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Sustainability agency in business: an interdisciplinary review and research 

agenda 

  

Tiina Onkila, Satu Teerikangas, Katariina Koistinen and Marileena Mäkelä 

 

 

Introduction 

Multiple actors, such as managers, activists, employees and customers, in and around 

business have identified the current significant challenges related to sustainability and have 

started to argue for the need for change, if not paradigm shifts, in the ways of doing business. 

Taking a closer look, the role of human action is crucial when pursuing sustainability in 

business. Across the social sciences, the role of human actors is often approached via the 

concept of agency, which refers to the human capacity to act and to make a difference 

(Giddens, 1984; Dietz and Burns, 1992; Bandura, 2006). Further, agency is considered as being 

intentional and reflexive (Dietz and Burns, 1992; Bandura, 2001). Understanding the relation 

between business and sustainability requires knowledge of the role of agency in shaping this 

relation toward greater degrees of un/sustainability. In recent years, the need to pay 

attention to human action as an enabler of change has been noted (Aguinis and Glavas, 2012). 

This involves asking questions, such as what are or can be the contributions of actors to 

sustainability, as well as why and how they contribute to sustainability in business (Pesch, 

2015; Koistinen, 2019). 

 

While studies have started to highlight the role and importance of human agency toward 

sustainability change in business, upon closer examination, no single discipline owns this field 

of research. In other words, this appreciation is fragmented across disciplines, theories, 

literatures, phenomena, and journals. This mirrors the situation regarding the study of 

sustainability agency in general, beyond business contexts. Indeed, based on our meta-review 

of research on different forms and types of sustainability agency across disciplines, levels of 

analysis, sectors and contexts, we observed the difficulty in finding a discipline with a clear 

focus on or ownership of the study of sustainability actors (Teerikangas et al., 2021). While 

the above review provided an interdisciplinary perspective on sustainability agency, there is, 
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further, a need for a more in-depth and systematic understanding of sustainability agency in 

business contexts and the role of actors in making business more sustainable. Additionally, 

we perceive the need for more knowledge of how sustainability actors act, how contextual 

factors shape their approaches and how they aim to influence business towards sustainability. 

 

In this chapter, we take up this challenge. Our aim is to provide an integrative view on 

sustainability agency in business, particularly regarding the questions of who the relevant 

actors are and how they act. To appreciate sustainability agency in business settings and for 

the purposes of this chapter, three disciplines are of interest: sustainability science, 

management studies and corporate social responsibility (CSR). For one, sustainability science 

appreciates agency in the broader, systemic context of sustainability transitions (Fischer 

and Newig, 2016; Koistinen et al., 2019; Koistinen and Teerikangas, 2021). For another, two 

disciplines can be pointed out as having focused on sustainability agency as it relates to 

business: management studies and CSR research. In this chapter, we thus review extant 

research on sustainability agency, as it relates to business, across the sustainability 

transitions, management studies and CSR streams of literature. In so doing, our main 

contribution is in offering a meta-review of prior research on sustainability agency in business 

settings, a typology of sustainability actors, as well as pointers toward future research. 

 

We have organised this chapter as follows: in Section 2, we introduce the concept of 

sustainability agency. In Section 3, we introduce our research method and review how it has 

been studied in the sustainability transitions, management studies and CSR streams of 

literature, followed by a synthesis of this understanding. Finally, in Section 4, we discuss 

future research directions arising from this analysis. 

 

What is sustainability agency? 

Agency is a classic concept across the social sciences, particularly used in, but not limited to 

sociology (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). For the purposes of this chapter, we proceed to a 

selected overview of classics of agency, moving thereafter to appreciating and then defining 

sustainability agency.Agency can be defined as an individual’s or a collective’s capacity to act, 

though the bulk of research tends to adopt the individual-level focus (Giddens, 1984; Dietz 

and Burns, 1992). Over time, the concept of agency has been viewed and defined across the 
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social sciences in different ways, using a variety of theoretical perspectives (Bandura, 2002; 

Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Koistinen, 2019; Teerikangas et al., 2021). For example, 

according to Bandura (2002), agency refers to intentionally influencing one’s functioning and 

life circumstances. Based on Stones (2005), Sherwin (2009) and Tourish (2014), Koistinen 

(2019) summarises agency as intentional action, involving the possession of power. Thus, it 

can be defined as the ‘ability to engage in purposeful action’ (Tourish, 2014, p. 87) and ‘having 

the capacity to take an action’ (Tourish, 2014, p. 80). Although multiple non-human forms of 

agency are recognised (Latour, 2005; Jokinen et al., 2021), in this chapter, we focus on human 

agency. Such a definition as the capacity to act (Bandura, 2001) reflects free will and 

determinism (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998), thus characterising the historical evolution of 

humankind. 

 

Similarly, the concepts of agency or agent can be found in both the CSR and the sustainability 

transition streams of literature. In these literatures, the focus is on individual and/or collective 

agents and their agency in furthering CSR and sustainability transitions. Taking a closer look, 

within the framework of corporate sustainability, the term agent refers to individual and 

collective actors as participants in purposive actions in their attempt to either prevent or 

generate change (Bos et al., 2013; Fischer and Newig, 2016). In the field of sustainability 

transitions, agency can be defined as an actor’s behaviour with regard to such change 

(Loorbach, 2007). Koistinen (2019) stresses that agency furthering sustainability transitions 

may also be a collective action and a social phenomenon that is shaped by sociocultural 

contexts (Billet, 2006; Eteläpelto et al., 2013). Indeed, individual and social agency are mutual 

and should be considered as intertwined (Billet, 2006). 

 

Concerning agency in sustainability transitions, Pesch (2015) emphasises that the questions 

of why individual agents make certain decisions, why they have certain motivations and how 

these motivations can be influenced remain largely unanswered. He also views individual 

agents as parts of larger societal and institutional realms, motivated by different contextual 

factors. He calls for a more in-depth understanding of what drives people at different societal 

levels to embed into sustainability change. 
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Based on an interdisciplinary literature review, sustainability agency is proposed as an 

umbrella concept to incorporate the diversity of actors engaging in sustainability work 

(Teerikangas et al., 2021a). The concept of sustainability agency offers an integrative take, 

across disciplines, on the phenomenon of active sustainability agency. In so doing, the 

concept offers an umbrella term for sustainability actors operating at different levels of 

analysis, contexts, while studied with varying theoretical lenses across disciplines, thereby 

encapsulating different actor types. The concept therefore encapsulates individual, activist, 

and relational forms of agency, as well as governance as a mode of agency. Further, the 

concept of agency is often betted in opposition to and in tandem with surrounding social and 

societal structures, and a classic question in sociology has been which one matters, agency or 

structure (Ritzer, 2005). Indeed, while the literatures abound with similar concepts, for 

example sustainability performance and sustainability behaviours, the uniqueness of 

sustainability agency is its operating at an aggregate level, encapsulating various forms of 

agency. It has focus on intentionality and active change orientation, both at individual and 

collective levels, towards sustainable futures. While for example the concept of sustainability 

behaviour shares the interdisciplinary nature of sustainability agency, it lacks orientation 

toward intentionality and active change creation – instead, sustainability behaviour can also 

maintain unsustainable practice and rather mechanically repeat prior traditions with no focus 

on change, and be open to influence of others (Ketron and Naletelich, 2019). As another 

example, While sustainability agency pays attention at the full processes, for example 

sustainability performance is oriented on results of such action and characterized by 

collective level focus (see e.g. Papoutsi and Sodhi, 2020). 

 

Methods 

We focused on reviewing three streams of literature in order to gain an appreciation of 

sustainability agency in business: (1) sustainability transition literature discusses the role of 

agency in sustainability transition in general; and (2) management studies given its generic 

focus on management phenomena; and (3) CSR literature given its explicit focus on 

responsible business. As each stream of literature differs in its focus on agency toward 

sustainable business, we conducted three parallel reviews, using selected methodologies and 

search words for each, in order to obtain a thorough coverage and an understanding of the 

status of sustainability agency research across the studied streams of literature. 
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In sustainability transition literature, literature search was done in November 2018 in the 

Scopus database, using the selected terms ‘“agency” AND sustainability transitions’ and 

‘“agent” AND sustainability transitions’ in paper abstracts, titles or keywords. We limited the 

search to cover the period of 2014–2018. The search resulted in 270 publications. After 

excluding papers that did not focus on agency and sustainability transitions, 77 journal articles 

were included in the final sample for review. 

We continued our search of sustainability agency in mainstream management journals. Our 

focus was on the leading 16 journals in the field (i.e. Journal of Management Studies, Journal 

of Management, British Journal of Management, Academy of Management Journal, Academy 

of Management Review, Academy of Management Annals, Organization Studies, Research 

Policy, Human Relations, Administrative Science Quarterly, International Journal of 

Management Reviews, Journal of International Business Studies, Long Range Planning, 

Organization Science, Strategic Management Journal, and Strategic Organization). As the 

search with the exact term ‘sustainability agency’ led to few meaningful results, the search 

was enlarged to encompass terms related to sustainability, including sustainability, CSR, 

responsibility, climate change, and energy as well as proxies for agency including 

agent/agency, manager/professional/employee, grassroots, community, niche, activism, 

social movement, non-governmental organisations (NGO), and social entrepreneur. After 

cross-checking the full sample, the final sample reviewed included 150 papers published in 

the period of 1992‒2020. 

Finally, we reviewed leading CSR journals in order to appreciate the state of the art of research 

on sustainability agency. The reviewed journals included Organization and 

Environment, Business Strategy and the Environment, Journal of Business Ethics and Business 

and Society. Our search was based on the words agency, championship, activism, advocacy 

and pioneer. It was conducted in November 2019. This resulted in 281 articles, in which the 

search terms were mentioned in paper title, abstract or keywords. After exclusion based on 

the centrality of the search terms in the articles and the meanings in which the search terms 

were used, the results were narrowed down to 88 articles. 

We applied different literature search methodologies for each of the three streams of 

literature. This choice reflected the fact that, upon conducting the searches, we observed 

each stream to address and discuss sustainability agency in different ways. Put differently, 



 

 6 

each stream of research appeared to bear a different degree of maturity in the study of 

sustainability agency. While the sustainability transition literature has an explicit, ongoing 

discussion using the term ‘agency’, such a discussion is missing from the management studies 

and CSR literatures. Taking a closer look, in the latter streams, the search with the term 

‘sustainability agency’ or ‘sustainability agent’ led to few, if any, results. Therefore, as 

researchers, we needed to revert to different search methodologies and search words for 

each of the three streams of literature. In CSR literature, where the relevant discussion was 

more extensive, the search could be done based on terms similar to agency, but in the 

management journals, also actor groups had to be included in search words. Further, the 

timescale of our reviews varied depending the existence of prior literature reviews. To this 

end, the sustainability transition review was done in 2019, covering only the years 2014‒

2018, given that a prior review exists that covers years leading to 2014 (Fischer and Newig, 

2016). In management and CSR literatures, no prior reviews were found, and hence a longer 

timespan was adopted. The different methods for our literature reviews are summarised in 

Table 2.1. 

 
Table 2.1 Methodologies for literature reviews 

 
Stream of literature  Search words Target journals  Number of 

articles 

Sustainability 
transition 

agency AND sustainability transitions 
and agen AND sustainability 
transitions 

Searches were targeted 
at sustainability science 
literature and especially 
the discipline of 
sustainability transitions, 
with no specific journal 
limitation. 
 

77 articles 

Management terms related to sustainability, 
including sustainability, CSR, 
responsibility, climate change, and 
energy as well as proxies of agency 
including agent/agency, 
manager/professional/employee, 
grassroots, community, niche, 
activism, social movement, NGO, and 
social entrepreneur 

16 leading journals in the 
management (Journal of 
Management Studies, 
Journal of Management, 
British Journal of 
Management, Academy 
of Management Journal, 
Academy of Management 
Review, Academy of 
Management Annals, 
Organization Studies, 
Research Policy, Human 
Relations, Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 

150 articles 
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International Journal of 
Management Reviews, 
Journal of International 
Business Studies, Long 
Range Planning, 
Organization Science, 
Strategic Management 
Journal, and Strategic 
Organization). 

CSR agency, championship, activism, 
advocacy and pioneer 

5 leading CSR journals 
(Organization and 
Environment, Business 
Strategy and the 
Environment, Journal of 
Business 
Ethics and Business and 
Society, Journal of cleaner 
Production). 

88 articles  

 
In the following subsections, we proceed to detailing the results of our review per stream of 

research before integrating the findings toward an appreciation of sustainability agency in 

business contexts. 

 

Findings: reviews of sustainability agency research in business 

 

Review of agency in the literature on sustainability transitions 

We began our search in the field of sustainability science, where the bulk of theorising on 

various forms of sustainability transitions occurs (Fischer and Newig, 2016; Köhler et al., 

2019). We reviewed extant literature on agency in sustainability transitions between 2014 

and 2018, as we were building on the work of Fischer and Newig (2016), who reviewed the 

role of actors in sustainability transitions between 1995 and 2014. For another, as the world 

has experienced the outbreak of various sustainability actions led by individuals and 

collectives, and the study of agency in sustainability transitions has burgeoned since 2014, we 

sought to appreciate recent developments in the field. For a thorough overview of the 

findings of our review 2014‒2018, please see Koistinen and Teerikangas (2021). 

 

We noticed an increasing amount of research on agency in the sustainability transition 

literature in each year from seven publications in 2014 to 25 publications in 2018. Our 

observation was that the terminology was scattered as regards the terms agent, actor and 
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agency (e.g. Antadze and McGowan, 2017). A closer look revealed that the contemporary 

transition literature on agency emphasises three themes: (1) governance (e.g. Klinke, 2017), 

(2) agent typologies (e.g. Avelino and Wittmayer, 2016), and (3) calls for richer views 

regarding agency (e.g. van der Vleuten, 2018). First, we observed that the majority 

of transition studies vis-à-vis agency discussed governance, politics, power of agency or 

institutions and agency. Second, our findings showed that the transition literature typically 

conceptualised agents via various typologies. These typologies include categories such as 

change agency, niche formation, incumbents and strategic agency. Third, we noted that 

emerging topics in the literature related to persistent calls for richer perspectives regarding 

agency involved in sustainability transitions, whether in the form of behavioural sciences or 

views adopted from socio-ecological research on sustainability. 

 

Despite the increasing interest in agency in sustainability transitions, these studies are 

scattered and set amid various theoretical underpinnings, such as, institutional theory, 

structuration theory or practice theory (e.g. Kuhmonen, 2017; Stephenson, 2018; Koistinen 

and Teerikangas, 2021). Upon closer examination, the literature tends to be set on a 

persistent debate emphasising either the system (e.g. de Gooyert et al., 2016) or the agent 

(e.g. Bögel and Upham, 2018) as bearing primary importance in the making of sustainability 

transitions. This mirrors the classic agency-structure question in sociology (e.g. Giddens, 1984; 

Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). 

 

Review of agency and sustainability in the literature on management 

<p:text>Our review of the management studies literature led us to identify numerous types 

of actors, that is, forms of agency geared toward sustainable business. To begin with, there 

are actors in the broader societal and institutional environment affecting a firm’s 

sustainability strategy including transnational players, national governments and their 

environmental policy and regulation efforts, government-affiliated intermediary 

organisations, regional players within countries, various stakeholders, investors, financial 

advisors, investment funds, and a firm’s owners (e.g. Patriotta et al., 2011; Crouch, 2006; Doh 

et al., 2010). Second, there is increasing interest in the study of incumbent firms as 

sustainability actors. In this realm, the factors influencing a firm’s sustainability strategy are 
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under study, alongside their performance effects. The role of political CSR is studied (Scherer 

and Palazzo, 2011), and a number of authors posit firms as operating as both incumbents and 

activists toward sustainability (e.g. Berggren et al., 2015). Beyond regular performance 

metrics, questions regarding responsible innovation, new market creation, business models, 

and growth via mergers and acquisitions (M&As) are raised (Peloza, 2009; Pitelis, 2009). 

Projects are identified as potential vehicles toward sustainability. The means of managing a 

firm from a sustainability perspective are questioned, for example, as regards the 

organisation’s logic, its decision-making model, procurement contracts, supply chain 

management, and the way in which it orchestrates its CSR strategy. In the study of 

organisations, questions of organisational culture and identity are studied. 

Third, questions of collaborative agency have been raised. In this respect, beyond the firm 

itself, questions of cross-sector partnerships and clusters are studied. Also, questions of 

shared or collective governance are of interest. Fourth, sustainability agency has been 

identified to occur within incumbent organisations. In this regard, the focus has been on 

specific individual roles in the organisational hierarchy, such as board members, chief 

executive officers, executives, decision-makers, managers, sustainability or CSR professionals 

and managers, as well as employees (Whiteman and Cooper, 2000; Shepherd et al., 2013; Kim 

et al., 2017; Mitra and Buzzanelli, 2017). The notion of active agency is studied via the notions 

of embedded agency (Fan and Zietsma, 2017) and institutional entrepreneurship. In parallel, 

there is some, though scant interest toward consumers, be it as regards citizen users or 

consumer behaviour. 

Fifth, a number of active organisational sustainability actors are studied by management 

scholars. Such actors include sustainable entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs, communities, 

non-governmental organisations, social movements, grassroots organisations, activists 

(whether climate change, civic, institutional or employee activists), communities of place, 

communities of action, community-based enterprises, neighborhoods, and base of the 

pyramid actors (e.g. Khan et al., 2010; Markman et al., 2016). 

In summary, while the term agency itself was not actively in use, numerous actor types, be it 

individuals, organisations or collectives, could be identified in this literature. Further, the 

interest toward their study is increasing in recent years. Upon closer look, the study of each 

actor type is set amid a specific phenomenon-based literature and theoretical debate, with 



 

 10 

little cross-fertilisation across these literatures. As such, our review offers an emerging 

integrative perspective on the plethora of sustainability actor types studied in this literature. 

 

 

Review of agency in the literature on CSR 

The reviewed research connected multiple actors with sustainability. These actors were both 

individuals and organisations, including companies (multinational, small-/medium-sized and 

family-owned companies), individuals belonging to organisations and societies, managers and 

leaders, consumers, pioneers and champions in different contexts, public sector actors, 

shareholders, communities and social movements, NGOs and environmental activists, labour 

unions and stakeholders as a whole. 

 

The analysis focused on the question of ‘how sustainability actors act toward sustainability’. 

In the studies’ main findings, we noticed that a majority of the studies focused on how the 

actors aimed to influence others to promote sustainability. Studies on how the actors 

themselves acted were less prevalent. Based on the dominant trend, we focused on 

identifying different influence strategies – how sustainability actors aimed to influence others 

and thereby to promote sustainability. We identified two main strategies that dominated 

these studies: influential and co-productive. Regarding the influential strategies, the actors 

aimed to use their power to promote sustainability, while as regards co-productive strategies, 

they aimed at collective action to promote sustainability.  

 

To begin with influential strategies, these studies focused on how the actors aimed to 

influence others by promoting or demanding sustainability. This entailed both direct and 

indirect strategies. On the one hand, direct strategies were the focus of those studies that 

examined the direct use of power by a certain actor or actor group (Juravle and Lewis, 2009; 

Georgallis, 2017; Walls and Berrone, 2017). These studies dealt with how to convince others 

to pursue sustainability; thus, the concept of power did not refer only to visible sources of 

power but also to many invisible sources of power and ways to use it (O’Rourke, 

2003; Galbreath, 2010). For example, Georgallis (2017) showed that social movements are 

able to influence the expectations that key stakeholders have about firms’ social responsibility, 
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making corporate social initiatives more attractive. On the other hand, indirect strategies 

were addressed by those studies that investigated the indirect use of power by a certain actor 

or actor group. These studies dealt with the power of networking, the power of language use 

and the power of interaction, thus entailing invisible ways of exercising power (Lewis and 

Juravle, 2010; Hancock and Nuttman, 2014; Lorek and Spangenberg, 2014; Sarasini and 

Jacob, 2014; Peattie and Samuel, 2018). For example, Sarasini and Jacob (2014) showed how 

managers may reconstruct and sometimes refute the pressures for climate action, and thus 

shape how it is approached among other actors. 

Moving onto co-productive strategies, they dealt with the collective action to promote 

sustainability and described how one actor group acted in collaboration with others toward 

sustainability change. However, this type of studies was notably smaller in number than those 

focusing on influential strategies. In this type of studies, we identified two subthemes: studies 

highlighting the role of collaboration in the adoption of sustainable solutions (McLaughlin, 

2012; Gauthier and Gilomen, 2016) and studies highlighting the limitedness of the single-

actor approach (Green et al., 2000; Berry, 2003; Sonpar et al., 2009). For example, Gauthier 

and Gilomen (2016) showed how collective agency facilitates development towards 

sustainability and adoption of sustainable solutions. In summary, while the term agency itself 

was limitedly in use, numerous actor and actions types could be identified in this literature. 

 

On the nature of sustainability agency in business 

Our review of sustainability agency across the three disciplines highlights this topic as of 

increasing interest. In an effort to summarise and integrate the findings, we observe the 

following. To begin with, we find that the three disciplines have adopted different foci in their 

study of sustainability agency. First, sustainability science, particularly the sustainability 

transition literature, has addressed the role of agency and has increasingly started to pay both 

thematic and conceptual attention to the role of agency in the broader, systemic context of 

sustainability transitions (Fischer and Newig, 2016; Koistinen et al., 2019). Second, 

management research exhibits a wide array of different types of actors and how they may 

contribute to sustainability change (Teerikangas et al., 2018), while CSR research has shown 

how these different actors may use their influence to convince others on the cause of 

sustainability (Onkila et al., 2019). 
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All the while, the reviewed disciplinary fields seem to operate with relative independence 

from one another, leading to siloed approaches to the study of sustainability agency as it 

relates to business. Under such circumstances, obtaining an overview of ‘what sustainability 

agency in business is’ becomes an arduous and laborious task. It can even be argued that 

increasing within-disciplinary research may be counterproductive in the long term, when 

compared against efforts to synthesise this knowledge. 

 

More alarmingly, we find further siloing within the disciplines. Indeed, our analysis shows 

how the research in each of the three fields has identified numerous actor types, each often 

discussed in a separate stream of literature. In other words, the research on sustainability 

agency in business is not only scattered across disciplines, but further, within disciplines 

across the study of numerous actor types and levels of analysis, each representing a literature 

area of its own. Indeed, there is little attempt at integration and synthesis within or across 

literatures, theoretical debates or disciplines. Subsequently, it is difficult to gain an overview 

of what sustainability agency in business is and what forms it takes. In this chapter, our 

contribution lies in bringing forth an integrative perspective to sustainability agency in 

business, as well as a typology of the relevant actors. 

 

In seeking answers to the question of ‘what sustainability agency is’, researchers need to 

recognise that instead of the term ‘agency’, other terms reflecting active action towards the 

sustainability agenda are helpful proxies in identifying this literature. Such terms include, but 

are not limited to, the terms social entrepreneur, transnational standard setter, social 

movement and activism. Thus, numerous organisational and individual actors have been 

studied as active sustainability actors. Beyond firms, other organisations operating in the 

institutional environment, as well as various types of activist organisations, have been 

examined. Taking a closer look at individuals, the focus appears to be on the study of 

sustainability-active individuals working for incumbent firms, whether in managerial, 

professional or employee roles, who actively drive sustainability strategies. Studies on activist 

organisations focus on the organisation, instead of the individual(s) driving the organisation.  

Further, the role of collaboration in pursuing sustainable futures is advanced. In synthesis, 

our three-disciplinary review of the studies on active sustainability actors leads us to view 
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sustainability agency as occurring either at individual or organisational levels by/in incumbent 

or activist organisations when they proactively and collaboratively pursue sustainable futures. 

 

Future research on sustainability agency in business 

As discussed in this chapter, three disciplines have addressed sustainability agency in business 

settings: sustainability transition, management studies and CSR research. Going forward, we 

suggest that future research on sustainability agency in business is a prerequisite for an in-

depth understanding of the role of agency in order to steer toward sustainable business. 

 

Based on the three reviews, it appears that prior research has recognised a wide variety of 

sustainability actors. All the while, these pockets of research appear to operate in relative 

isolation and in siloes within and across disciplines. In the lack of integrative overviews (on 

these actors and their agentic practices) researchers and practitioners retain siloed and actor-

based views of sustainability agency. While such an actor-focused perspective enables an in-

depth appreciation of an individual actor type, it disallows comparisons, cross-fertilisation 

and integration of knowledge. Such state of affairs can be considered dire and discouraging 

at this time in the 2020s when the general public’s sustainability awareness is increasing and 

the role of actors is increasingly called for. In the absence of integrative perspectives, the 

academic community can only provide partial answers. Going forward, we call for more 

interdisciplinary research on sustainability agency, with an aim to provide integration and 

engagement between different perspectives, theoretical lenses and levels of analysis. We 

have begun this work in drawing together an interdisciplinary perspective to the matter 

(Teerikangas et al., 2021a), but there is room and need for much further work. We argue that 

going forward, sustainability agency scholars need to work across disciplines, literature 

streams and theoretical bases. Cross-fertilisation and integration of knowledge areas is not 

only a means of contributing scientifically (Ladik and Stewart, 2008), but further, a societal 

service at a time, when individual and organizational actors increasingly ponder about their 

role in ensuring sustainable futures. It is somewhat paradoxical that while much scientific 

research exists, as long as it is scattered, it is difficult for the societal audiences to reach this 

knowledge, and hence, to develop their sustainability agency, and appreciate how one actor 

type’s agency relates to others, and how, collectively and collaboratively, sustainable futures 

can be enabled. 
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Prior literature has also offered analyses on how these actors act. However, the 

understanding seems dominated by the analysis of influence. We still know little about such 

questions as what is the variety of agency practices – what else does sustainability agency 

influence? Change agency is an integral part of sustainability agency (Teerikangas et al., 

2021b), as incremental, radical and emerging changes are direly needed to integrate 

sustainability into business. How do these sustainability actors enforce sustainability, and 

what obstacles do they face? Additionally, responses to active agency are still poorly 

understood. How does agency trigger positive responses, and how may it encourage others 

to act? How can collective agency be enforced by individual agency, and what is the role of 

collaboration in sustainability agency? We suggest that future research should focus on 

studying the variety of agency practices in different contexts to gain a better understanding 

of the questions of how sustainability agents act. This would especially require applications 

of qualitative case studies in organisational settings and in stakeholder relations to enable the 

use of multiple data sources in order to understand the variety of agency practices and 

processes. 

 

Furthermore, based on our reviews, we call for a micro-level understanding about the 

questions of why and when sustainability agents act. The literature has not yet offered an in-

depth understanding of actors’ experience in sustainability agency – what enforces agency, 

and what motivates action? We thus know little about the dynamics of individual-level and 

collective-level agency, including behaviours, motivations, actor attributes and contextual 

processes shaping agency. Specifically, understanding about bottom-up actions, such as 

changes initiated by employees within organisations, is still missing. More in-depth 

knowledge regarding these questions requires the inclusion of psychological theory and 

behavioural sciences, addressing in particular individuals’ behaviours whether alone or as 

part of organisational and societal contexts. To further the understanding about how 

individual and collective agency develop in specific contexts, narrative and longitudinal 

methodologies are called for in order to find out what have been the motives for agency 

development and what contextual processes have shaped agency. 
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In turn, actors’ motivations also include change-resisting practices. To understand the 

complex dynamics of creating business sustainability, passive and resisting actors should not 

be forgotten. Thus, future research could delve into the issue of actor rationales in the form 

of more passive and even resisting actors in business environments. Furthermore, the 

concept of power in relation to sustainability agency deserves more attention. What role does 

power play in building and overcoming resistance? 
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