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Abstract

In this introductory article, we discuss the need for a rethinking of the 
theoretical foundations of management and the practice of business strategy in 
view of a range of social, environmental and ethical challenges that highlight the 
limits of ‘business as usual’. Calls for a reconsideration of current approaches 
have come to the fore in the fields of management, accounting, marketing and 
finance and we briefly review them here. We then introduce the four papers 
included in this special issue, each of which answers previously unechoed 
calls from different field of business research. We highlight how each paper 
contributes to novel perspectives on a future for business - perspectives 
that more adequately reflect the challenges faced today by both the private 
sector and society at large. Areas for further research are indicated as well.

Keywords

management & organisation theory, business research, limitations of 
shareholder focus, environmental and social issues, limits to business as usual

When we launched the call for papers in mid-2008 for a special issue of 
Business & Society on “Creating a New Future for Business,” the credit 
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crisis and the economic recession were not yet prevalent. Our call for 
rethinking the theoretical foundations of management and the practice of 
business strategy was induced instead by a recognition of the broader social 
and environmental challenges faced by companies and society at large and 
by their implications for corporate decision making, performance, and 
viability. Specifically, we wondered what role falls to management theory 
in either contributing to, or finding solutions for, such challenges. It was our 
contention that rapid and drastic large system changes such as climate 
change, ecosystem degradation, and poverty, embedded in globally interde-
pendent social and economic institutions (e.g., Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, 2007; Kirchgeorg & Winn, 2006; Kolk, Van Tulder, & 
Westdijk, 2006; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005), require bold 
and innovative approaches that go well beyond conventional business 
practice. As we put it then, we may even be facing the limits of “business as 
usual.” Hence, novel approaches and solutions seem needed to (re)define 
the role and purpose of business and to integrate economic viability with the 
sustainability of life-supporting environmental as well as social systems. 
This redefinition also includes the need to investigate the trade-offs that are 
likely to result from these challenges in both practice and theory of business 
(Hahn et al., 2010; Margolis & Walsh, 2003). It was on this background that 
we issued the call for papers on “Creating a New Future for Business.”

Developments since issuing the call suggest that problems have become 
even worse. There seems to be a confluence of persistent environmental and 
social challenges (such as climate change, water scarcity, pollution, poverty, 
and human right violations) with ethical scandals and societal dissatisfaction 
due to the misappropriation of common goods for private ends, including 
excessive bonuses earned for dealing in complex financial products and irre-
sponsible lending without collateral. The end result has been widespread dis-
tress for many who neither contributed to, nor were even involved in, these 
practices. In this context, governments launched bail-outs to sustain econo-
mies and financial systems. Although part of the stimulus plans was used for 
“green” purposes in terms of clean technologies and renewables (HSBC, 
2010), the underlying tensions between the many disparate objectives (social, 
ethical, environmental, economic; individual, organizational, and societal) 
have not been resolved (Kallis, Martinez-Alier, & Norgaard, 2009; Kolk & 
Pinkse, 2009). The pivotal question appears to be how to redraw the boundaries 
for a new corporate order, incorporate the lessons from the old one, and effec-
tively rebalance priorities. Pivotal though it may be, it is not an easy question to 
tackle, as, following Einstein’s reported view, these problems seem unsolv-
able “by using the same way of thinking we used when we created them” 
(Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley, 2008, p. 10, not attributed).
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The limitations, misconceptions, and abuses of existing models have been 
highlighted widely, even from unexpected quarters. Consider, for example, 
this quote from Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric and said to be 
the “father of the shareholder value movement”:

On the face of it, shareholder value is the dumbest idea in the world. The 
idea that shareholder value is a strategy is insane. Shareholder value is 
a result, not a strategy. It is the product of your combined efforts—from 
the management to the employees. Your main constituencies are your 
employees, your customers and your products. (Guerrera, 2009, p. 1)

Criticism has also been extended to business schools teaching concepts on 
the basis of management theories gone awry (e.g., Ghoshal, 2005). MBA 
programs in particular have been castigated for having educated “Masters of the 
Apocalypse” and the MBA designation has been said to signify “Mediocre But 
Arrogant” and “Mighty Big Attitude” (Broughton, 2009; see also Mintzberg, 
2004). The systemic issues faced by practitioners, many educated at business 
schools, extend to those academics who as scholars of business generate 
the foundational theories and concepts. To what degree existing theoretical 
approaches have contributed to, or even been instrumental in, bringing us into 
the current situation is open to discussion. At minimum, however, the absence 
of solid theoretical foundations pointing the way out of current problems does 
nothing to aid decision makers and organizational actors.

Unechoed Calls From Different 
Fields of Business Research
Several fields of business research have witnessed occasional—if 
impassioned—calls for new approaches, along with insightful work on 
what is wrong with current approaches.

Management
In their review of research on business and sustainability, Kallio and Nord-
berg (2006) reached the discouraging conclusion that—despite the growing 
volume of research on organizations and the natural environment—“the 
environmental dimension has thus remained more or less an appendage” 
(p. 453) to standard management approaches and research. They argue that 
adopting environmental issues in current research mainly serves to legiti-
mize business-as-usual approaches, but that “the fundamental orientation of 
the discourse has not essentially changed” (p. 453).
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Reflections on the discipline and on what a (more) meaningful research 
agenda could look like were already offered fifteen years ago. Gladwin, 
Kennelly, and Krause (1995), for example, argued for a new paradigm for 
management theory and research, positing that “it is possible that our 
theories have tacitly encouraged organizations to behave in ways that 
ultimately destroy their natural and social life-support systems” (p. 896). 
These and other authors’ arguments and pleas for fundamentally rethink-
ing the foundations of management research have, however, been acted 
upon only sporadically. There are many reasons for this inaction, some of 
which are noted in Goodall’s (2008) investigation of why leading jour-
nals in management have failed to respond to climate change. One impor-
tant reason according to Goodall is that promotion incentives for scholars 
in business schools are skewed toward incremental additions to estab-
lished knowledge.

More recently, the occurrence of corporate scandals, particularly as they 
also involved supposedly leading socially responsible companies, has given 
rise to contemplation of what “organizational goodness” entails and what role 
there is for managerial motivations and moral agency (Heugens, Kaptein, & 
Van Oosterhout, 2008; see also Muller & Kolk, 2010). The question is whether 
such calls will help management research move beyond incremental adapta-
tion of existing approaches and generate sufficient responses to the changes 
and challenges that companies and society are facing. While published in gen-
eral management journals, many of the authors discussed previously special-
ize in corporate social responsibility and thus are more likely to be attentive to 
these issues. It remains to be seen to which degree such new directions will 
filter through to the mainstream more broadly.

Accounting
Pleas for a more drastic reorientation, particularly from CSR-oriented scholars, 
have not been limited to management. In the field of accounting in particular, 
critical accounting has emerged quite some time ago, with those focusing on 
social and environmental accounting being critical of existing models and 
their limitations; an example is the issue of capture by dominant economic 
interests (institutionalization) (Mathews, 1997; Power, 1991). Perhaps more 
than in management, the gap to the mainstream here has been particularly 
wide. This gap does not mean that there have not been wider reflections on the 
discipline. Hopwood (2007), for example, noted “a growing sense of unease 
about the state and direction of accounting research” (p. 1365), stemming 
from the insufficient relevance and relationship to practice, and the inability to 
incorporate innovative, often interdisciplinary perspectives, and look at 
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“margins of accounting” (Miller, 1998). Retrospectively, Gray (2001) found 
little evidence over the past 30 years for the ability of accounting research to 
examine critical environmental or social challenges. Hopwood also pointed 
out that editors of social science journals are most concerned with the “accu-
racy of the present” (p. 1371), whereas editors of natural science journals tend 
to be more attentive to publishing potentially path-breaking studies, even 
when they are not yet completely crystallized or represent emergent themes.

Marketing
Similar criticisms have been raised in marketing. A set of essays examining 
the discipline in 2005 in the Journal of Marketing underline that marketing 
journals, as a reflection of the field more generally, have become too focused 
on execution, methodological precision, and technological sophistication, to 
the detriment of recognizing the importance of ideas that seem very relevant 
but may still be inherently messy, unknown and/or unfamiliar (MacInnis, 
2005; McAlister, 2005; Stealin, 2005). Or as Raju (2005) put it, “Approxi-
mate answers to important problems or issues are just as useful (if not more 
useful) than precise answers to wrong, well-defined, narrow problems” 
(p. 18). This detriment points to a more generic limitation of the marketing 
discipline that has granted only scant attention to such issues as quality of 
life, corporate citizenship, stakeholders beyond the boundaries of the firm or 
wider society—despite several calls for more research in such directions 
(e.g., Sheth & Sisodia, 2005; Sirgy, 2008; Wilkie, 2005). And while the 
domain of marketing has been labeled as “ranging from the study of the 
macro to the micro, the organization to the consumer, capitalist practice to 
social welfare, and the local to the global” (MacInnis, 2005, p. 14), its ten-
dency of “closing in on itself” (Staelin, 2005, p. 21) does not appear to 
encourage new ways of thinking in the mainstream of marketing research or 
a move beyond business as usual in marketing practice.

Finance
Although we are not aware of a similar debate for a fundamental rethinking 
in the field of finance, attention has been paid to the need to reconsider theo-
retical foundations. An example includes Zingales (2000), who highlighted 
the emergence of new types of firms—firms that are not vertically inte-
grated but that are instead human capital intensive and subject to high levels 
of competition in a world market where communication and exchange of 
information (also about corporate reputation) is very easy. Greater depen-
dence on human assets has shifted the balance of power within firms, and 
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the larger number of stakeholders raises questions about the distribution of 
surpluses amongst them. Therefore, the author argues that new theoretical 
approaches are needed. The recent developments in the global economy 
mentioned previously have affected finance even more profoundly, giving 
rise to additional issues.

Towards New Perspectives 
on the Future of Business
Whether originating from social, ethical, and environmental challenges, from 
reflections on the fundamentals of any particular academic business discipline 
and its predominant focus, contribution, and societal relevance, or from the 
limitations of existing approaches in light of rapid changes in the nature and 
context of business, the time seems ripe to fundamentally rethink the theoreti-
cal foundations across the broad field of business research and practice. 
Focusing on the management field, this special issue offers a first step and 
initial contribution in that direction.

Novel perspectives in management and organization theory that respond to 
emerging economic, environmental, and social challenges require fundamen-
tal and radical, rather than incremental deviations from established ways of 
thinking (Stead & Stead, 1994; Gladwin et al., 1995). And as Ferraro, Pfeffer, 
and Sutton (2005) argued, social science theories tend to perpetuate them-
selves by referring to a set of assumptions and specific language that become 
taken for granted. Breaking out of this “iron cage” or “normal science straight-
jacket” (Daft & Lewin, 1990) is particularly challenging for novel and uncon-
ventional research conceptualizing a new future for business. The complexity 
and multiplicity of economic, environmental, and social challenges make it 
difficult, if not impossible, to envision a “quick fix” to conceiving and estab-
lishing alternative and more inclusive business approaches to cope with these 
challenges. However, each of the four research articles included in this special 
issue contributes in a distinct way to sketching out new perspectives on the 
future of business.

In their contribution, “Conceptions of the Business-Society–Nature Inter-
face: Implications for Management Scholarship,” Joel Marcus, Elizabeth 
Kurucz, and Barry Colbert take a big picture perspective in organizing litera-
ture from the fields of Business & Society (BAS) and Organization and the 
Natural Environment (ONE). By examining underlying conceptualizations of 
the relationship between business, nature, and society, their systematic analy-
sis of how linkages between business, nature, and society are conceived goes 
well beyond a review of the literature in BAS (see Schwartz & Carroll, 2008; 
Whetten, Rands, & Godfrey, 2002) and ONE (see Bansal & Gao, 2006; 
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Etzion, 2007; Kallio & Nordberg, 2006). The authors identify three views—
separate, intertwined, and embedded. They find that the majority of research 
in both fields, BAS and ONE, follows either the separate or the intertwined 
view; they show that neither adequately captures the nature of the relationship 
between the business sphere, nature, and society. On the basis of their analysis 
of the shortcomings of both the separate and the intertwined view, they derive 
the foundations for an embedded view of business, nature, and society—one 
that they argue provides the most suitable perspective for future research to 
address systematically the challenges that businesses are facing.

This article contributes toward a new future for business by explicating 
those—mostly implicit—underlying conceptions of the relationship between 
business, nature, and society that hamper a more radical, and at the same 
time, more adequate, response to the environmental and social challenges 
business is facing. It concludes with examining the implications of using an 
embedded perspective of business, nature, and society and offers manage-
ment scholars a number of important research questions for future study.

In his contribution, “Demystifying the Struggles of Private Sector Para-
digmatic Change: Business as an Agent in a Complex Adaptive System,” 
Mike Valente undertakes a similarly fundamental analysis of the paradig-
matic changes needed to allow management studies to respond to sustain-
ability challenges and the reasons for the persistence of current technocentric 
worldviews. He draws on insights from complex systems theory for organi-
zations (see Anderson, Meyer, Eisenhardt, Carley, & Pettigrew, 1999; Phelan, 
1999; Thietart & Forgues, 1995) to show that a singular focus on firms does 
not permit going beyond pure description of the pathological symptoms of 
business-as-usual responses to sustainability. Business activities in response 
to sustainability challenges that paradoxically solidify technocentrism are 
better understood when organizational actors are seen as part of complex 
adaptive systems, where multiple, interdependent actors at organizational 
and societal levels are subject to self-reinforcing feedback loops of existing, 
if ecologically and socially pathological, arrangements.

By applying four principles of complex adaptive systems, Valente contrib-
utes to a new future for business by providing a better understanding of why 
the paradigmatic shift in business behavior has not occurred (yet), despite 
repeated and explicit calls as long as 15 years ago (see Gladwin et al., 1995; 
Shrivastava, 1995; Stead & Stead, 1994). He provides a model that conceptu-
alizes the conditions under which a shift of the current, predominantly techno-
centric business paradigm might occur, taking the wider context of business 
decision making and the systemic interplay with other agents systematically 
into account. The model highlights the interplay between business-level and 
society-level change processes necessary to achieve a paradigm shift. It also 
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underlines the role of business as an agent in a shift of paradigms within such 
dynamic and complex adaptive systems. For each of the three phases of the 
proposed model, he elaborates the roles that business actors can adopt in a 
transition toward news paradigms that sustain the life-supporting environ-
mental and social systems.

In their contribution, “Beyond Adaptation: Resilience for Business in Light 
of Climate Change and Weather Extremes,” Martina K. Linnenluecke and 
Andrew Griffiths argue that physical impacts from climate change need to be 
considered in management studies on organizational resilience and adapta-
tion. Extending existing work conceptualizing organizational adaptation to 
climate change as “massive discontinuous change” more generally (Winn & 
Kirchgeorg, 2005a, 2005b; Winn, Kirchgeorg, Griffiths, Linnenluecke, & 
Günther, in press), and adaptation to extreme weather events specifically 
(Linnenluecke, Griffiths, & Winn, 2008), this article deepens our understand-
ing of the corporate adaptive capabilities needed in the face of unstable and 
rapidly changing natural conditions. Even though the physical impacts of cli-
mate change can affect many sectors, including manufacturing, extraction, 
construction, transportation, agriculture, tourism, insurance, and banking 
(e.g., Munich Re, 2009; Pinkse & Kolk, 2009), explicit attention to the busi-
ness responses required is recent (Hoffman, 2006; Hoffmann, Sprengel, 
Ziegler, Kolb, & Abegg, 2009; Nitkin, Foster, & Medalye, 2009; Sussman & 
Freed, 2008; Winn & Kirchgeorg, 2005a).

Linnenluecke and Griffiths contribute to a new future of business by pro-
posing a framework for organizational resilience to the physical impacts from 
climate change; they explicate the different stages of an adaptive cycle that 
organizations undergo when confronted with climate change-induced shocks 
and specify the capabilities organizations need to develop and the strategic 
responses required to cope. To ensure organizational survival and functioning 
under rapidly changing ecological conditions, however, organizations need to 
develop fundamentally new capabilities and reallocate resources to areas of 
activity that are only just beginning to be regarded by managers who have so 
far mostly focused on mitigation (Kolk & Pinkse, 2008). Management schol-
ars, in turn, need to offer the theoretical models that permit the design of effec-
tive organizational responses (Winn et al., in press).

In contrast to the three conceptual articles discussed earlier, Kate Kearins, 
Eva Collins, and Helen Tregidga contribute to this special issue with case 
studies that explore notions of the environment and of nature in particular. 
Their article, “Beyond Corporate Environmental Management to a Consid-
eration of Nature in Visionary Small Enterprise,” focuses on the role of 
visionary entrepreneurs in providing substantial contributions to ecological 
sustainability through their business activities. At the core of their argument is 
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a critique of the prevailing conception of “environment” inherent in corporate 
environmental management and the business case for sustainability. The 
authors contrast this prevailing conception with a notion of “nature” that they 
argue better captures the essential requirements of businesses acting in line 
with and contributing to ecological sustainability. Kearins, Collins, and 
Tregidga contribute by bringing the perspective of environmental sociologists 
to the environment versus nature debate (Goldman & Schurman, 2000) and by 
building on earlier research that has criticized the “‘denatured’ view of envi-
ronment” (Driscoll & Starik, 2004, p. 59) prevailing in the management 
literature. The contribution adds to earlier conceptual work that had called for 
a more ecologically rooted view of the natural environment (Banerjee, 2003; 
Purser, Park, & Montuori, 1995) by providing an empirical perspective. The 
article describes three entrepreneurs’ value judgments toward nature as well 
as their expressed understanding of the business–society relationship and elic-
its the conflicts that arise when these value judgments collide with prevailing 
economic rationalities; the authors also suggest that such conflicts are more 
likely to appear when enterprises grow.

Kearins, Collins, and Tregidga contrast their findings on the role and 
understandings of nature in visionary small enterprises with the prevailing 
view of nature in the corporate environmental management literature, cri-
tiquing the latter and arguing that nature there is reduced to the abstract 
notion of resources whose use is subordinate to and instrumental for achiev-
ing economic and financial ends. They contribute to a new future for busi-
ness by highlighting the crucial role of small businesses and the decisive 
influence of entrepreneurs’ views and values for a more sustainable mode of 
business conduct. As one of their main findings, the authors posit that to be 
better aligned with ecological sustainability, businesses have to be nature 
centered and low-growth focused.

Future Research on Creating 
a New Future for Business
It is beyond the scope of a single special issue to cover the full variety of 
economic, environmental, and social challenges and adequate business 
responses for sustained environmental and social life-supporting systems. In 
the call for papers, we argued that research is needed to develop and discuss 
novel approaches that define the role and purpose of business and manage-
ment in the light of challenges such as mitigating climate change, alleviating 
poverty, coping with migration, dealing with resource scarcities, or securing 
social cohesion. The research articles in this special issue are important 
efforts toward integrating notions like resilience, embeddedness, and 
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complex adaptive systems with economic viability of business, and across 
the four contributions, they offer implications for both management theory 
and strategy. Many other issues, such as conceptions of fairness, equity, and 
ethics, however, still require a fundamental revisiting of the theoretical foun-
dations of business. In what follows, we touch on several additional areas 
that seem important for building fruitful further research.

One issue of prime relevance in this context is the question of the role and 
objective function of businesses. The predominant focus on shareholder wealth 
creation seems to have aggravated rather than alleviated the crisis we are cur-
rently facing (Figge & Hahn, 2008), although no clear alternative approaches 
have emerged either. It appears doubtful that the shareholder wealth thinking 
that dominates both the academic and the practitioner discourse is well suited 
for all types of business and entrepreneurial activities, given that listed compa-
nies, though often large and prominent, represent only a very small proportion 
of ventures (Hahn & Scheermesser, 2006; Reynolds, 1997). Together with the 
short-term focus of corporate strategy and decision making (Laverty, 1996; 
Mosakowski & Earley, 2000), which is difficult to reconcile with the longer-
term focus of sustainable development (Held, 2001), rethinking the role and 
objective function of businesses in a wider environmental and societal context 
appears inevitable. Even if the notion of value creation and growth is still 
deeply rooted in the thinking of many mainstream management and even ONE 
and BAS scholars, it appears more doubtful than ever that enlightened business 
case thinking (Jensen, 2001) can bring novel insights or any real remedies to 
the situation. On the other hand, there seems to be tremendous potential for 
research off the beaten track of whether it pays to be green or socially respon-
sible, as well as research that extends to business fields beyond management. 
And though our focus here is on business organizations, this focus also brings 
up questions about whether fundamentally different public policy and market 
regulation are needed to change the rules of the game, in order to ensure that 
business conduct is more in line with societal needs.

We offer one final set of reflections on the challenges of doing research 
associated with the topic covered in this special issue. Even though one of the 
articles (that of Kearins, Collins, and Tregidga) draws on case studies of real 
businesses to develop its arguments, the contributions in this special issue are 
predominantly conceptual pieces. This conceptual emphasis is not surprising, 
considering the early state of this type of research. But we suggest another, 
perhaps more fundamental, reason for this focus. An inherent dilemma in the 
rules for empirical research in management studies specifically, and business 
studies generally, is that the predominant methodologies are descriptive. Both 
quantitative and qualitative research methods thus necessarily build on the 
study of what can already be observed—a significant problem if the argument 
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is that, whether in light of climate change, the financial crisis, or other systemic 
problems, current approaches appear not to work.

An additional major hurdle to developing robust empirical work is that 
current methodologies available to management studies are ill-equipped for 
addressing or even capturing nonlinear, nonincremental approaches. Others 
have shown the scarcity of such methodologies in management studies and 
have offered thoughtful arguments for the need of such methodologies 
(e.g., Meyer, Gaba, & Colwell, 2005; Santos & Eisenhardt, 2005). Deeply 
rooted biases toward predominantly stable states and linear change processes 
in and around organizations account in part for the lack of alternative meth-
odologies, such as longitudinal or process-focused research approaches 
(Meyer et al., 2005). Complexity theoretical and systems approaches in par-
ticular call for a broader set of methodologies. Such expanded approaches 
would allow management studies to capture nonlinear, nonincremental 
changes in both organizational environments (e.g., competitive, social, polit-
ical, technological, or natural environments), and also, and perhaps more 
important, changes of this type initiated by organizations. The latter could 
help organizations take the role of the sustainability agent suggested by 
Valente and allow them to push more boldly toward sustainable approaches. 
Adding simulation and scenario approaches more deliberately to manage-
ment study’s methodology tool kit might help to overcome some of the 
constraints of descriptive approaches, as might action research and other 
methodologies appropriate for emergent and complex systems, such as the 
panarchy model (Holling, 2001). Still, lack of good data that enable empiri-
cal studies will continue to be a major problem, as many relevant issues are 
emergent in nature and are thus difficult to capture.

Although there remains a considerable task for business scholars from 
various fields to respond to the growing contemporary and future challenges, 
we believe that posing the question for a new future for business provides an 
inspiring arena for fresh and rigorous thinking. We would be delighted if this 
special issue were to serve as an ignition spark that inspires scholars toward 
developing novel approaches, rethinking theoretical and methodological 
foundations, and adopting new perspectives into the role of business in a 
world full of vital economic, ecological, and social challenges.
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