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ABSTRACT JEL CLASSIFICATION
The business case as the prime mover of business decision-making Qo; M1; 21
retains an iron grip on the public imagination and the business

school curriculum. Recent studies suggest its influence may be
exaggerated, and that its depiction as totalising is somewhat car-

toonish. We survey the role and effects of the business case in

corporate sustainability efforts. Rather than examining its validity

or correctness, we approach the business case as a commonly

employed cultural artefact. We argue that the business case is

neither sufficient nor necessary for sustainable innovation, and

examine how it operates as a fixation and impediment, as well as

occasional enabler. We conclude by laying out paths for sustain-

ability champions to innovate with and beyond the business case.

The business case for sustainability is a straightforward proposition about ‘an alignment
of social and environmental outcomes with financial performance’ (Hahn et al. 2014,
466). Or, more poetically, that doing good will lead to doing well (Karnani 2011). It is
only a slight exaggeration to declare that the thrust of all research on organisations and
the environment is to resoundingly demonstrate, empirically, beyond a shadow of
a doubt, this proposition (Margolis and Walsh 2003; Vogel 2005). The holy grail of
this collective effort is a proof so powerful that it is valid across industries, countries and
firm sizes, applicable to both Samsung and a laundromat in a developing country. By
proving that green is green, the business case would empower CEOs and founders the
world over to urgently transition their business activities, simply out of corporate self-
interest. Attaining this proof would be ‘game over’, and may - depending on one’s zeal
for academic rightsizing - render further research on business and sustainability
unnecessary.

Academics are not alone in this endeavour. Prominent businesses like 3M, thought
leaders like Bill Gates, consultants like McKinsey, and NGOs like EDF typically urge
business to pursue sustainability using the same logic. Policymakers, in particular, often
proffer incentives to unleash market forces towards desired ends by making the eco-
nomic rationale more evident, less risky, or more lucrative. In academia, there are
advocates (Khan, Serafeim, and Yoon 2016) and also evidence in some quarters (Leffel,
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Lyon, and Newell 2024), but complete, unequivocal validation for the business case
remains stubbornly out of reach.

Nonetheless, its grip on the imagination - as an idea or ideal - is still strong. The
business case for sustainability, like the business case for any other organisational
endeavour, is unlikely to vanish anytime soon. It is hard to imagine an economic case
not being integral to any major corporate decision. In its ubiquity and taken-for-
grantedness, it is a frame for interpreting, narrating, motivating, and evaluating business
action.

In practice, the business case for sustainability may be more than anything else
a Rorschach test. Believing in it - like believing in climate science - tells us, perhaps,
more about the person than about the matter at hand. The earnest activist, who wants to
work within the system by bringing good sense to corporate decision-making, will see
every study and anecdote about the profitability that ensued from a green action as
another arrow in their quill to persuade businesses to change tack. A world-weary, brass-
tacks executive that constantly gets pitched about the latest and greatest HR policy, Al
gizmo, and surefire marketing campaign will be more sceptical. Studies and data are
harnessed towards buttressing one’s value systems and not changing one’s mind. But
even the most enlightened and purely rational of us who truly wish to evaluate the
argument on its merit will have a hard time understanding how a fossil fuel company can
benefit from going green, or refuting that it has helped make Patagonia wildly successful.

To make headway on understanding the business case for sustainability, in this essay
we shift our attention away from abstract, economically informed generalisations about
it. Instead, we explore its contingent, equivocal manifestation in processes of corporate
decision-making. At the coalface is where personal ideologies and belief systems are
concealed, where dubious assertions are expressed, where Excel sheets cast their spells,
where workplace politics are laid bare, and where proponents need to get all their
proverbial ducks in a row to have any chance of success.

In other words, we purposefully move away from thinking of the business case as
a monolith. We agree that the concept of the business case for sustainability is ‘out there,’
a powerful, and by now well-known, idea in the general business culture. The Global
Reporting Initiative, UN Global Compact, and the World Business Council for
Sustainable Development jointly assert that ‘[t]he business case for corporate sustain-
ability is well established’ (2015, 8). However, we are less interested in this abstraction
and more in the context-specific business cases that are developed, honed, and adapted in
particular settings.

In our view, the business case is akin to a ‘strategic concept’ that actors develop to
‘shape how attention is allocated, knowledge accumulated, activities coordinated, and
decisions legitimated’ (Jalonen, Schildt, and Vaara 2018, 2822). We think of each
instantiation of the business case for sustainability as unique and different. Each instan-
tiation will evolve on a singular path as constellations of actors engage with it, refine it,
embrace or reject it. In an organisational setting, the business case for sustainability is
rarely static — a business case made a decade ago for replacing incandescent light bulbs to
LEDs has very little in common with a business case made today about engaging with
supply chains to preserve biodiversity. We propose that this is an interesting and useful
starting point for thinking about ‘the” business case, namely how exactly it channels or
mediates organisational sustainability efforts.
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In the following sections, we review a variety of critiques and arguments both
for and against the business case for sustainability. We begin with claims that are
more conceptual, and that assess whether the business case is sufficient or
necessary for advancing sustainable innovations. While these claims have an
intellectual rightness about them, we argue that in practice, instantiations of the
business case are no more nor less than a tool for cognition and communication
that elevates some details, possibilities, and emotions, while suppressing others.
We thus interrogate the discourse about the business case as a fixation and an
impediment, unhelpfully hobbling sustainability initiatives. Conceding, however,
that the (reified) business case for sustainability is here to stay, we conclude by
outlining ways that champions can operate within and beyond the business case
in order to further their goals.

2. Business case as sufficient

One powerful idea undergirding the business case is that it is sufficient for business
action on sustainability (or other issues). From this view, advocates of an issue should
focus on establishing the business case because if there is such a case for some action,
then that action will automatically follow. This is an ostensibly a-cultural model,
grounded on the primacy of economic thinking (Ferraro, Pfeffer, and Sutton 2005;
Fourcade, Ollion, and Algan 2015) where the business case is self-actuating. The under-
lying logic is that managers are hyper-rational or that the economic system is competitive
enough to eliminate inept businesses that ignore the business case. Either way, business
case thinking offers a powerful lure of compelling action and avoiding the messy work of
organisational change. If the case is broad enough, this action also promises to occur at
scale. For example, if marketers can show that most consumers prefer sustainable
products, then the market will quickly shift in that direction.

In reality, this idea is an incorrect description of either sustainability or innovation.
Consider McKinsey’s famous 2009 report that identified $1.2 trillion of profitable energy
efficiency reforms awaiting implementation (Galbraith 2009). If one were to truly believe
the business case to be sufficient, then the premise of this report is an impossibility. It is
a manifestation of the parable of the eminent economist strolling with his [sic] student:
The student sees a $20 bill on the ground, and is perplexed that the esteemed economist
walked by it without appearing to notice, much less stooping to pick it up. When asked,
the senior scholar, unruffled, explains that the bill could not conceivably have lain on the
ground, for if the opportunity to profit was really there, some other rational person
would surely have already taken the money. In a world where the business case for energy
efficiency is real and sufficient to impel action, it is inconceivable that the McKinsey
report would ever need to be written (see also Biggart and Lutzenhiser 2007).

From an innovation perspective, the litany of failed innovations (e.g. Segway)
and rejected blockbusters (e.g. Xerox’s failure to commercialise the graphical user
interface for computers) serves to demonstrate that an innovation’s profitability is
only partially linked to its development. The sufficiency argument can perhaps
provide the motivation to work on an innovation, following the belief that estab-
lishing its profitability is enough to ensure its success. For example, an innovator
might doggedly promote an idea, bolstered by the conviction that others will
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recognise its profitability and readily support it. At the same time, fully accepting
the sufficiency argument implies that little to no effort is needed to promote the
innovation - its adoption should spontaneously follow from the development and
disclosure of a business case. In reality, such an expectation will likely doom any
innovation to failure.

3. Business case as necessary

While the possible sufficiency of the business case elicits enthusiasm, others engage with
the business case out of a more dour view that the expectations of others make it
necessary. Proponents of an issue might not like or care about the business case, but
they still need to make it because they assume that decision-makers in businesses do not
take actions unless they are perceived to be profitable. This perspective offers consider-
able improvement over the a-cultural model of organisational action implied by the view
of the business case as sufficient. Just as it is axiomatic for communicators to know their
audience, an innovation gains traction when its advocates tailor their arguments to fit the
beliefs of decision-makers (Falchetti, Cattani, and Ferriani 2022). Issue sellers promote
an initiative by aligning their arguments with the understandings and priorities of
management (Andersson and Bateman 2000; Bansal 2003; Howard-Grenville 2007). To
the extent that these beliefs are grounded in economics, then it becomes more important
to make the business case (Sonenshein 2016). In the extreme, an organisation with a strict
unidimensional culture of profit maximisation, and profit maximisation only, would
indeed make the business case necessary.

Not many organisations are really like this though. Most have multiple goals, values,
and beliefs (Brunsson 2002) and these provide flexibility for issue proponents (Schifeling
and Soderstrom 2022; Wickert and de Bakker 2018). Processes of framing and sensemak-
ing use this multiplicity in ways that accentuate different understandings of the organisa-
tional culture (Giorgi, Lockwood, and Glynn 2015). In addition, organisations are also
mini-polities, with many competing interests and coalitions that advocate for favoured
activities, sometimes regardless of their profitability (Weber and Waeger 2017; Zald,
Morrill, and Rao 2005). Ineluctable uncertainty about the profitability of different
options - from technology, regulation, demand, etc. — serves to fuel this political process
(Kaplan 2008). As a result, rather than judgement by the business case, other factors like
power, inertia, convictions and even the random matching of problems and solutions
(Cohen, March, and Olsen 1972), all seem to be prevalent in organisational decision-
making. Expectations about large-scale sustainability transitions that will eventually
unfold, and that will dramatically alter the business landscape, are sometimes enough
to carry the day. The business case may not be necessary.

4. Business case as fixation

Ultimately, if the business case is neither sufficient nor necessary for advancing sustain-
ability, then the overwhelming attention to it represents a fixation. The widespread
attention to the business case for sustainability reflects a market ideology that seeks ‘to
uphold the belief that companies’ activities in the market economy system are not
random, arbitrary, or illegitimate, but instead serve the system’s purpose of generating
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economic value’ (Hafenbradl and Waeger 2017, 1585). This ideology leads managers to
reduce business behaviour to a simple logic: companies choose the activities that max-
imise profits (Friedman 1970). Pursuing sustainable innovation must therefore emanate
from the existence of a business case.

Like any other ideology, this view filters attention, cognition, and communication
about business sustainability (Hafenbradl and Waeger 2017; Sonenshein 2006). As
a result, the fixation on the business case threatens to warp sustainable innovation. It
can lead sustainability proponents to present their ideas as profit-driven, thereby filtering
and possibly editing out more nuanced considerations. Even when a sustainability
initiative has motivations that are not purely economic, sceptical employees and other
stakeholders may perceive it to be motivated by profits. Ultimately, diverse motives and
initiatives lose recognition, as projects are imbued with, or originate in, a market
ideology.

This fixation has consequences. A growing body of research reveals that the business
case is simply ineffective in motivating action and innovation. Compared to values-based
appeals, the business case generates less emotion, support, and ambition, even among
managers in conventional businesses (Hafenbrddl and Waeger 2017; Luederitz et al.
2023; Mayer et al. 2019). The lack of positive emotions can cripple the development of
innovative sustainability projects (Soderstrom and Weber 2020). Without a grander
purpose than making money, managers lack motivation to do the hard work of devel-
oping new ideas and overcoming the inevitable obstacles to push innovations forward
(Henderson 2020).

Further, converting deeply held values into an economic logic undermines the
authenticity of sustainability advocates. As Kaplan (2020, 1) writes: ‘the business case
may not actually motivate managers to act, it may be alienating to those for whom the
business case is being made, and it may create moral struggles for the people who feel
they must make the business case to justify social action.” Consequently, the fixation on
the business case is likely to reduce the scope of reforms, becoming an impediment.

5. Business case as impediment

Many have decried the business case as incremental, risk-averse, and short-sighted,
leading organisations to pursue low-hanging fruit rather than structural changes
(Barnett et al. 2021; Crane et al. 2014; Dauvergne and Lister 2013; Gao and Bansal
2013; Hahn et al. 2014; Kaplan 2020; King and Pucker 2021). For example, the business
case may readily lead companies to instal energy-efficient lighting and sensors to shut off
unused equipment, but not to eliminate fossil fuels (e.g. through installing renewable
energy systems, electrifying vehicles and other equipment, and developing alternative
industrial processes), or to redesign products and supply chains to become circular.
Presumably, the business case is incremental because the net present value (NPV) of
more substantial changes is too low. Critics question whether there is indeed a business
case for sustainability, especially for deeper reforms that restructure an organisation’s
purpose (Berchicci and King 2022; Parker et al. 2018).

Another way in which the business case can be an impediment is by serving as a cloak
to conceal ideological opposition to sustainability efforts. By requiring an explicit busi-
ness case be made on issues that are fraught and at the same time difficult to quantify or
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monetise, opponents can set obstacles and unattainable thresholds to thwart reformers.
Less sinister, but perhaps more prevalent, is that the same approach can be utilised by
individuals who aspire to depoliticise workplaces. Requiring a business case allows
decision-makers to avoid confrontation about uncomfortable issues, and can also exempt
them from confronting difficult choices. The business case can serve to maintain the
comfortable and familiar status quo.

Further, even when the business case is convincing and accepted, its triumph is never
assured. If conditions deteriorate (e.g. a recession, a decline in sales, inflation) then the
business case that was compelling when devised may suddenly not add up. The rational
response is to abandon initiatives that had previously been greenlighted. As a result,
many companies have only a tenuous commitment to sustainability (Wright and Nyberg
2017). The iron-clad business case is too fragile to sustain sustainability.

The glass may, however, be half full. When critics bemoan the lack of ambition that
characterises the business case, they often acknowledge that it can enable incremental
innovations that succeed despite a lack of enthusiasm inside or outside the organisation.
The upside is that a track record of incremental ‘small wins’ (Weick 1984) may pave the
way for the business case to accelerate reforms (Hahn et al. 2014), and may thus
constitute a useful tool for promoting sustainable innovation (Ferraro, Etzion, and
Gehman 2015).

6. Business case as enabling tool

There are several ways that deploying a business case approach can serve as an enabling
tool. Even if not strictly necessary nor sufficient, pursuing the business case can still
advance innovation by providing a challenging problem that stimulates creativity
(Nidumolu, Prahalad, and Rangaswami 2009). Consider that the relationship between
resources and innovation is famously complex because resource deficits can motivate
problem-solving behaviour and actors can creatively reinterpret existing resources to
serve new ends (Sonenshein 2014). As a result, by pursuing the quest to make the
business case, a sustainability proponent may discover innovative solutions. This idea
is reflected in mantras such as 3M’s Pollution Pays Principle to encourage innovations
that save money and reduce waste, as well as examples like the development of creative
financing schemes for solar energy systems (Plumer 2014).

Sustainable innovation generates tremendous passion and it is often the work of
enthusiastic change agents that push it forward (Heucher et al. 2024; Soderstrom and
Weber 2020). These reformers operate inside organisations, where their key advantage is
knowledge about opportunities and resources for advancing sustainability (Briscoe and
Gupta 2016; Dutton et al. 2001; Howard-Grenville 2007). With experience and skill, they
develop a deep understanding of an organisation’s culture, what frames will resonate or
not, which organisational members are allies or opponents, and what moments are
opportune or inauspicious. They may also develop the capability to tailor messages to
particular audiences (Wickert and de Bakker 2018), and even to compartmentalise their
own self-understandings (Meyerson and Scully 1995; Pamphile 2022). Consequently, it is
plausible that the widespread use of the business case by practitioners reflects a savvy
calculation that this approach improves their chances of gaining organisational support
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(Sonenshein 2016). From this perspective, 3M’s Pollution Pays Principle is a highly
successful message to encourage and promote sustainable innovations.

Moreover, thinking of the business case as a tool highlights how it is not a fixed and
objective constraint. This flexibility stems from both quantitative and qualitative aspects
of the business case. First, the ideal version of the business case suggests a ‘hard’ number
like NPV that determines whether some sustainable innovation is profitable or not.
However, research on quantification and economic performativity underscores the social
construction of these numbers (Berman and Hirschman 2018). This point is reinforced
by the wide range of estimates on the returns to sustainable innovations (Berchicci and
King 2022; Fowlie, Greenstone, and Wolfram 2018; Jaffe et al. 1995). Second, the business
case is often mobilised as a qualitative narrative that can be stretched to encompass
a proliferating set of mechanisms (e.g. efficiency and innovation, but also customer
loyalty, risk management, reputation, licence to operate, resiliency, investor relations,
stakeholder communication, etc.). As a result, sustainability champions can creatively
expand the business case to justify a wider zone of innovations: not only is there
a business case for energy efficiency and green products, but also for auditing distant
suppliers and setting net zero goals (Schifeling and Soderstrom 2023).

Nevertheless, there are doubts about the wisdom of framing sustainability innovations
through the business case: What happens when champions rely on a single tool?
Returning to earlier points, the business case threatens to block deeper reforms, as well
as degrade motivations to support sustainable innovations. The contrast between the
widespread use of the business case and survey evidence on the superior strength of
value-based frames suggests that there is a collective fallacy, where people tend to assume
that everyone else cares more about the business case than they actually do (Rode et al.
2021). These beliefs accurately reflect the institutionalised norms and expectations about
legitimate values in organisations and markets (Sonenshein 2016), but apparently err
about the latent support for other values and logics. Accordingly, the challenge for
reformers is to create institutional change that elevates alternative frames.

7. Business case as chrysalis

In seeking to understand how organisations become more sustainable, researchers have
identified numerous typologies such as reactive-proactive, laggard-leader, and focused-
integrated (Herremans, Herschovis, and Bertels 2009; Sharma and Vredenburg 1998;
Slawinski and Bansal 2012). Common to these typologies is a distinction between
organisations that focus on incremental changes with a strong and immediate business
case versus organisations that emphasise multiple goals and pursue more ambitious
changes. More recently, researchers have shown that organisations can navigate between
different approaches with experience and the accumulation of resources (Kim and
Schifeling 2022; Sandhu and Kulik 2019; Schifeling and Soderstrom 2022). This process
suggests that the business case may be a launchpad for reform, and that the efforts of
reformers can succeed in replacing it with new understandings and values (Howard-
Grenville 2007).

A chrysalis view suggests a phase shift. In the pre-mature phase, the business case takes
centre stage and consumes attention, understood to be necessary and an enabler of
change. In the mature phase, the constraining structure of the business case falls away,
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and the beautiful butterfly appears, with sustainability part of its being. Knowledge and
attention to sustainability have become more tacit and ingrained, and the organisation
feels comfortable in its own skin. Rather than asking ‘is there a business case for an
innovation,” the new idea is pursued on a more holistic view of its merits. The business
case may not be fully understood or developed at the outset of an innovation process, but
there is an assuredness that it will eventually appear, or that even a failed effort will yield
some positive outcomes down the line, from learning and experience.

An important mechanism for this transition is the proliferation of goals and standards
that provide alternative reference points for motivating reforms. For example, large
numbers of companies set net zero goals and other ambitious sustainability targets, as
well as disclose to standards like the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Carbon
Disclosure Project (CDP), and Science Based Targets Initiative (SBT1). As these practices
become mandatory (initially for larger and more polluting entities operating in stronger
regulatory environments), an even wider scope of companies will engage with them.
Importantly, these goals and standards effectively create free spaces - sheltered from the
demands of the business case - for reformers to develop more ambitious reforms (cf.,
Etzion et al. 2017; Kellogg 2009; Rao and Dutta 2012). In these spaces, the threshold for
a sustainable innovation to gain support may shift from profitable to feasible: reforms
that are marginally profitable can still gain support if they contribute to the organisation’s
performance with goals and standards.

However, many organisations remain mired in this transition process, buffeted by
transient pressures. Even as reformers work to build a foundation for pivoting beyond
the business case, a countermovement can erode these advances at this stage of limbo.
Political opposition to sustainability initiatives or a change in leadership can push
companies to abandon commitments, goals, and participation in standards (Callery
2022; Warren 2022; Wright and Nyberg 2017). Halting the progression outlined above,
companies may then withdraw to the safety of the business case. For example, Republican
politicians in the U.S. successfully pressured large asset managers, such as JPMorgan,
BlackRock, State Street, and Pimco, to withdraw from Climate Action 100+, an investor
coalition to address climate change (Gelles 2024). With this move, managers seek to
again rely on the privileged logic of the business case (Sonenshein 2016), exempting
themselves from having to make hard decisions, utilise other logics, and confront
difficult realities. The chrysalis does not always successfully transform into a butterfly.

8. Conclusion

Surveying the business case as a cultural artefact reveals a surprising continuity between
many believers and sceptics of the business case for sustainability: a realist understanding
of the business case as an enduring presence and powerful factor in organisational
decision-making. For believers, if the business case exists, then some reform will happen
(business case as sufficient), or if it does not exist, then reform is not possible (business
case as necessary). For sceptics, the business case is an iron cage that constrains reform
because it inevitably leads to merely incremental actions (business case as impediment).

A constructivist interpretation also accommodates a corresponding set of positions.
For sceptics, the emphasis on the business case reflects an ideology that warps percep-
tions of sustainable innovation (business case as fixation). Favouring the business case,
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skilled and creative reformers work to mobilise and expand the business case (business
case as enabling tool). In some cases, the business case can also help catalyse institutional
change that unlocks deeper pathways to reform (business case as chrysalis), although
success is far from assured.

This essay outlines the ways that sustainability advocates can innovate within and
beyond the business case. The analysis complements conceptual assessments of the
business case, associated with realist perspectives, and research on individual-level
attitudes and uses for the business case, associated with constructivist perspectives. In
doing so, we highlight the crucial performative work of champions inside organisations
to drive sustainable innovations forward.
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