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Abstract The last decade has witnessed the emergence of

a paradox perspective on corporate sustainability. By

explicitly acknowledging tensions between different

desirable, yet interdependent and conflicting sustainability

objectives, a paradox perspective enables decision makers

to achieve competing sustainability objectives simultane-

ously and creates leeway for superior business contribu-

tions to sustainable development. In stark contrast to the

business case logic, a paradox perspective does not estab-

lish emphasize business considerations over concerns for

environmental protection and social well-being at the

societal level. In order to contribute to the consolidation of

this emergent field of research, we offer a definition of the

paradox perspective on corporate sustainability and a

framework to delineate its descriptive, instrumental, and

normative aspects. This framework clarifies the paradox

perspective’s contents and its implications for research and

practice. We use the framework to map the contributions to

this thematic symposium on paradoxes in sustainability and

to propose questions for future research.

Keywords Corporate sustainability � Paradox � Descriptive
aspects � Instrumental aspects � Normative aspects �
Business case � Research agenda

Introduction

Building on research on paradox in the management liter-

ature (Schad et al. 2016), there is an emerging stream of

research that applies a paradox lens to corporate sustain-

ability (for a recent review, see Van der Byl and Slawinski

2015). A paradox perspective on corporate sustainability

explicitly acknowledges tensions among different desir-

able, yet interdependent and, at times, conflicting sustain-

ability objectives such as environmental protection and

social well-being (Hahn et al. 2015). By accepting and

working through such tensions, a paradox approach enables

decision makers to achieve competing sustainability

objectives simultaneously. Moreover, a paradox perspec-

tive creates leeway for superior business contributions to

sustainable development because it regards environmental

and social concerns as an end in themselves, not just as a

means to the end of profit maximization (Hahn et al. 2010;

Nijhof and Jeurissen 2010). A paradox perspective thus

stands in stark contrast to research emphasizing the busi-

ness case for sustainability according to which firms will

benefit financially when they address environmental and

social concerns (Porter and Kramer 2011; Carroll and

Shabana 2010; Salzmann et al. 2005; Schreck 2011). The
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business case considerably limits the potential contribution

of firms to sustainable development because it establishes a

primacy of financial outcomes at the firm level over con-

cerns for environmental protection and social well-being at

the societal level (Margolis and Walsh 2003; Hahn and

Figge 2011).

Notwithstanding its promise to change our understand-

ing of corporate sustainability, the paradox perspective is

still in its infancy and lacks commonly shared definitions

and frameworks. In this paper, we contribute to consoli-

dating this emerging field of research by offering key

definitions and by delineating its descriptive, instrumental,

and normative aspects (cf. Donaldson and Preston 1995).

At its core, a paradox perspective on corporate sustain-

ability embraces tensions to simultaneously accommodate

competing yet interrelated economic, environmental, and

social concerns that reside at different levels and operate in

different logics and time frames and in different spatial

scales (Hahn et al. 2014, 2015). In analyzing it from

descriptive, instrumental, and normative angles, respec-

tively, we develop a framework that clarifies both the

paradox perspective’s contents and its implications for

research and practice. This framework not only organizes

the contributions to this thematic symposium on paradoxes

in corporate sustainability, but also offers direction for

research that challenges the primacy of corporate financial

performance over environmental and social concerns. We

argue that a paradox perspective offers the conceptual

foundations for a shift beyond the business case toward

‘‘management theory as if sustainability matters’’ (Gladwin

et al. 1995, p. 896).

In the remainder of this paper, we first define the para-

dox perspective on corporate sustainability and delineate it

from the dominant business case view. We then develop

our framework on descriptive, instrumental, and normative

aspects of such a paradox perspective. Before concluding

the paper, we use this framework to map the contributions

of this thematic symposium and offer an outlook on future

research opportunities.

Corporate Sustainability at the Crossroads:
Paradox or Business Case?

Corporate Sustainability

Referring back to the system-level concept of sustainable

development (WCED 1987), Bansal (2005) defines cor-

porate sustainability as the intersection of the three prin-

ciples: environmental integrity, social equity, and

economic prosperity. While for-profit firms play a key role

in sustainable development, because they represent the

productive resources of the economy (Bansal 2002),

‘‘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). By

definition, corporate sustainability thus represents a level-

spanning concept that links organizational activities to

outcomes at overarching societal and natural systems in

that ‘‘business firms are expected to improve the general

welfare of society’’ (Schwartz and Carroll 2008, p. 168).

Corporate sustainability is furthermore characterized by

a multitude of different economic, environmental, and

social objectives that all appear desirable in isolation but

are ‘‘inextricably connected and internally interdependent’’

(Bansal 2002, p. 123). The ambition of sustainability to

address these multiple objectives simultaneously results in

tensions since progress on one sustainability issue might

have detrimental effects for other sustainability issues.

Moreover, sustainability is based on a long-term orienta-

tion to include the needs of future generations instead of

the oftentimes short-term focus of firms (Held 2001;

Slawinski and Bansal 2015). It also seeks equitable devel-

opment opportunities for developed and less developed

regions (Zuindeau 2007). As a consequence, corporate

sustainability is inherently laden with tensions between

different dimensions at different levels that reside at dif-

ferent temporal and spatial scales (Berger et al. 2007; Hahn

et al. 2015).

Paradox Perspective

Whereas the existence of inherent tensions in corporate

sustainability, and in related concepts such as corporate

social responsibility, has been highlighted by numerous

authors for quite some time (Aram 1989; Kaptein and

Wempe 2001; Vilanova et al. 2009; Margolis and Walsh

2003; Calton and Payne 2003; Kallio 2007; Haffar and

Searcy 2015; Van der Byl and Slawinski 2015), only

recently has paradox theory been used as a theoretical lens

to conceptualize corporate sustainability (Hahn et al.

2014, 2015; Gao and Bansal 2013; Slawinski and Bansal

2015). Paradox theory in management posits that para-

doxes, i.e., ‘‘persistent contradiction between interdepen-

dent elements’’ (Schad et al. 2016, p. 6), are ubiquitous

phenomena in organizations, resulting in tensions between

various aspects that ‘‘seem logical in isolation but absurd

and irrational when appearing simultaneously’’ (Lewis

2000, p. 760). A paradox perspective ‘‘explores how

organizations can attend to competing demands simulta-

neously’’ and argues that the long-term success of an

organization ‘‘requires continuous efforts to meet multiple,

divergent demands’’ (Smith and Lewis 2011, p. 381).

Organizations and decision makers may either respond

defensively or proactively to paradoxical tensions, yet
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Smith and Lewis (2011) argue that generative outcomes

where the ‘‘awareness of tensions [triggers] a management

strategy of acceptance rather than defensiveness’’ (p. 391)

depend on the ability to embrace tensions instead of

avoiding them.

Building on these foundations in paradox theory, we

propose the following definition: A paradox perspective on

corporate sustainability accommodates interrelated yet

conflicting economic, environmental, and social concerns

with the objective of achieving superior business contri-

butions to sustainable development. Rather than seeking to

align environmental and social aspects with financial per-

formance to eliminate tensions (as the business case does),

a paradox perspective fosters strategies that accept tensions

and attend to different sustainability objectives simultane-

ously, even if they are conflicting (Gao and Bansal 2013;

Hahn et al. 2015). At its core, the paradox perspective

provides the conceptual foundations for an approach to

corporate sustainability that accepts tensions between

economic, environmental, and social concerns that reside at

different levels and operate at different temporal and spa-

tial scales in order to achieve more substantive business

responses to multiple sustainability challenges. It invites

firms and decision makers to accept and live with tensions

in sustainability and enables them to address multiple

environmental and social concerns, even in the absence of

immediate business benefits, for instance by addressing

sustainability challenges early on when business benefits

are still unclear (Rivoli and Waddock 2011) or by engaging

with fringe stakeholders with little or no direct business

relevance (Hart and Sharma 2004).

While it alleviates the constraint of immediate business

benefits from corporate sustainability, a paradox perspec-

tive does not mean that firms abandon a profit orientation

altogether. Rather, ‘‘paradoxical resolution denotes pur-

poseful iterations between alternatives in order to ensure

simultaneous attention to them over time’’ (Smith and

Lewis 2011, p. 392). A paradox perspective thus creates

leeway for more substantive corporate contributions to

sustainable development by purposefully balancing and

combining instrumental initiatives—where addressing

sustainability issues yields business benefits—with moral

initiatives—where firms address environmental and social

issues in their own right (Hahn et al. 2016). In this way,

firms will address a wider range of sustainability issues to a

fuller extent because they will not only focus on those that

offer immediate business benefits.

As Lüscher and Lewis (2008, p. 234) find, accepting and

‘‘working through’’ paradox enables organizational change,

not by ‘‘eliminating or resolving paradox, but [by] con-

structing a more workable certainty’’ when dealing with

tensions. By doing so, it alleviates the paralysis that deci-

sion makers often experience when confronted with

tensions. Accordingly, a paradox perspective on corporate

sustainability proposes that accepting and working through

the tensions around sustainability enables change in, of,

and by firms toward sustainable development. To illustrate

how sustainability concerns can be addressed through a

paradox perspective, we apply Smith and Lewis (2011)

four types of paradoxes: paradoxes of belonging, learning,

organizing, and performing.

Paradoxes of belonging refer to tensions around indi-

vidual and collective identities and between different val-

ues and roles (Smith and Lewis 2011). In the context of

corporate sustainability, such tensions occur, for instance,

when organizational members hold competing values and

identities with regard to environmental and social concerns

(Aguilera et al. 2007; Wright et al. 2012; Ghadiri et al.

2015; Allen et al. 2015). Where such tensions of belonging

are perceived in terms of either/or-dilemmas between

personal and organizational views, one will be subordi-

nated to the other, and organizational members are likely to

disconnect from or even overtly oppose the organization’s

sustainability activities (Rodrigo and Arenas 2008).

By contrast, accommodating conflicting personal and

organizational identities and values around sustainability

can foster change for sustainability, since the coexistence

of conflicting identities and values within the organization

can drive cognitive organizational reorientation (Fiss and

Zajac 2006), organizational creativity (Woodman et al.

1993) and organizational learning (Huzzard and Östergren

2002). Firms can foster the coexistence of competing

identities and values, for instance, by creating structures

and temporal pockets in the organization where alternative

individual identities and values can flourish—and eventu-

ally feed back into the organization so that the confronta-

tion with diverging identities and values nurtures a

productive process of progress (Sundaramurthy and Lewis

2003). Such a productive engagement with sustainability is

unlikely to occur if tensions of belonging are undermined

or eliminated by seeking to align personal values or iden-

tities with the dominant organizational ones.

Paradoxes of learning describe tensions between exist-

ing and novel activities during processes of renewal,

change, and innovation (Smith and Lewis 2011). Since

sustainable development involves a transition from cur-

rently unsustainable to more sustainable business practices

and requires firms to fundamentally alter their current

patterns of activity, paradoxes of learning are highly rele-

vant for corporate sustainability. In firms, tensions around

learning for sustainability occur between the need to radi-

cally depart from currently unsustainable business prac-

tices and products and the need to build upon existing

routines and systems (Kolk and Pinkse 2008). Pursuing an

either/or logic results either in an excessive reliance on

radical and disruptive innovation—which jeopardizes the
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feasibility and widespread dissemination of sustainable

innovations—or in a bias toward incremental change—

which falls short of the scale of change that is required to

effectively address sustainability challenges.

Change toward more sustainable business models

(Boons and Lüdeke-Freund 2013) requires simultaneously

building upon and destroying current activities (O’Reilly

and Tushman 2008) to create novel, more sustainable

organizational forms and practices. From a paradox per-

spective, such ‘‘tension between […] existing business

models and the radical innovations necessary to achieve

systemic innovation towards long term sustainable devel-

opment’’ (Midttun 2007, p. 409) can be addressed through

organizational ambidexterity, i.e., the ability to simulta-

neously pursue explorative and exploitative activities for

sustainable innovations (Maletič et al. 2014). Accordingly,

engaging with paradox has been found to foster creativity

and innovation (Miron-Spektor et al. 2011).

Paradoxes of organizing stem from the structure and

leadership of organizations and manifest themselves in

tensions around collaboration and competition, empower-

ment and direction, and flexibility and control (Smith and

Lewis 2011). There is an ongoing debate as to how sus-

tainability activities should be organized and structured and

to what extent sustainability activities can be integrated

into the core structure of the organization (Yuan et al.

2011; Griffiths and Petrick 2001). If organizations decide

to either fully integrate or completely separate sustain-

ability activities, they either subdue sustainability initia-

tives to the dominant commercial logic of daily business

operations—leaving no leeway for longer-term and more

fundamental considerations—or they marginalize sustain-

ability initiatives at the periphery of the organization.

A paradox perspective keeps the tension between

structural separation and integration open. While some

sustainability activities become integrated with core busi-

ness routines and structures to allow for commercial ben-

efits, other activities are deliberately kept separate to create

space for sustainability initiatives to ‘‘flourish indepen-

dently of prevailing business practices’’ (Yuan et al. 2011,

p. 77) in order to address sustainability concerns beyond

commercial considerations (Hahn et al. 2016). In addition,

tightly and loosely coupled structures can be coordinated

through cross-functional interfaces and network structures

that combine different independent units horizontally

(Griffiths and Petrick 2001; Gupta and Govindarajan

2000). Living with the tension between different structural

forms of sustainability activities through a paradox per-

spective thus enhances the simultaneous pursuit of com-

mercially beneficial sustainability measures on the one

hand and morally driven ones on the other.

Finally, paradoxes of performing refer to tensions

around the plurality of competing organizational goals in

the face of divergent stakeholder demands (Smith and

Lewis 2011). Paradoxes of performing touch the very heart

of corporate sustainability and its ambition to contribute to

a diverse set of potentially competing sustainability issues,

such as climate change, biodiversity conservation, poverty

alleviation, public health, or education. Following an

either/or perspective, firms will perceive these tensions as

multiple dilemmas. Given the dominance of a commercial

logic in business organizations, firms will seek to eliminate

these dilemmas by selectively picking those environmental

and social concerns where business benefits can be

expected, dismissing all other sustainability concerns in the

process.

A paradox perspective on performing tensions embraces

conflicts between different performance domains in sustain-

ability and seeks to attend to multiple competing sustain-

ability goals simultaneously. To work through performing

paradoxes, firms engage in ongoing improvisation to attend to

the multiple performance areas in a balanced way (Beech

et al. 2004; Clegg et al. 2002). Sustainability concerns that

might be in conflict with the organizational goal of prof-

itability will thus not be excluded. Rather, contradictory

sustainability aspects are juxtaposed without emphasizing

one aspect as ‘‘best option.’’ In this way, the performing

paradox is kept open and works as an invitation to simulta-

neously act on multiple economic, social, and environmental

outcomes.

Beyond the Business Case

It is evident that a paradox perspective on corporate sus-

tainability stands in stark contrast to the dominant business

case perspective. While early writings on corporate sus-

tainability were deeply embedded in a systems logic that

takes into account the level-spanning and multifaceted

nature of corporate sustainability (Purser et al. 1995;

Gladwin et al. 1995), over the last two decades ‘‘[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). The business case for sustainability is based on the

dominance of economics language (Ferraro et al. 2005) and

appropriates sustainability in terms of narrow business

interests (Banerjee 2008; Welford 1997). The business case

logic conceptualizes corporate sustainability solely at the

organizational level and seeks to eliminate tensions by

aligning environmental and social concerns with the end of

improving corporate financial performance (Hahn et al.

2014).

Most importantly, under a business case logic, envi-

ronmental and social concerns are not seen as having

intrinsic value. Consequently, contributions to sustainable
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development will be limited to those sustainability aspects

that promise to result in positive effects on the economic

performance or the market position of the firm within a

comprehensible timeframe (McWilliams and Siegel 2011).

This reductionist and instrumental logic of the business

case leaves little room for radical shifts in business prac-

tices since it seeks to translate responses to intricate sus-

tainability issues into measurable and controllable

management tasks that fit with conventional business

models and practices. This selective and purely instru-

mental alignment of sustainability aspects with business

outcomes and established business routines limits the scope

and scale of corporate contributions to sustainable devel-

opment: Business case strategies consider sustainability

objectives only if, and only to the extent that, they promise

business benefits. Hence, as Nijhof and Jeurissen (2010,

p. 618) succinctly summarize, the ‘‘business case approach

results in opportunism, leaves institutional blockades intact

and drives out the intrinsic motivation for engaging in

[sustainability]’’.

Overall, a paradox perspective on corporate sustain-

ability not only considerably widens the scale and the

scope of corporate contributions to sustainability; it also

offers the theoretical foundations for a conceptualization of

corporate sustainability that removes the limitations that

result from the primacy of business benefits over envi-

ronmental and social concerns.

Descriptive, Instrumental, and Normative Aspects
of a Paradox Perspective

To further develop research into tensions and paradoxes in

corporate sustainability, we distinguish between descrip-

tive, instrumental, and normative aspects of a paradox

perspective on corporate sustainability and subsequently

discuss their interconnections. To clarify the content of a

paradox perspective on corporate sustainability and high-

light its significance and implications, we develop on its

‘‘descriptive accuracy, instrumental power, and normative

validity’’ (Donaldson and Preston 1995, p. 65). These three

aspects outline, respectively, the descriptive categories that

capture how firms respond to tensions in sustainability,

address the consequences of sustainability paradoxes and

their underlying mechanisms, and reflect on the normative

foundations of a paradox perspective on corporate sus-

tainability. In the following, we provide an outline of

descriptive, instrumental, and normative aspects of a

paradox perspective on sustainability separately, before

addressing connections between them. Figure 1 serves to

structure this discussion, to organize the contributions to

this thematic symposium, and to identify opportunities for

further research.

Descriptive

A paradox perspective on corporate sustainability has

important descriptive aspects. It can be used to describe

and explain how firms and decision makers deal with

paradoxical tensions around multiple sustainability issues,

which relies on descriptive categories that accurately cap-

ture organizational phenomena around such tensions. From

a descriptive perspective, relevant empirical questions

include (cf. Schad et al. 2016): Does a paradoxical per-

spective offer more accurate descriptions of managers’ and

businesses’ responses to sustainability challenges (for

instance, in comparison with a business case view)? What

types of paradoxes do decision makers and firms perceive

when being confronted with sustainability issues? What

kinds of strategy do individuals and organizations develop

to respond to tensions around sustainability issues?

Empirical research on tensions and paradoxes in cor-

porate sustainability is still rather scant (Van der Byl and

Slawinski 2015). As one example, Slawinski and Bansal

(2015) examine how organizations attend to the tensions

between short-term and long-term orientations around

corporate sustainability. Jay (2013) describes the process

through which decision makers in a sustainable hybrid

organization navigate paradoxical tensions between dif-

ferent organizational outcomes. Ghadiri et al. (2015)

investigate how CSR consultants manage the tensions

between profit and social responsibility and find evidence

for ‘‘paradoxical identity mitigation’’ where professionals

simultaneously embrace and distance themselves from

competing demands. Berger et al. (2007) identify firms that

follow a so-called syncretic stewardship model in that they

try to simultaneously cater for economic, social, and

environmental demands through constant balancing and

negotiation.

Given the dearth of descriptive studies on tensions in

corporate sustainability, there remain important gaps. One

important area refers to different types of paradoxes that can

occur around sustainability. For instance, we do not yet

know whether firms and decision makers experience addi-

tional types of paradoxes, beyond belonging, organizing,

learning, and performing (Smith and Lewis 2011), that are

more specific to corporate sustainability (for a conceptual

categorization of tensions in social enterprises, see Smith

et al. 2013). Another important area refers to the strategies

that firms and decision makers use to respond to tensions in

corporate sustainability. Of course, generic response

strategies to paradox have been proposed (Poole and Van de

Ven 1989), and there is some evidence underlining their

utility from neighboring fields such as social entrepreneur-

ship (Battilana et al. 2015), yet there is still little research on

the specific forms of paradoxical responses to tensions in

sustainability. Relatedly, we need a better understanding of
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the antecedents and boundary conditions of paradoxical

responses to sustainability concerns.

Instrumental

Instrumental aspects of a paradox perspective on corporate

sustainability seek to establish connections with various

outcomes (cf. Donaldson and Preston 1995). They refer to

the consequences of paradoxical tensions and the different

ways to (mis)manage these, including detrimental and

generative outcomes (cf. Schad et al. 2016). In this context, a

paradox perspective on corporate sustainability includes but

explicitly goes beyond organizational level outcomes and

also considers outcomes in overarching societal or natural

systems and adopts short- and long-term timeframes

(Slawinski and Bansal 2012). Instrumentality can refer to all

three dimensions of sustainability, with no a priori emphasis

of one dimension over others (Hahn and Figge 2011). This

means that inquiry into the consequences of corporate sus-

tainability does not necessarily have to refer to economic or

financial outcomes but can also highlight environmental or

social outcomes ormultiple objectives (Mitchell et al. 2016).

Relevant questions in this context are: Does a paradoxical

approach to corporate sustainability lead to stronger corpo-

rate contributions to sustainability in terms of positive eco-

nomic, environmental, and/or social impacts? What are the

underlying mechanisms of a paradoxical perspective on

corporate sustainability that may lead to superior sustain-

ability outcomes? Does working through tensions in sus-

tainability have specific positive or negative outcomes in

performance areas other than sustainability?

Examples of existing instrumental studies based on a

paradox perspective include Scherer et al. (2013) who

argue that a paradox approach to competing sustainability

demands will most likely help firms to maintain their

legitimacy. Hahn et al. (2016) propose that firms that are

able to balance and combine profit-oriented and morally

driven social initiatives in an ambidextrous manner will

achieve higher levels of positive environmental and social

impact. Richardson and Cragg (2010) discuss the tensions

between financial and ethical outcomes in socially

responsible investments.

While there is an impressive body of literature on the

financial consequences of adopting environmental and

social initiatives based on the business case (Schreck 2011;

Orlitzky et al. 2003; Margolis and Walsh 2003), we lack

systematic empirical analyses of the economic, social, and

environmental outcomes of a paradox approach to sus-

tainability. The paradox literature has offered evidence on

the mechanisms behind generative outcomes of embracing

paradoxical tensions, for instance in the context of inno-

vation (Raisch and Birkinshaw 2008), creativity (Miron-

Spektor et al. 2011), and corporate governance (Sundara-

murthy and Lewis 2003). However, we do not know

whether the same performance effects and underlying

mechanisms also apply in the context of corporate sus-

tainability or to what extent the specific, level-spanning

and multifaceted nature of corporate sustainability requires

distinct mechanisms to generate sustainability outcomes.

Normative

A paradox perspective on corporate sustainability has a

strong normative core. It is based on the conviction that

firms have a responsibility that goes beyond financial

performance and shareholder interests. It also builds upon

the idea that competing environmental and social concerns

at the level of overarching societal and natural systems

have intrinsic value. Accordingly, these concerns represent

objectives for their own sake, irrespective of their ability to

further financial or shareholder interests (cf. Donaldson and

Preston 1995). A paradox perspective on corporate sus-

tainability invites alternative normative positions on the

objective function of the firm and hence underpins the

notion of ‘‘a multi-objective corporation as a means for

enabling a greater range of management decisions so as to

permit more direct corporate engagement in the diverse

goals of various stakeholders’’ (Mitchell et al. 2016,

p. 252). In accordance with its explicit objective to achieve

superior business contributions to sustainable development,

a paradox perspective creates leeway for the full consid-

eration of the intrinsic value of multiple sustainability

issues (e.g., future generations, biodiversity, and poverty

alleviation) irrespective of their value for business. By

Fig. 1 Descriptive, instrumental, and normative aspects of a paradox

perspective on corporate sustainability
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doing so, it offers a platform for the normative debate of

the role of business in the wider context of sustainable

development (van Marrewijk and Werre 2003; Steurer

et al. 2005).

While there is ample literature on the normative foun-

dations of corporate sustainability and neighboring con-

cepts (Garriga and Melé 2004; Quinn and Jones 1995), to

the best of our knowledge, there is no literature that

specifically addresses the normative foundations of a

paradox perspective on corporate sustainability. Relevant

questions in this context include: How can a paradox per-

spective on corporate sustainability be normatively justi-

fied as opposed to the utilitarian foundations of the

business case? What are suitable moral grounds to justify

the demand that firms balance different, equally relevant

but competing sustainability challenges? To what extent

are there normative limitations to keeping tensions and

conflicting situations around sustainability concerns open?

A major gap in this context refers to the need for a

normative justification of a paradox perspective on cor-

porate sustainability. The wider sustainability debate has

been marked by an ongoing discussion of the extent to

which the depletion and substitution of natural resources

is justifiable under a sustainable regime (Neumayer

1999). This debate is reflected in the opposition of

technocentric versus ecocentric conceptions of corporate

sustainability (Gladwin et al. 1995). It requires further

elaboration how a paradox perspective on corporate sus-

tainability could be positioned within this spectrum of

sustainability conceptions—and how balancing or even

compromising between different sustainability concerns

can be justified normatively.

Interconnections

As Donaldson and Preston (1995) highlight, descriptive,

instrumental, and normative aspects are mutually support-

ive. In the following, we therefore shed light on the

interconnections between these three aspects of a paradox

perspective on corporate sustainability. A better under-

standing of how descriptive, instrumental, and normative

aspects are connected facilitates the design of robust and

meaningful inquiries into corporate sustainability based on

a paradox perspective. These interconnections—depicted

as arrows in Fig. 1—help us to identify opportunities for

future research and provide the background for mapping

the contributions of this thematic symposium.

Descriptive aspects can inform instrumental research

inasmuch as they prepare the ground for testing instru-

mental predictions [see arrow (1) in Fig. 1]. Descriptive

accounts of differences in how managers and firms deal

with sustainability tensions can serve as independent con-

structs in instrumental inquiries and offer explanatory

power for organizational- or societal-level outcomes of

corporate sustainability. For instance, different managerial

responses to tensions around climate change could be tes-

ted with regard to their explanatory power for predicting

corporate carbon performance. Likewise, the descriptive

identification of different types of sustainability tensions

invites instrumental analyses of the consequences of the

prevalence of different types of paradoxical tensions.

Accordingly, researchers could study if different sustain-

ability outcomes are associated with paradoxes of belong-

ing, organizing, learning, or performing.

Descriptive aspects can inform normative studies on

paradox and corporate sustainability [see arrow (2)],

although they cannot be used to test the normative foun-

dations of a paradox perspective (cf. Donaldson and Pre-

ston 1995). Descriptive accounts of alternative normative

positions of managers and firms on the finality of firms

offer valuable insights for normative inquiries into how

managers and firms actually justify sustainability initiatives

that go beyond the business case. Accordingly, descriptive

findings regarding what norms and values decision makers

leverage to justify the simultaneous pursuit of conflicting

sustainability objectives can highlight the relevance of

different normative theories as foundations for a paradox

perspective on corporate sustainability.

Instrumental inquiries into the consequences of a para-

dox perspective on corporate sustainability can likewise

enhance descriptive research [see arrow (3)]. By identify-

ing relevant characteristics and mechanisms of a paradox

perspective that have instrumental value for sustainable

development, instrumental studies offer useful categories

and lenses for descriptive studies into the conditions under

which characteristics and mechanisms for the achievement

of superior sustainability outcomes through a paradox

approach can actually be found. For instance, there is

evidence that managers’ ability for paradoxical thinking

has instrumental value for creativity (Miron-Spektor et al.

2011). Similar findings of instrumental studies into the

consequences of paradoxical thinking with regard to sus-

tainability outcomes would indicate that descriptive studies

of the antecedents of paradoxical thinking among managers

are particularly relevant.

Instrumental studies are also linked to normative aspects

[see arrow (4)]. By establishing links between means and

ends, instrumental research refers to the finality of orga-

nizations’ activities. This finality is ultimately value-laden

since any position on the purpose and the objective func-

tion of the firm rests on a normative foundation (Freeman

et al. 2004; Donaldson and Walsh 2015). Instrumental

approaches help to identify the role of paradoxical mech-

anisms in achieving normatively desirable organizational

contributions to sustainable development. By showing

whether and which sustainability outcomes are likely to be
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achieved through a paradox perspective, instrumental

studies can help to identify gaps between actual sustain-

ability performance and the normative principles underly-

ing corporate sustainability. For instance, instrumental

studies into the intergenerational outcomes of corporate

sustainability initiatives can identify whether or not a

paradox approach to sustainability initiatives measures up

to the normative requirements of sustainable development.

Finally, normative aspects influence descriptive [see

arrow (5)] and instrumental approaches [see arrow (6)].

Normative approaches and theories inform descriptive

studies by offering multiple descriptive categories on how

managers and firms position themselves with regard to

sustainable development which can be used as lenses in

descriptive analyses. This link invites descriptive inquiries

into the normative and moral constitution of firms and

decision makers to identify to what extent there exists some

paradoxical orientation beyond the business case among

managers and firms. Normative aspects also inform

instrumental inquiries into the consequences of a paradox

perspective on corporate sustainability by offering pre-

scriptive categories for desirable outcomes of corporate

activities with regard to sustainable development. They

define the various goals and outcomes a paradoxical per-

spective on corporate sustainability should contribute to.

For instance, sustainable development as a normative

concept provides instrumental studies into the conse-

quences of corporate sustainability initiatives with perti-

nent outcome variables, for instance with regard to inter-

and intra-generational equity (Padilla 2002) or planetary

carrying capacities (Whiteman et al. 2013).

Research Opportunities

A paradox perspective on corporate sustainability provides

the conceptual foundations for ‘‘[o]rganizational inquiry

[to] go beyond efforts to reconcile corporate responses to

social misery with the neoclassical model of the firm, […]

[where] social and economic tension should serve as a

starting point for new theory and research’’ (Margolis and

Walsh 2003, p. 280). Distinguishing between descriptive,

instrumental, and normative aspects of a paradox per-

spective helps scholars to identify opportunities for further

research. In the following, we sketch out the six contri-

butions to this thematic symposium and map them in our

framework according to their main focus and to the

interconnections they establish between the three aspects

(see Fig. 2). We then explore opportunities for further

research on a paradox perspective on corporate sustain-

ability along descriptive, instrumental, and normative

routes.

Descriptive Focus

This thematic symposium contains three articles with a

mainly descriptive focus. These articles have in common

that they seek a better understanding of how firms and

decision makers deal with sustainability-related tensions.

In their article, Carollo and Guerci (2017) analyze how

sustainability managers in Italian firms deal with tensions

in their identity construction processes. They identify three

main tensions in the identity work of sustainability man-

agers: between business and values orientation, between

organizational insiders and outsiders and between short-

term and long-term aspects of their identity work. Through

their study, they contribute to a more fine-grained under-

standing of paradoxes of belonging (Smith and Lewis

2011) in the context of corporate sustainability. In addition,

they provide evidence for the occurrence of paradoxical

thinking among sustainability managers as they find that

some used paradoxical responses to live up to both com-

peting poles of the respective tensions simultaneously.

They juxtapose these paradoxical approaches with those

managers who responded in an either/or manner and settled

on one pole of the tensions.

As a further contribution, they identify metaphorical

reasoning as a coping mechanism that underlies paradoxi-

cal responses by sustainability managers to tensions in their

identity work. More precisely, their findings reveal that

Fig. 2 Characterization of the contributions to the thematic

symposium
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either/or responses and paradoxical responses to identity

tensions around sustainability rely on different types of

metaphors, polarizing metaphors and bridging metaphors,

respectively. These insights offer valuable evidence on

paradoxical response strategies that are used by decision

makers to deal with tensions around sustainability.

Kannothra, Manning, and Haigh (2017) investigate how

so-called Impact Sourcing Service Providers deal with the

tension between offering IT and related services on a

competitive basis while hiring and training people from

disadvantaged groups in their local communities. They

describe how the dual embeddedness of such firms in their

local communities, on the one hand, and in global supply

chains, on the other hand, creates a paradox of performing

(Smith and Lewis 2011), in particular concerning how they

approach growth. Moving onto instrumental ground, they

show how the firms in their sample have opted for either

‘‘community-focused’’ growth, where they settle for slower

growth within the constraints of established relationships

within their communities, or for ‘‘client-focused’’ growth,

faster growth that is driven by an aspiration to expand but

where the firm ends up managing client and community

relations separately. These growth orientations are inex-

tricably linked with other paradoxes, not least paradoxes of

learning, for example regarding different ways in which

tensions are perceived and managed, or paradoxes of

belonging, such as which strategies are viable and

acceptable to the firms and their founders in the first place.

Lastly, the authors draw attention to the importance of

geographic embeddedness and distance for the paradox

literature.

Sharma and Jaiswal (2017) describe different cognitive

frames held by individuals at different levels of an orga-

nization. They analyze how these frames interact and what

these interactions imply for managing sustainability ten-

sions. Using the example of a Bottom of the Pyramid

(BOP) project of a global pharmaceutical company, they

show that paradoxical, business case, and business frames

were held at different levels of the organization and at

different times. In their article, Sharma and Jaiswal offer a

dynamic model of how organizations manage sustainability

tensions. They build on existing research on cognitive

frames in sustainability (Sharma and Good 2013; Hahn

et al. 2014) that they criticize for using cognitive frames as

ready-to-wear mental templates. Accordingly, they add to

this body of research by proposing a dynamic model of

cognitive frames. In their case study, they identify a con-

vergence of the cognitive frames of project leaders and

organizational leaders. In addition, they show how decision

making horizons mediate sustainability frames. Building

among others on Reinecke and Ansari (2015) and Slaw-

inski and Bansal (2015), they identify bottom-up temporal

work, and, building on Staudenmayer et al. (2002), they

identify event-based temporal shifts as two mechanisms to

explain shifts in cognitive frames.

Instrumental Focus

The articles of this thematic symposium with a mainly

instrumental focus seek to explain the outcomes of differ-

ent approaches to tensions in corporate sustainability and to

identify and understand the mechanisms that underlie such

outcomes.

The study of Iivonen (2017) examines how beverages

giant The Coca-Cola Company deals with the tension

between its core business model and the social issue of

obesity. The main focus of this study is to understand the

mechanism that the firm employs to protect its business

model against threats from increasing calls for changes in

the offerings of food and drink companies as a response to

the obesity epidemic (Stuckler et al. 2012; Kleiman et al.

2012). The author identifies the defensive response of

projection through which Coca-Cola seeks to separate the

issue of obesity from the tensions and responsibilities that

are associated with it. She shows that by purposefully

constructing the issue of obesity and the role of consumers

in a paradoxical manner, the company seeks to divert

attention from the tensions between obesity and its busi-

ness model.

This study makes several contributions at the intersec-

tion of descriptive and instrumental aspects. It reveals a

very instrumental, if not opportunistic, approach to ten-

sions in corporate sustainability and shows that the active

management of tensions around a sustainability issue does

not necessarily result in generative outcomes for the social

cause. Rather, as this case study shows, paradoxes can be

actively managed toward the end of achieving commercial

objectives, while—normatively speaking—undermining

the intrinsic value of the social issue. While discursively

embracing the issue of obesity, projecting the responsibility

and tensions with regard to dietary choices and obesity

upon consumers allows the company to divert the tensions

from its core business model. This study thus advances our

understanding of defensive responses to paradoxical ten-

sions (Schad et al. 2016) and highlights that there is no

automatic link between the active management of tensions

around sustainability issues and positive outcomes for

sustainability.

The study of Stadtler (2017) investigates how tensions

between competition and collaboration (i.e., coopetition)

play out in a cross-sector social partnership (CSSP). CSSPs

bring together firms, governments, and NGOs with the aim

to collaborate for the achievement of a social objective.

However, since such partnerships tend to comprise more

than one firm at any one time, it seems inevitable that

competition between them would hamper the achievement
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of the social objective (Hahn and Pinkse 2014; Peloza and

Falkenberg 2009). Instead of assuming that competition

will by definition hinder the achievement of the social

objective, Stadtler (2017) examines empirically how the

people in charge of managing CSSPs deal with these ten-

sions strategically so that the partnerships can increase

their social impact. Her main findings emphasize the

instrumental value of actively managing paradoxical ten-

sions between collaboration and competition and between

social and economic goals, respectively. In studying two

CSSPs focused on education, she finds that the partnership

managers deliberately used their influence over partnership

design so as to use inter-firm competition as a leverage to

achieve the partnerships’ social objectives. Nonetheless,

only one of the CSSPs turned out to be successful in doing

this. With her study, Stadtler (2017) contributes to the

paradox perspective on corporate sustainability by showing

how partnership managers combine paradoxes of organiz-

ing with regard to partnership design and paradoxes of

performing between economic and social goals and use the

ensuing tensions instrumentally for social purposes.

In their conceptual article, Ivory and Brooks (2017)

identify a lack of research examining organizational

capabilities which contribute to the successful management

of paradoxes in corporate sustainability. They highlight

instrumental aspects of a paradox perspective in that they

contribute to a better understanding of the mechanisms

behind the successful management of paradoxical tensions

in corporate sustainability. To do so, they build on Smith

and Lewis’ (2011) dynamic equilibrium model and in

particular the distinction between the pathway of accep-

tance and the pathway of resolution of paradoxes. Theo-

rizing the organizational capabilities that contribute to

these pathways, they introduce the concept of strategic

agility (Doz and Kosonen 2010) to paradox theory and

argue that strategically agile organizations are better placed

to navigate these pathways. Ivory and Brooks (2017) link

the three organizational meta-capabilities of strategic sen-

sitivity, collective commitment, and resource fluidity (Doz

and Kosonen 2010) to the two pathways. They argue that

strategic sensitivity and collective commitment contribute

to the acceptance of paradox, and collective commitment

and resource fluidity to the resolution of paradox. Finally,

they identify a set of organizational practices and processes

that organizations can draw on that affect their organiza-

tional meta-capabilities to manage corporate sustainability

with a paradox lens.

Normative Focus

While some of the articles of this thematic symposium

touch upon normative implications of a paradox perspec-

tive on corporate sustainability, none has a predominantly

normative focus. Above, we have already highlighted some

key questions and potential avenues to address this gap of

normative research on a paradox perspective. Inherent in a

paradox perspective on corporate sustainability is the

acknowledgment of the intrinsic value of interrelated, yet

competing sustainability issues. This normative position

has two main implications. First, it posits that different

sustainability objectives are each ends in themselves and

that none should be systematically subordinated to any

other. This equivalency of sustainability objectives links

corporate sustainability to the debate on strong sustain-

ability (Málovics et al. 2008). It raises the question to what

extent there can be compromises between different com-

peting sustainability objectives. Future research could

address the normative justification for balancing compet-

ing, yet interrelated sustainability objectives without vio-

lating the need to preserve critical levels of different forms

of economic, environmental, and social forms of capital.

Second, a normative perspective on paradox highlights

the intrinsic value of the plurality of sustainability objec-

tives, even if these are competing (Hahn and Aragón-

Correa 2015). The coexistence of different views and

preferences regarding competing sustainability objectives

can spur novel and innovative responses to sustainability

issues. Accepting and pursuing competing sustainability

objectives due to their inherent value brings into proximity

competing demands; it highlights hidden connections and

unconventional responses, thus creating ‘‘spaces of possi-

bility’’ (Byrch et al. 2015) that go unnoticed if some sus-

tainability objectives are selectively emphasized over

others. For future research, it is, hence, essential to be

aware of the inherent normative stance of a paradox per-

spective on corporate sustainability and the implications it

has on descriptive and instrumental inquiries.

Outlook and Conclusion

This thematic symposium offers six insightful works on the

emerging paradox perspective on corporate sustainability.

They improve our understanding of how decision makers in

various contexts deal with tensions and paradoxes around

corporate sustainability (Carollo and Guerci 2017; Sharma

and Jaiswal 2017; Kannothra et al. 2017) and offer insights

into the mechanisms behind the consequences of address-

ing such tensions in defensive (Iivonen 2017) or proactive

ways (Stadtler 2017; Ivory and Brooks 2017). In an effort

to embed these six articles in the research field and to

contribute to a common understanding of a paradox per-

spective on corporate sustainability, we offer a definition of

the concept as well as a framework to delineate its

descriptive, instrumental, and normative aspects. Our

framework offers a better understanding of the various
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types of, and approaches to paradoxes, of the various

outcomes, and of the normative foundations of a paradox

perspective.

A paradox perspective has the potential to unshackle

research on corporate sustainability from the hegemony of

the business case. It provides the conceptual foundations

‘‘to abandon a purely economically driven paradigm and

achieve a more balanced set of socially and environmen-

tally responsible values’’ (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010,

p. 363) in order to achieve substantive business contribu-

tions to sustainable development. Distinguishing between

descriptive, instrumental, and normative aspects enables

scholars and practitioners to more fully realize the potential

of the paradox perspective on corporate sustainability.

First, it offers a clearer focus on relevant organizational

phenomena and a more accurate description of how firms

and decision makers deal with tensions among multiple

interrelated, yet competing sustainability issues. A paradox

perspective may well shed new light on business responses

to sustainability issues that were not fully understood or

even discarded because they look irrelevant or irrational

from a business case perspective. Second, from an instru-

mental point of view a paradox perspective offers novel

avenues to explain firms’ responses to some of the most

pressing challenges of sustainable development and the

outcomes of their engagement with these challenges. Since

it allows for the coexistence of interrelated but competing

demands, a paradox perspective accommodates a wider

range of pathways to explain how and why firms can

contribute to various societal objectives. Third, a paradox

perspective on sustainability provides the grounds to con-

sider a wider range of sustainability outcomes even when

immediate business benefits are absent. By acknowledging

the inherent value of competing sustainability issues for

their own sake, it invites scholars to rethink the finality

and the purpose of the firm beyond the maximization of

profits.

Distinguishing between descriptive, instrumental, and

normative aspects, and emphasizing the inter-linkages

among these, thus helps us to sharpen the analysis of

paradox in corporate sustainability and beyond. It reminds

us that an accurate description of organizational phenom-

ena and decision makers’ conduct relies on a plurality of

descriptive lenses even if they are competing. It helps us to

understand multiple, at times competing outcomes beyond

dominant categories in a world of ever-increasing com-

plexities. Last but not least, it invites us to reconsider the

normative foundations on which any inquiry into organi-

zational responses to societal challenges is based. Corpo-

rate sustainability is an area where tensions and paradoxes

are paramount. Adopting a paradox perspective on corpo-

rate sustainability helps scholars and practitioners to

overcome conceptions of corporate sustainability that

systematically emphasize business outcomes over societal

concerns. Responses to sustainability challenges that allow

businesses and society to thrive, paradoxically, require

giving up the categorical primacy of profitability so that

firms can iteratively attend to various interrelated, yet

competing demands for achieving economically prosper-

ous, environmentally healthy, and socially equitable de-

velopment paths.
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Lüscher, L. S., & Lewis, M. W. (2008). Organizational change and

managerial sensemaking: Working through paradox. Academy of

Management Journal, 51(2), 221–240. doi:10.5465/amj.2008.

31767217.
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