different social or physical locations 

while temporal separation locates opposites at different points in time. Both types of 

separation strategies facilitate the management of paradoxes as keeping the opposing poles 

apart enables managers to identify and define targets in each of the two opposing domains 

and to develop skills for addressing each opposing pole while avoiding interference and 

inertia stemming from the oppositional pole (Smith and Tushman 2005). With a synthesis 

strategy, managers seek new perspectives or elements that link or accommodate the opposing 

poles of a paradox. This strategy facilitates the pursuit of competing demands by offering 

managers an alternative way to make sense of two opposing elements through an overarching 

or mediating logic. While such a synthesis does not merge the two poles into a new entity, it 

offers a novel frame that can hold both opposing poles. 

In the following we argue that the management of tensions in corporate sustainability 

through an integrative view requires two stages (see Figure 1). In a first step, managers need 

to acknowledge tensions and understand the very nature of tensions in corporate 

sustainability. For this purpose, we develop a framework that facilitates the identification and 

characterisation of tensions in corporate sustainability. Acknowledging tensions through this 

framework provides the ‘vital groundwork’ for managing tensions through acceptance and 

resolution strategies. Accordingly, in a second step, we use the framework to discuss selected 
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tensions in corporate sustainability and to explore different acceptance and resolution 

strategies to manage these tensions.  

 

A SYSTEMATIC FRAMEWORK FOR THE ANALYSIS OF TENSIONS IN 

CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 

In this section, we develop a systematic framework that allows us to identify and 

characterise tensions in corporate sustainability which serves as the basis for the management 

of such tensions from an integrative view. In building our framework, we develop the 

different dimensions of tensions in corporate sustainability and propose a structure that 

allows us to identify the sources of different tensions and to characterise their underlying 

logic.    

  

Dimensions of Tensions in Corporate Sustainability  

At the heart of corporate sustainability is the traditional triad of economic, environmental 

and social dimensions. The attractiveness of corporate sustainability as a concept lies in its 

ability to bring together many different issues under one heading. However, this ability is also 

its Achilles’ heel. In view of the sheer diversity of the issues concerned, the dominant 

instrumental logic suggests a coherence between all kinds of economic, social and 

environmental issues. This assumption stands in contrast with apparent tensions between the 

three sustainability dimensions that are due to the incommensurability of environmental, 

social and financial performance criteria (Margolis and Walsh 2003; Orlitzky et al. 2003). 

While the three sustainability dimensions form the backbone of our framework and cut across 

all other dimensions of our framework (see Figure 2), we argue that a full understanding of 

tensions in corporate sustainability requires a more fine-grained analysis that further extends 

and specifies the economic–environmental–social triad. Tensions can relate to various kinds 
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of economic, environmental or social concerns as these concerns can reside at different 

levels, require change processes or operate in conflicting temporal or spatial frames. To 

capture the sources and characteristics of tensions in corporate sustainability, we distinguish 

three additional dimensions – (1) level, (2) change, and (3) context – that further specify 

tensions between economic, environmental and social aspects. Combining these three 

dimensions with the economic–environmental–social triad results in our analytical 

framework (see Figure 2).  

------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------- 

Level  

An important source of tensions stems from the fact that corporate sustainability is a multi-

level concept (Whiteman et al. 2013). Corporate sustainability and its underlying economic, 

environmental and social aspects are not conceptually equivalent across levels of analysis 

(Kozlowski and Klein 2000; Rousseau 1985) but have different connotations at individual, 

firm and systemic levels. For example, what would be perceived as a proper response to a 

sustainability issue at the level of the individual decision-maker might not find support at an 

organisational level; similarly, an organisational response to a sustainability issue might seem 

adequate from a firm-level perspective but could nonetheless fail to address the issue from a 

systemic-level perspective. Hence, tensions arise from the embeddedness of individual and 

corporate decision-making  as both take place in a wider organisational and systemic context, 

respectively (Donaldson and Dunfee 1994; Granovetter 1985).  

Individual-level factors, such as personal values and preferences, determine how decision-

makers make sense of corporate sustainability (Bansal 2003; Basu and Palazzo 2008; 

Cordano and Frieze 2000; Hemingway and Maclagan 2004). Accordingly, the perceptions of 
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sustainability issues will diverge considerably among decision-makers (Banerjee 2001; 

Henriques and Sadorsky 1999). While some might have the motivation to address a social or 

environmental issue and see their organisation as a good means to do so, others will not see 

sustainability as an issue their organisation should address. Hence, there can be tensions 

between individuals within and across the hierarchical structure of the organisation with 

regard to adequate organisational responses to sustainability. Individuals promoting 

environmental issues in decision-making processes (environmental champions) (Andersson 

and Bateman 2000) may face constraints imposed by organisational culture, structure, 

policies, or incentive systems, which creates additional tensions between the individual and 

the organisational level (Bansal 2003).   

Tensions between the organisational and the systemic level arise when organisational 

sustainability initiatives do not measure up to addressing sustainability concerns. From a 

systemic-level perspective, corporate sustainability goes beyond the individual organisation 

and focuses on the contribution of the firm to a more sustainable society at large (Whiteman 

et al. 2013), in the sense of contributing to a viable economy, a sustainable society and 

healthy eco-systems (Ayres 2008). This implies that firms reckon with the ways in which 

they affect and are affected by a wide set of interrelated environmental problems, including 

chemical pollution, climate change, fresh water use, biodiversity loss, land use or nitrogen 

and phosphorus cycles (Whiteman et al. 2013). This gives rise to tensions between, on the 

one hand, institutional pressures and societal expectations regarding firm contributions to 

address social and environmental concerns (Campbell 2007; Hoffman 2001; Jennings and 

Zandbergen 1995), and, on the other hand, organisational decision-making and actual 

measures taken to respond to sustainability issues. Hence, there can be a tug-of-war between 

systemic-level requirements arising from the notion of sustainable development and 

organisational-level considerations as reflected in corporate decision-making.  
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Change  

Tensions also arise from the change that corporate sustainability calls for, as it requires 

firms to fundamentally alter their current patterns of activity. There are manifest conflicts 

with regard to the domain where change is most critical – e.g. which economic, 

environmental or social aspects are seen as most salient – and how this change should come 

about. Sustainable development involves a transition from currently unsustainable to more 

sustainable business practices, consumption modes and economic structures, which – 

translated into a business context – necessitates changes in corporate strategy and operations. 

Change thus refers to corporate sustainability as a dynamic process of alternative pathways 

and transformations that lead to more sustainable business practices. How change will come 

about, however, is replete with tensions.  

A key issue here is whether the change process is one of creative destruction, where 

existing organisational forms are destroyed and replaced by new forms, or a dialectical 

process, where (contradictory) elements of the initial organisational forms are transformed 

but still serve as basis for new forms (Ford and Ford 1994). Accordingly, there are tensions 

regarding the types of innovation that are most conducive for creative destruction (Hart and 

Milstein 1999), the effectiveness of different corporate sustainability strategies (Aragón-

Correa and Rubio-López 2007), and the different pathways of technological and structural 

change (Vollebergh and Kemfert 2005). While vested interests will often incentivise firms to 

only change incrementally, the urgency of certain social and environmental issues would 

require a far more swift and radical departure instead. This tension stemming from the change 

dimension is illustrated, for example, by the disagreement between different organisations on 

how to proceed with the transition to renewable energy (Pinkse and Groot 2013).    
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Context  

A final source of tensions stems from the temporal and spatial elements of the context in 

which the transition towards sustainability takes place (Ford and Ford 1994; Poole and Van 

de Ven 1989). The temporal element is essential in sustainable development because it 

emphasises the intergenerational equity aspects of social and environmental issues (Held 

2001; Portney and Weyant 1999). However, this focus on the consideration of the long-term 

implications of current behaviour creates a tension with the short term focus that dominates 

corporate decision-making (Slawinski and Bansal 2012; Wade-Benzoni 2002). Temporal 

tensions refer to the question whether firm strategies undervalue long-term outcomes 

regarding specific economic, environmental and social aspects (e.g. short-term environmental 

performance versus long-term environmental performance) as well as across different aspects 

(e.g. short-term financial performance versus long-term social performance).  

The spatial element captures tensions that refer to another key element of sustainable 

development, namely intragenerational equity (Okereke 2006). Intragenerational equity has a 

strong spatial notion, because it concerns equitable development opportunities between 

developed and underdeveloped regions as well as within both of these (Zuindeau 2007). For 

instance, the spatial element leads to tensions when firms operate sites in developed and 

developing countries with different environmental or social standards (Christmann 2004). 

Spatial tensions touch upon environmental justice, for instance in relation to the localisation 

of polluting facilities in low-income, minority or other disadvantaged neighbourhoods 

(Pellow et al. 2001). For instance, multinational firms face the question whether to abide by 

home country standards, host country standards or by a universal standard (Donaldson and 

Dunfee 1994).  

 

STRATEGIES TO MANAGE TENSIONS IN CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY  
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In the following, we apply our framework and illustrate how the identification and 

characterisation of tensions in corporate sustainability translate into strategies to manage 

selected tensions. While our framework opens up a wide field of investigation, we focus here 

on tensions between personal and organisational sustainability agendas; corporate short-term 

and long-term orientation; isomorphism and technological and structural change; and 

efficiency and resilience. While the first three tensions have received considerable attention 

in the corporate sustainability literature, the latter represents a dominant topic in the debate 

on sustainable development. At the same time, these tensions reflect the different dimensions 

as defined in our analytical framework above. Based on the identification and 

characterisation of these tensions along the dimensions of our framework, we now turn to 

exploring strategies to manage these tensions and illustrating these strategies through real-

world examples. Table 1 summarises the four selected tensions, their main characteristics and 

related strategies. 

------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

 

Personal versus Organisational Sustainability Agendas 

Identification and Characterisation 

The importance of the level dimension of our framework can be illustrated through 

tensions between personal and organisational sustainability agendas. As discussed above, 

personal preferences for corporate sustainability are not necessarily aligned with the 

organisational sustainability agenda (Bansal 2003). An organisational member may have a 

strong belief that social and environmental issues need to be addressed as part of the 

organisation’s strategy; yet key features of organisational design, such as formal reporting 
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relations or managerial compensation schemes, may prevent the person from putting this 

belief into practice (Berrone and Gomez-Mejia 2009; Preuss and Walker 2011). Tensions 

between personal and organisational sustainability agendas thus appear when individual 

motives, perceptions, values and actions for sustainability are in conflict with the 

organisational culture, structure and strategy in this domain (Aguilera et al. 2007). In terms of 

our framework, these tensions refer to differences between individual and organisation-level 

preferences for addressing specific economic, environmental and social aspects. 

It has been argued that personal values and preferences drive managers to implement 

corporate sustainability-related activities (Hemingway and Maclagan 2004). Based on the 

person-organisation fit (Kristof 1996), Cable and DeRue (2002) argue that a strong alignment 

between personal and organisational values is related to higher levels of citizenship behaviour 

in organisations. However, as Bansal (2003) argues, some sustainability issues that are highly 

valued by individual organisational members might not be part of the organisational agenda 

as the “organizational agenda, unlike the individual agenda, requires the commitment of 

resources beyond the individual's discretion” (2003, p. 517).  

Conceptually, the tension between personal and organisational sustainability agendas is 

characterised by two distinct, yet interrelated poles: individual agency and organisational 

structure (Barley and Tolbert 1997). Organisations establish rules, norms and administrative 

procedures to coordinate and control individual action to implement organisational 

sustainability agendas, but these organisational structures constrain individual agency. Acting 

against the explicit rules and norms of the organisation requires a degree of courage. A 

manager may feel justified in making a particular decision driven by a personal commitment 

to sustainability, yet the organisation merely records a suboptimal performance against stated 

criteria, if not outright non-compliance. A manager who nonetheless pursues sustainability 

objectives that deviate from the organisational agenda thus risks facing disapproval by the 
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organisation. This tension becomes more apparent once personal sustainability agendas are 

brought into greater proximity with organisational agendas, which is particularly the case 

when a person moves to a more prominent position in the organisation. For instance in 1999, 

William Ford Jr., the grandson of Henry Ford, published some very critical statements on the 

strategy and practices of Ford Motor Co. with regard to environmental sustainability when he 

was nonexecutive chairman but had to moderate his strong environmental concerns once he 

had become the CEO of the company in 2001 (Pearce II and Doh 2005). This example 

illustrates how the organisational agenda of Ford translated into a constraint for an individual 

manager to pursue and live up to its personal sustainability agenda and underlines the need to 

actively manage such tensions. 

 

Strategies 

Once acknowledged, the tension between personal and organisational sustainability 

agendas can be addressed through acceptance or resolution strategies. An acceptance strategy 

requires that managers find ways to simultaneously consider contradictory aspects without 

emphasising one pole of the tension as the best way (Beech et al. 2004; Clegg et al. 2002). 

With regard to tensions between personal and organisational sustainability agendas, 

acceptance strategies embrace divergent personal and organisational agendas and allow for 

diverse views on corporate sustainability within the organisation. With such strategies, firms 

juxtapose contradictory preferences for pursuing different environmental or social concerns 

that stem from different personal and organisational agendas without seeking synthesis or 

alignment. Especially with regard to change for corporate sustainability, conflicting views, 

motives and preferences regarding sustainability practices are not only inevitable but also 

desirable as drivers of cognitive organisational reorientation (Fiss and Zajac 2006), 
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organisational creativity (Woodman et al. 1993) and organisational learning (Huzzard and 

Östergren 2002).  

With acceptance strategies, firms transform the tension between personal and 

organisational sustainability agendas into a “creative tension” (Bassett-Jones 2005). In this 

way, firms can establish an organisational climate of participation (Tesluk et al. 1999) and 

creativity (Ekvall 1996) that fosters constructive debate. Rather than fostering conflict over 

divergent agendas (Isaksen and Ekvall 2010), such a climate is based on fluid information 

exchange within and beyond the organisation (Woodman et al. 1993) and regular and open 

dialogue across management levels and functions (Huzzard and Östergren 2002; 

Jarzabkowski and Fenton 2006). However, acceptance strategies cannot be fully planned. 

Rather, management could shape emergent sustainability agendas through interaction with 

organisational members (Jarzabkowski 2008), i.e. “through promoting everyday 

improvisation, and through creating conditions and incentives that foster diverse networks” 

(Fenwick 2007, pp. 642-643). This corresponds to a setting where sustainability strategies 

emerge as behavioural patterns of practice within the organisation (Markusson 2010; Sharp 

and Zaidman 2010). Tensions between oppositional agendas are “considered as inevitable, 

legitimate, and potentially healthy” (Bouchikhi 1998, p. 230) and the challenge for 

management is to create an organisational context where the confrontation of diverging 

agendas nurture a productive process of progress (Sundaramurthy and Lewis 2003). 

An example of an acceptance strategy can be found in firms that have created space for so-

called green teams, i.e. self-organised, grass-root and cross-functional teams of organisational 

members with little bureaucratic or formal constraints where members voluntarily initiate 

sustainability projects in their organisations (Fleischer 2009). These teams are not part of the 

formal organisational structure and also develop projects that go beyond the official 

organisational sustainability agenda. For instance, alongside initiatives to curb carbon 
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emissions of office facilities, Intel’s green team developed a community-supported 

agriculture programme through which employees can sign up to purchase locally grown food. 

Similarly, while eBay’s green team has driven the construction of a 700-kilowatt solar 

installation at eBay’s headquarters, it has also been engaged in planting community gardens 

(Fleischer 2009; Glen et al. 2009). By accepting and providing leeway for the co-existence of 

divergent personal and organisational sustainability agendas, Intel and eBay manage the 

tension without removing it. Paradoxically, by allowing employees to deviate from the 

organisational agenda the firm can increase employee loyalty and satisfaction. 

With resolution strategies firms look for ways to transform tensions into a more 

manageable situation without necessarily eliminating the underlying tension. A separation 

strategy aids the management of tensions by separating the two poles either spatially or 

temporally (Poole and Van de Ven 1989). A temporal and spatial separation of individual and 

organisational sustainability agendas can be achieved through the creation of permanent or 

temporal pockets within or outside the organisation where organisational members can 

pursue their personal sustainability agendas. Such separation strategies avoid direct collision 

of personal and organisational agendas without necessarily reconciling the two. In this way, 

firms can reap the benefits of pursuing both poles of the tension while avoiding interferences 

that can arise when they are brought into greater proximity (Smith and Tushman 2005).  

One frequently used separation strategy are employee volunteering programmes (Muthuri 

et al. 2009; Peloza and Hassay 2006). With such programmes, firms formally sponsor 

employees’ community involvement by approving time off and providing additional 

resources (Grant 2012). This allows organisational members to address environmental or 

social challenges according to their personal sustainability agendas without changing the 

sustainability agenda of the organisation. Employee volunteering programmes are widespread 

(Allen et al. 2011) with millions of hours donated each year by employees on behalf of their 
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employers (Peloza and Hassay 2006). Corporate sabbatical programmes offer particularly 

long volunteering periods to pursue personal sustainability agendas. For instance, Xerox’s 

Social Service Leave Program offers employees fully-paid leaves of absence of up to one 

year to work full-time on social action projects of their own design and choosing. Since its 

inception in 1971 as the first programme of its kind in the US, more than 500 Xerox 

employees have benefited from this programme (Xerox Corporation 2013). Through such 

temporal separation strategies employees can acquire new skills and reap personal 

satisfaction from pursuing their own sustainability agendas (Muthuri et al. 2009), while 

Xerox may gain new insights into sustainability challenges and benefit from higher employee 

morale and organisational commitment (Pajo and Lee 2011).  

With synthesis strategies, firms seek to accommodate the opposing poles of the tension in 

an overarching or mediating logic. To manage tensions between personal and organisational 

sustainability agendas through synthesis, firms can institute formal procedures and systems 

that enable organisational members to participate in enacting the organisational agenda. 

Corporate initiatives for employee empowerment and participation (Daily and Huang 2001) 

can play a role as a way to delegate decision authority and foster participative decision-

making (Seibert et al. 2004). Environmental suggestion programmes, for example, create 

empowerment (Rothenberg 2003), as they “allow [organisational members] the freedom and 

power to make suggestions and implement good environmental practices” (Daily and Huang 

2001, p. 1546). Empowering structures and policies also enable environmental championing 

(Andersson and Bateman 2000; Markusson 2010), i.e. they help individuals to promote 

environmental issues in decision-making processes by fostering their participation and 

involvement to shape organisational practices. For instance, British Airways (BA) 

implemented an environmental suggestions scheme called Greenwaves as early as 1992 

(Vyakarnam 1992). BA management re-launched the scheme in 2011-2012 in view of 
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increasing economic and environmental pressures in order to develop the organisational 

sustainability agenda with ideas from individual employees. By January 2012, more than 200 

quality suggestions were filed leading to cost savings of £20mn and fuel savings equivalent to 

550 flights between London and New York (Vetter IMS Corp. 2012). BA management 

mediated the tensions between personal and organisational sustainability agendas, as this 

scheme allowed BA to tap into employees’ knowledge while offering employees a means to 

shape the firm’s sustainability activities. With such synthesis strategies the focus shifts away 

from opposing agendas towards the on-going practice of organising and performing corporate 

sustainability activities (Hargreaves 2011). While this does not mean that all personal 

agendas will be fully reflected in the organisational agenda, it will integrate personal agendas 

into the strategy-making process.  

 

Corporate Short-Term versus Long-Term Orientation 

Identification and Characterisation 

The context dimension of our framework emphasises the influence of different time 

orientations on achieving sustainable development. The main temporal tension results from 

the fact that sustainable development requires a much longer time orientation than the typical 

time horizon of firms, which has been criticised for its short-term focus (Held 2001). As a 

consequence, firms that integrate sustainability in their business face intertemporal choice 

problems, i.e. situations in which “the course of action that is best in the short term is not the 

same course of action that is best over the long run” (Laverty 1996, p. 828). Climate change 

is a typical example of an intertemporal choice problem. To prevent the long-term impacts of 

an increase in severe weather extremes, it would be better to start downsizing activities that 

generate large amounts of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Yet, as long as these activities 

are still highly profitable, firms are not motivated to do so. Referring to our framework, this 
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tension not only relates to the temporal element of our context dimension, but also to the 

difference in time orientation between the economic dimension on the one hand and 

environmental and social dimensions on the other hand. While the economic dimension 

emphasises short-term financial objectives, environmental protection and social equity 

address more attention to long-term concerns. 

A short-term orientation in corporate sustainability has its origin in the endeavour of firms 

to turn sustainability into a concrete business issue. What stands in the way of acting on 

sustainability imperatives, however, is the difference that managers experience between the 

information that is available to make decisions and the information they need (Marginson and 

McAulay 2008). The more managers focus on sustainability aspects that are relevant in the 

short term, the more information is available and the lower the uncertainty is about its 

reliability. Slawinski and Bansal (2012) found, for example, that one way for firms to deal 

with climate change is to translate it into financial metrics using the cost of carbon and to 

focus on specific technologies that could be implemented fast and efficiently. In this way, 

these firms enable a speedy response regarding climate change, but reducing an issue to a 

financial metric also narrows down the range of potential solutions and shortens the planning 

horizon.   

This short-term orientation contrasts with the need for firms to find ways to engage with 

the long-term nature of many social and environmental issues. Intergenerational equity calls 

for the consideration of the interests of future generations and it is usually assumed that the 

time horizon of current decision-making undervalues the interests of future generations 

(Padilla 2002). A long-term orientation is necessary to take into account the interests of 

stakeholders and consequences of decisions that occur after the immediate time horizon 

ordinarily considered in corporate decision-making (Broome 1994). In the context of climate 

change, Slawinski and Bansal (2012) found that firms with a long-term orientation consider a 
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much broader set of approaches to reduce GHG emissions and include many different 

stakeholders in their decision-making, such as NGOs, governments and other firms. To 

justify investments for emission reduction, they go beyond financial metrics, using various 

qualitative tools, such as scenarios, and they have a longer planning horizon. However, a 

long-term orientation and the involvement of different stakeholders also has the side-effect 

that solutions take much longer to materialise, leading to a much slower response. This might 

be at odds with the urgency of the issue and the need for a swift response to cope with the 

time lag effects that are inherent in climate change (Levin et al. 2012; Slawinski and Bansal 

2012). 

 

Strategies 

Pursuing an acceptance strategy to deal with temporal tensions implies that managers 

acknowledge that business practices that are beneficial in terms of short-term financial 

outcomes should be complemented by practices that avoid detrimental economic, 

environmental or social impacts in the long run. Given that business is currently fraught with 

short-termism (Laverty 1996; Marginson and McAulay 2008), firms can try to combine 

short- and long-term outcomes through the implementation of organisational practices that 

induce managers to take more notice of long-term considerations.  

As an example of such practices, a number of firms have recently adjusted their financial 

bonus systems to attend to both short- and long-term concerns (Berrone and Gomez-Mejia 

2009; Kolk and Perego 2013; Mackenzie 2007). For example, two Dutch multinationals – 

health, nutrition and materials firm DSM and express delivery firm TNT – implemented a 

bonus system that equally divided the bonus based on short-term and long-term targets with a 

strong focus on non-financial targets (Kolk and Perego 2013). Both firms included metrics 

related to long-term social and environmental dimensions in their bonus systems; while DSM 
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focused on employees, products based on eco-innovation, and the environment more 

generally, TNT used metrics related to customers, employees and the environment. Such 

compensation packages keep the importance of short-term earnings intact, but add 

complexity by also requiring managers to achieve non-financial objectives in line with 

demands from stakeholders other than investors (Kolk and Perego 2013). The fact that these 

bonus systems do not translate long-term objectives into financial targets means that they 

keep the two poles of the paradox intact, forcing managers to attend to short- and long-term 

objectives simultaneously despite their inherent contradictions.  

With resolution strategies, firms can handle intertemporal choice problems of 

sustainability either by spatially separating which part of the organisation should take care of 

short- and long-term issues or by creating a synthesis through the implementation of 

corporate governance structures that enable managers to pursue both types of issues 

simultaneously. A spatial separation strategy is based on the notion that there is a difference 

between different time perceptions across organisational levels (Mosakowski and Earley 

2000). Short-termism manifests itself in organisational structures and hierarchies where 

“certain long-term considerations will not ‘bubble to the top’” (Laverty 1996, p. 847). Since 

managers at lower levels will have more operational responsibilities, they lack strategic 

vision and cannot be expected to deal with long-term concerns in isolation. Spatial separation  

would thus imply that the achievement of long-term objectives is a primary function of top 

management. Once top management is explicitly made responsible for dealing with long-term 

sustainability concerns, this will create more room for lower-level managers to be more 

forward-looking. So, while long-term considerations will not bubble to the top, in vertical 

hierarchies such considerations could trickle down. For example, Swiss power and 

automation technologies firm ABB decided already back in 1992 to implement its 

sustainability management programme in a top-down manner. This was based on ABB’s 
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standpoint that sustainability should be “set from the top and driven down through the 

organization by example, leadership, and top management support” (Mirvis and Googins 

2006, p. 114).  

To pursue a synthesis strategy, firms could implement an alternative corporate governance 

structure that is more forgiving of not meeting short-term financial objectives. Such a 

structure would create an enabling environment to pursue short- and long-term objectives 

simultaneously, because it secures both types of objectives in the mission and principles of 

the organisation (de Graaf and Herkströter 2007). Many different corporate governance 

structures have been suggested that enable firms to marry short- and long-term objectives, 

including hybrid organisations (Battilana and Dorado 2010; Haigh and Hoffman 2012) or 

social enterprises (Dart 2004). Both hybrid organisations and social enterprises deliberately 

blur the lines between for-profit and non-profit organisations (Dart 2004; Haigh and Hoffman 

2012) and have a strong identity that balances different financial and non-financial objectives 

(Battilana and Dorado 2010). They have a mission to contribute to sustainability (Haigh and 

Hoffman 2012), strongly anchored in their corporate governance structure. As a consequence, 

hybrid organisations are able to maintain a longer time horizon, particularly when they 

finance their activities with ‘patient’ capital providers that grant more autonomy to make 

decisions that are better for the long term (Haigh and Hoffman 2012).  

 

Isomorphism versus Structural and Technological Change 

Identification and Characterisation 

The change dimension of our framework reflects the fact that achieving sustainable 

development requires firms, industries and entire economies to alter the ways they operate. In 

this context, the role of technological (Vollebergh and Kemfert 2005; York and Rosa 2003) 

and structural change has been stressed (López et al. 2007). In these processes firms are 
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expected to act as drivers of change for sustainable development at the systemic level. At the 

same time, institutional theory suggests that firms face institutional pressures to comply with 

norms for legitimate behaviour, leading to isomorphism. Institutional isomorphism tends to 

stabilise existing structures and technologies (Campbell 2007; Hoffman 2001). As a 

consequence, there is a tension between the need for firms to comply with institutional 

pressures and established practices and the call for firms to act as innovators for more 

sustainable business practices (Midttun 2007). Accordingly, in our framework this is a 

tension between environmental and social aspects of change processes that operates between 

the organisational and systemic levels. 

An example of the tension between isomorphic pressures and the need for change based on 

breakthrough technologies is the struggle of the automotive industry to supply low-emission 

vehicles. Over the past two decades, the automotive industry has seen bouts of interest in 

various types of low-emission vehicles, including electric vehicles and hybrids (Bakker et al. 

2012). Electric vehicles face considerable acceptance problems due to their limited driving 

range, which means that customers need to break free from the idea of a car as a multi-

purpose vehicle and choose a specific-purpose vehicle instead (Orsato and Wells 2007). 

Hybrids do not face the same legitimacy problems but their potential to contribute to lower 

GHG emissions is also much lower. Thus, strongly institutionalized expectations of cars as 

privately owned multi-purpose vehicles, powered by fossil-fuel engines with high range 

autonomy hinder the acceptance of innovative low-emission vehicles and alternative business 

models based on shared ownership of specific-purpose vehicles. This example illustrates that 

the tension between technological change and legitimacy stems from two opposing forces. 

On the one hand, in order to secure legitimacy, firms need to obey institutionalised and taken-

for-granted behavioural patterns that are rather inert and difficult to influence by a single firm 

(DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Scott 2001). On the other hand, in order to contribute to change 
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towards sustainable development, firms will need to undergo (radical) technological and 

structural change which may require well institutionalised existing practices to be abandoned.  

Hence, firms face a simultaneous challenge to change fundamentally for the sake of 

sustainable development and to comply with dominant institutionalised expectations to secure 

legitimacy. Due to this “tension between [...] existing business models and the radical 

innovations necessary to achieve systemic innovation towards long term sustainable 

development” (Midttun 2007, p. 409), corporate change initiatives collide with isomorphic 

pressures (Barley and Tolbert 1997; Seo and Creed 2002). The adoption and diffusion of 

more sustainable technologies and business practices may be impeded by institutionalised 

norms that stabilise prevailing business practices and reinforce path dependencies. This 

tension reflects the situation in the automotive industry where innovations, like the electric 

vehicle, have not gained widespread approval so far, because they challenge fundamental 

design features and consumption patterns of automobiles that are deeply engraved in 

consumers and car-makers (Bakker et al. 2012). Firms that seek to promote radical technical 

solutions or new business practices need to overcome this inertia and break with 

institutionalised technologies and structures. However, doing so exposes them to the risk of 

losing legitimacy in the market as such technologies become detached from existing 

understandings about cars that are culturally and cognitively taken for granted (Hargadon and 

Douglas 2001; Sanders and Tuschke 2007).  

 

Strategies 

Acceptance strategies to address tensions between isomorphism and change are based on 

acknowledging that novel practices will suffer from institutional disapproval and the 

innovator has to live, at least for a certain time, with the tension between innovation and the 

risk of a loss of legitimacy. Thus, with acceptance strategies firms will continue to offer 
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products and services based on well-established practices to maintain legitimacy while at the 

same time experimenting with and launching alternative offerings based on novel 

technologies or business models. Oftentimes, such structural and technological innovations 

are not based on a dominant design yet (Aldrich and Fiol 1994) and it is unclear which 

technology or business model will eventually gain institutional approval. Acceptance 

strategies thus tend to involve improvisation and trial-and-error loops with different 

technologies and business models. The electric vehicle strategy of the Renault Nissan 

Alliance can serve as an example (Schifrin and Burgelman 2011). The business of Renault 

and Nissan is dominated by conventional models, yet the Alliance also made a $5.2bn 

investment to offer electric vehicles under both brands. In doing so, the car-maker 

purposefully experiments with different design and business model options simultaneously. 

The Nissan LEAF is designed as a multi-purpose family sedan that is sold including the 

battery pack and aligns well with the strongly institutionalised model of private ownership of 

a multi-purpose vehicle. The Renault models (Fluence Z.E. and Zoe) are sold without battery 

packs that have to be leased instead but can be changed rapidly against charged ones at 

service stations. This business model responds to customer reservations around long charging 

cycles and range anxiety and brings down the acquisition price of the car, as the batteries 

constitute the most expensive component of electric vehicles. The acceptance strategy of 

Renault Nissan is characterised by “a ‘shifting stock’ of experimental practices” (Beech et al. 

2004, p. 1316), where different competing technological designs and business models for 

electric vehicles co-exist with conventionally designed cars. The company deliberately 

accepts to live with the tensions this strategy entails and does not settle on one of the options 

as it is still unclear which one is going to be the dominant design and business model for 

electric vehicles. At the same time, the Renault Nissan Alliance is firmly committed to 

further develop and market electric vehicles in parallel to their conventional internal 



31 

 

combustion engine models (Schifrin and Burgelman 2011). 

With a spatial separation strategy, firms can concentrate their established business in 

markets where traditional institutionalised expectations still prevail, while they also develop 

innovative solutions for market segments where institutional change has already taken place. 

Firms can thus exploit different institutional expectations in different markets to escape this 

tension (Oliver 1991) and pursue well-institutionalised and innovative practices at the same 

time. The car-sharing subsidiary car2go of car-maker Daimler is a case in point. While 

Daimler still markets conventional cars in the premium segment, it has been a pioneer in car-

sharing services in urban areas. This service breaks with conventional notions of private 

ownership of multi-purpose vehicles by offering on-demand use of two-seat vehicles of its 

brand Smart (both with an internal combustion engine and as an electric vehicle). Car2go 

concentrates its services on selected cities as the possession of cars tends be less important as 

status symbol for young urban populations (Dijk et al. 2013). Such separation strategies allow 

car-makers to pursue alternative technologies and business models despite the tensions this 

creates for their legitimacy.  

When pursuing synthesis strategies, firms seek solutions that address both legitimacy 

concerns and the pursuit of new technologies and business models. One strategic option for 

firms is to actively engage in institutional change (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006) to shape 

institutional expectations in order to lift the institutional lock-in that impedes technological 

and structural change for more sustainable business practices. The success story of Toyota’s 

hybrid model Prius can serve as an illustration. In the early years after the launch of the Prius 

in 1997 Toyota’s approach was marked by an acceptance strategy to promote hybrid 

technology in spite of legitimacy problems, yet Toyota has succeeded in the meantime in 

achieving institutional approval for its hybrid technology as the car is more and more 

becoming a status symbol (Heffner et al. 2007; Ozaki and Sevastyanova 2011), a trend 
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initially driven by celebrities and strong media coverage. According to market research more 

than half of Prius buyers in the US indicated that their purchase motivation was to make a 

statement about themselves rather than fuel efficiency (Maynard et al. 2007). Toyota actively 

worked towards institutional approval for its hybrid technology to mediate the tension and 

prepare the ground for its use in a wider range of models beyond the Prius. 

 

Efficiency versus Resilience of Socioeconomic Systems 

Identification and Characterisation 

Another tension between organisational and systemic levels, but one with a strong spatial 

element, operates between efficiency and resilience. It is argued that, in a market economy, 

success and survival of the economic system depend on efficiency (Smith 1776). However, 

analyses of the sustainability of economic systems from the perspective of thermodynamics 

and (eco)system theory (Goerner et al. 2009) suggest that efficiency considerations need to be 

complemented by the notion of resilience. Resilience is the magnitude of disturbance that a 

system can tolerate before it can no longer recover to its previous state (Carpenter et al. 

2001). High resilience is linked to high diversity. Efficiency can often be increased through 

concentration, homogenisation, standardisation and centralisation, leading to economies of 

scale; yet these practices tend to lead to lower diversity (Holling 1973; Schütz 1999). As each 

firm aims to increase its efficiency at the organisational level, both intra- and inter-firm 

diversity and resilience on the systemic level are reduced.   

This tension between efficiency and resilience can be explained using the example of 

agricultural diversity (Figge 2004). The decision which crop to grow is made by farmers 

individually to achieve high agricultural yields. Operating under similar constraints they will 

tend to grow similar crops. At the overarching level this can result in a homogeneous 

portfolio of crops that lacks resilience. An interesting case here is the Irish potato famine 
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(1845-1852). Under heavy economic pressures many Irish farmers reverted to the same high-

yield crop – potatoes – which led to a homogeneous portfolio, lacking diversity and 

resilience. This lack became evident when a new threat arrived in the form of a disease 

(Phytophthora infestans), due to which large parts of the crop failed, resulting in the loss of 

human life and mass migration (Fraser et al. 2005).  

The tension between efficiency and resilience stems from a mismatch between the 

organisational and the systemic level. The desired outcome at the systemic level, resilient 

agricultural systems, is in conflict with the desired outcome at the organisational level, high 

agricultural yields of the individual farm. Resilience of the agricultural system can only be 

achieved if at least some farms adopt divergent practices, i.e. planting other crops that are less 

efficient. The tension between efficiency and resilience thus resides between organisational 

and systemic levels, since resilience at the systemic level depends on the combination of 

activities at the level of single organisations.  

The tension between efficiency and resilience intensifies under conditions of uncertainty. 

In a highly predictable environment there is little need to prepare for unexpected changes, but 

under conditions of high uncertainty about potential external shocks resilience becomes more 

important (Kates and Clark 1996). Uncertainties in the agricultural context manifest 

themselves, for example, in the variety of possible weather conditions, different pests and 

diseases. Different crops vary in tolerance regarding these conditions, but also have different 

expected yields. With higher uncertainty it is more important to have different crops to arrive 

at a resilient portfolio. However, this requires that at least some farms plant crops with a 

lower yield and accept lower efficiency for their firms for the sake of an outcome with a 

higher resilience at the systemic level.  

 

Strategies 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phytophthora_infestans
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The tension between efficiency and resilience can be addressed through acceptance and 

resolution strategies. An acceptance strategy in the context of agricultural diversity requires 

decision-makers to simultaneously pursue activities that enhance efficiency and activities that 

increase diversity, even when these are conflicting. In situations where the tension between 

two poles of a paradox cannot be eliminated, Beech et al. (2004) highlight that acceptance 

strategies may entail discussions between different actors to foster a better understanding of 

the tensions and arrive at creative solutions. An example of an acceptance strategy is the 

cooperation between farmers and stakeholders, such as NGOs or scientists (e.g. Cardoso et al. 

2001). While farmers have an interest in efficiency gains and high yields, NGOs seek to 

pressure farms to adopt practices that increase diversity and resilience of the agricultural 

system. When both sides cooperate, they acknowledge the relevance of the other party’s 

interests, even if these do not match, at least not in the short term (Bentley 1994; Penker 

2008). The cooperation of farmers, NGOs and researchers in the Zona de Mata in Brazil 

(Cardoso et al. 2001) is an example where an agroforestry project pursued goals to increase 

both productivity and biodiversity despite their conflicting nature. Interestingly, although it 

did not meet farmer expectations in terms of efficiency increases, the project continued. This 

has been credited to an increased understanding and acceptance of the conflicting goals of 

efficiency and resilience through information exchange. The project was even able to recruit 

further participants when it was already known that the goals for productivity increases were 

not met (Cardoso et al. 2001). 

Tensions between resilience and efficiency can also be addressed with strategies that 

separate decisions relating to efficiency from decisions relating to diversity. Within the 

European Union (EU) the responsibility for maintaining agricultural diversity at the systemic 

level is largely separated from decisions targeting efficiency at the farm level. In Europe, 

“governments and the EU spend roughly € 3.5 billion a year on schemes aimed at 
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encouraging less-intensive farming in order to see gains in biodiversity, landscape 

preservation, and water and soil quality” (Whitfield 2006, p. 908). This includes schemes that 

set aside land for nature conservation and farmland biodiversity (European Commission 

1998; Van Buskirk and Willi 2004). Rather than integrating efficiency and diversity concerns 

with regard to the same agricultural area, such schemes separate part of the agricultural area 

to increase diversity. In this way efficiency and diversity concerns are spatially separated, 

with some parts being managed for high efficiency and others for high diversity. 

Synthesis strategies to address tensions between efficiency and resilience rely on creating 

institutions that link the benefits of higher efficiency with the benefits of higher diversity. 

Institutions constitute widely accepted norms and rules that regulate and potentially 

coordinate single organisations’ decisions in such a way that tensions between the efficiency 

of the individual firm and the resilience at the systemic level are reduced. Such institutions 

play an important role for increasing the resilience of agricultural systems (Fraser 2007). An 

example in this context are traditional cultural institutions at the community level that 

regulate and coordinate land use in a community, like the so-called aynuqa system in the 

Peruvian Andes. The ayunqa system establishes community-level cultural and religious rules 

that oblige private land owners to follow an established crop rotation scheme (Orlove and 

Godoy 1986; Swinton and Quiroz 2003). Each community has several aynuqas, distributed 

across the landscape and their rotation cycles are coordinated sequentially to minimise the 

risk of crop losses (Bluffstone et al. 2002; Orlove and Godoy 1986). This cultural institution 

allows individual farmers to cultivate their own land efficiently while ensuring diversity and 

resilience at the community level by prescribing and coordinating which crop is planted on 

different pieces of land. It establishes “social customs [that] provide reasons for diversity 

maintenance” (Swift et al. 2004, p. 113) as it helps to avoid farmers’ attempts to boost short-

term production at the expense of soil fertility and resilience.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Main Implications 

The discussion of the four selected tensions above has shown that a systematic analysis of 

tensions in corporate sustainability based on an integrative view offers promising avenues for 

future research on a wide range of corporate sustainability aspects. Our framework 

contributes to the development of the emerging integrative view on corporate sustainability 

by proposing dimensions of tensions in corporate sustainability that further specify as well as 

go beyond the traditional economic–environmental–social triad. By doing so, it offers a better 

understanding of the nature of the relationships between different aspects of corporate 

sustainability. The framework thereby provides the basis for the development of strategies to 

manage such tensions based on the integrative view. It offers insights for corporate decision-

makers who seek to “undertake the task of working out the principles and guidelines” 

(Margolis and Walsh 2003, p. 284) for addressing tensions in corporate sustainability.  

Once firms embrace the multiple tensions in corporate sustainability, corporate 

contributions to sustainability that remain unnoticed under the dominant instrumental 

perspective come to the fore. Firms that simultaneously address multiple sustainability 

aspects – even if these appear to contradict each other – can shake off the straightjacket of the 

instrumental perspective that establishes a hierarchy of financial outcomes at the 

organisational level over other sustainability concerns. Our framework contributes in three 

different ways to the conceptualisation of corporate responses to sustainability that are based 

on the simultaneous pursuit of seemingly contradictory economic, environmental and social 

aspects. Firstly, it clarifies the nature of the various tensions by relating them to different 

levels between which they occur, to the change processes that are involved and to the spatial 

and temporal context in which they take place. Secondly, through this systematic lens the 
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sources and the underlying logic of these tensions can be identified. Thirdly, it provides 

insights into different kinds of acceptance and resolution strategies that firms can use to 

manage these tensions without dismissing them. Overall, we contend that accepting tensions 

based on an integrative logic should result in substantive corporate contributions to 

sustainability. 

Since it is probably safe to assume that managers are confronted more often than not with 

tensions and conflicts in corporate sustainability (Devinney 2009), our framework helps them 

to deal with the resulting complexity. Our argument illustrates how acknowledging and 

understanding such tensions enables their management. Most importantly, managing tensions 

based on an integrative view does not mean that conflicting situations should be dismissed, as 

the instrumental view suggests. Rather, the integrative view is based on the ability to live 

with and transcend the tensions based on paradoxical thinking (Lüscher and Lewis 2008; 

Smith and Tushman 2005). 

While we have presented the strategies to manage tensions as distinctive, the different 

strategic options are interrelated and can often be combined. Smith and Lewis (2011, p. 392) 

argue that “paradoxical resolution denotes purposeful iterations between alternatives in order 

to ensure simultaneous attention to them over time”. Therefore, an integrative view that 

accepts tensions between different sustainability aspects and dimensions may require 

iterations between separation and synthesis strategies as well as between acceptance and 

resolution strategies (Smith and Lewis 2011; Smith and Tushman 2005). However, before 

decision-makers can pursue any of the strategies to manage tensions, they first need to 

acknowledge that tensions exist. Our framework offers the vital groundwork for developing 

strategies to manage tensions in an integrative view as it serves to identify and characterise 

the opposing forces that are at the heart of tensions in corporate sustainability.  

From a conceptual point of view, our framework adds novel elements to the meaning of 
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proactiveness of corporate sustainability strategies. Proactive sustainability strategies “have 

been delimited as systematic patterns of voluntary practices that go beyond regulatory 

requirements” (Aragón-Correa and Rubio-López 2007, p. 358). In view of the integrative 

logic, it might well be the case that some of the most proactive corporate sustainability 

strategies are the ones that do not shy away from accepting tensions (Smith and Tushman 

2005) but simultaneously pursue seemingly contradictory strategic orientations (Raisch and 

Birkinshaw 2008) to respond to sustainability challenges. Our framework offers the analytical 

lens to develop such strategies as it allows decision-makers to distinguish between those 

situations where it is worth accepting tensions due to their positive overall contribution to 

sustainability from other situations which generate negative overall sustainability effects and 

hence should be avoided. Thus, our framework can assist managers to better judge conflicting 

sustainability aspects in order to “clarify the competing considerations, probe what gives 

them weight, and explore their relationship” (Margolis and Walsh 2003, p. 284). 

With regard to future research opportunities, the discussion of the four exemplary tensions 

above has highlighted that a systematic analysis of tensions in corporate sustainability offers 

promising avenues for a better understanding of managerial responses to various 

sustainability challenges. As illustrated by the discussion of each of the four exemplary 

tensions, research on the wide range of different tensions that can be identified along the 

different dimensions of our framework will require, in all likelihood, different theoretical 

lenses. Characterising a specific tension through our framework should help to define suitable 

conceptual, theoretical and methodological approaches for future research on tensions in 

corporate sustainability.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The emerging integrative view on corporate sustainability posits that firms need to address 
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economic, environmental and social aspects simultaneously without, a priori, emphasising 

one aspect over another – even if this entails tensions and conflicts. Our systematic 

framework adds to this emerging literature by proposing dimensions for the analysis of such 

tensions. We improve the understanding of the very nature of tensions in corporate 

sustainability which, in turn, should enable firms to acknowledge and manage such tensions 

rather than dismiss them. By doing so, we take into account the managerial reality that 

corporate decision-makers are frequently confronted with situations where they need to deal 

with conflicting sustainability aspects. The magnitude of change that sustainable 

development requires at the individual, organisational and systemic levels makes it unlikely 

that firms will be able to provide substantive contributions to sustainability without the 

willingness and ability to understand and embrace the tensions that come with it. Our 

framework thus helps to unbundle the complex corporate challenge to acknowledge and 

manage tensions in corporate sustainability in a proactive way and opens up promising 

avenues for future research and improved managerial guidance. 
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FIGURE 1:  

Acknowledging and managing tensions in corporate sustainability 
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FIGURE 2 

Systematic Framework for the Analysis of Tensions in Corporate Sustainability 
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TABLE 1 

Characteristics of Selected Tensions and Related Strategies  

Tension 
Identification: Positioning 

in the framework 
Characterisation: Underlying 

logic 

Strategies 

Acceptance strategies 
Resolution strategies 

Separation strategies Synthesis strategies 

Personal versus 
organisational 
sustainability 
agendas 

Personal agenda for 
sustainability vs. 
organisational sustainability 
agenda. 
 
Tension refers to change 
processes with regard to 
addressing different 
economic, environmental 
and social aspects and is 
situated between the 
individual and the 
organisational levels. 

Organisational members’ 
propensity to address social 
and environmental issues 
may be constrained by 
structural elements of the 
organisation, such as 
planning, resource allocation 
or incentive schemes that 
include or exclude 
sustainability issues. 

Create an organisational 
climate of participation and 
creativity to foster informal 
but constructive debate and 
fluid information exchange 
over divergent agendas 
across management levels 
and functions. 

Create temporal pockets 
within the organisation or 
spaces outside the 
organisations where 
organisational members 
can pursue their personal 
sustainability agendas.  

Institute empowering 
structures and policies 
that enable organisational 
members to participate in 
enacting the 
organisational agenda in 
an emergent and 
interactive way. 

Corporate short-
term versus long-
term orientation 

Short-term orientation of an 
organisation’s financial 
objectives vs. need for long-
term orientation for 
environmental protection 
and social equity. 
 
Tension refers to the 
different temporal foci of 
economic, environmental 
and social aspects and is 
situated within the temporal 
dimension of context. 

Due to an intertemporal 
choice problem, corporate 
decision-makers make 
choices that are best for the 
short term but might have 
detrimental impacts for the 
long term. 

Implement compensation 
packages that combine short 
and long-term objectives by 
integrating financial and 
non-financial performance 
criteria. 
 

Make long-term 
orientation a core 
responsibility of top 
management to create 
room for manoeuvre at a 
lower level. 

Implement an alternative 
corporate governance 
structure that is more 
forgiving of not meeting 
short-term financial 
objectives. 

Isomorphism 
versus structural 
and 

Need for change for 
sustainability vs. isomorphic 
pressures that stabilise 

Demands for fundamentally 
changed products and 
business models for more 

Combine products and 
services based on well-
established practices to 

Concentrate established 
business in markets where 
traditional institutional 

Engage in institutional 
change and actively seek 
to shape institutional 
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technological 
change 

extant practices.  
 
Tension acts between 
environmental and social 
aspects in change processes 
and operates between 
organisational and systemic 
levels. 

sustainability jar with well-
established and 
institutionalised practices so 
that change comes at the risk 
of institutional disapproval 
and loss of legitimacy. 

maintain legitimacy with 
experimental practices to 
launch alternative offerings 
despite institutional 
disapproval. 

prevail while launching 
innovative solutions and 
novel business models in 
market segments where 
institutional change has 
already taken place. 

expectations in favour of 
more sustainable business 
practices. 

Efficiency versus 
resilience of 
socioeconomic 
systems 

Tension between efficiency 
of organisations and 
resilience of socio-economic 
systems, i.e. their ability to 
absorb shocks.  
  
Tension refers to conflicting 
processes between the 
organisational and the 
systemic level. 

Under similar conditions 
single firms adopt similar 
solutions to increase their 
efficiency. Such 
homogenisation leads to a 
loss of diversity and thus 
lower resilience at the 
systemic level. 

Instigate cooperation 
between parties with 
opposing interests in 
efficiency and diversity to 
foster mutual understanding 
of the tension and work 
towards creative solutions. 

Address efficiency and 
diversity at different levels 
of decision making to meet 
both objectives 
independently. 

Develop institutions that 
regulate and coordinate 
single organisations’ 
decisions to reduce 
tensions between 
efficiency of the individual 
firm and resilience of the 
system. 

 

 

 


