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Abstract

This paper explores the role of learning in organizational responses to sustainability. Finding meaningful solutions to sustain-
ability challenges requires companies and other actors to broaden their thinking, go beyond organizational boundaries and
engage more with their stakeholders. However, broadening organizational perspective and collaborating with diverse stake-
holders involves inherent political and process-related tensions. Learning has been identified as a key organizing process for
overcoming the challenges that arise through collaborative action for sustainability. In order to understand the role of learning
in organizational responses to sustainability, we conduct a cross-disciplinary systematic review of the literature on learning
for sustainability and incorporate perspectives from diverse disciplines including business, management, environmental
science, sociology, policy, urban planning, and development. The review explores how different disciplines conceptualize
and operationalize learning for sustainability and identifies the common themes and challenges. Our findings highlight the
different ways that power relations influence learning and decision-making processes, and how entrenched traditional value
structures and ‘reflexive complicity’ limit practitioners and researchers alike in finding meaningful sustainability solutions.
We conclude that shifting how we motivate business and management research on learning for sustainability, in a way that
prioritizes sustainability outcomes over firm performance, could bring us a step closer to more meaningful responses to
sustainability. Similarly, breaking patterns of ‘reflexive complicity’ by key actors in business could assist in shifting toward
more radical and long-term responses to sustainability in practice.

Keywords Sustainability - Learning & development - Multi-stakeholder initiatives

Introduction solutions to sustainability challenges requires companies and

other actors to broaden their thinking, go beyond organiza-

Effects of climate change are being observed at an increas-
ingly alarming rate across the world. Each year we see
more severe flooding, droughts, bushfires and heatwaves,
and recent studies show that unless we change our current
practices these events will continue to worsen (Intergovern-
mental Panel Climate Change, 2018). Finding meaningful
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tional boundaries and engage more with their stakeholders
(De Bakker et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2017). However,
broadening organizational perspectives and collaborating
with diverse stakeholders involves inherent political and pro-
cess-related tensions stemming from a resistance to change,
competing motivations, lack of trust, and disciplinary-spe-
cific language (Bechky, 2003; Edmondson & Nembhard,
2009; Roux et al., 2017). Learning has been identified as a
key organizing process for overcoming the challenges that
arise in collaborative action for sustainability (Oelze et al.,
2016; Osagie et al., 2020; Roux et al., 2017). Improving an
organization’s ability to learn has been directly linked to
their ability to adapt and change (Edmondson & Moingeon,
1998; Edmondson & Nembhard, 2009); both of which are
necessary for organizations responding to sustainability
(Linnenluecke et al., 2009). While there are a variety of defi-
nitions of learning used across the literature (e.g., Argyris
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& Schon, 1996; Crossan et al., 1999; Laasch & Gherardi,
2019), this review adopts Probst and Biichel’s (1997) defi-
nition of learning as when an individual or organization’s
“knowledge and value base changes, leading to improved
problem-solving ability and capacity for action” (p.15). In
this article, we are therefore interested in how organizations
from diverse sectors engage in learning for sustainability,
and how insights from current research can benefit future
business and management research.

Sustainability challenges are complex and chaotic prob-
lems with no clear solution or disciplinary boundary and
thus require novel forms of organizing and collaborating
(Snowden & Boone, 2007; Williams et al., 2017; Wright &
Nyberg, 2017). Traditional responses to sustainability have
largely focused on government regulation and taxation of the
private sector (Brgnn & Vidaver-Cohen, 2009; Sharma &
Ruud, 2003), and investment in sustainable innovations, vol-
untary reporting and private regulation of corporate conduct
by the private sector (De Bakker et al., 2019; Schaltegger &
Wagner, 2011). Despite these attempts by government and
business, progress toward sustainability is slow and we con-
tinue to see a tendency of actors operating in their discipli-
nary silos (Laasch et al., 2020).The Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) (2018) and the United Nation’s
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) framework both
stress the need for multi-level and cross-sectoral mitigation
and adaptation strategies to achieve progress toward sustain-
able development (Scheyvens et al., 2016; United Nations,
2019). However, collaboration with diverse stakeholders is
no easy task, as each stakeholder comes with their own,
often conflicting, interests for engaging in sustainability col-
laborations (Horisch et al., 2014).

Learning has been identified as a key process for enabling
organizations to collaborate and respond to sustainability.
Firstly, learning processes such as open dialogue, reflection,
shared visions and goals, and creating environments of trust
can all contribute to more effective collaborations among
diverse actors (Edmondson & Moingeon, 1998; Freeth &
Caniglia, 2020). Secondly, knowledge acquisition has been
identified as key for (1) adopting more sustainable practices,
and (2) increasing awareness of other pressing sustainabil-
ity issues within the organization’s control (Horisch et al.,
2014). Learning is therefore not proposed here as an alterna-
tive to traditional responses, such as regulation or technolog-
ical advancement, but rather as a key organizing process for
improving the capacity of individuals, teams, organizations,
and networks to achieve their sustainability goals.

Studies in business and management have explored the
importance of learning for engaging individuals and organi-
zations in the implementation of corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR), and other sustainability initiatives (Haugh &
Talwar, 2010; Oelze et al., 2016; Prugsamatz, 2010; Sieben-
hiiner & Arnold, 2007). In the environment, social sciences
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and policy disciplines learning has also been explored for
its role in enhancing the collaborative and adaptive capac-
ity of inter-organizational responses to sustainability (Barth
& Michelsen, 2013; Rumore et al., 2016). Although there
are similarities in how each discipline defines and values
learning for sustainability, a lot remains unknown about how
each discipline conceptualizes and operationalizes learning
within the context of sustainability. We therefore conduct a
cross-disciplinary systematic review of the literature to bet-
ter understand the role of learning for sustainability.

This review builds on recent reviews within the business
and management literature that have explored organizational
learning and CSR (Fortis et al., 2018), responsible manage-
ment learning and competences for corporate sustainability
(Cullen, 2020; Dzhengiz & Niesten, 2020; Laasch et al.,
2020; Montiel et al., 2020), and multi-stakeholder initiatives
for sustainability (De Bakker et al., 2019). Despite the emer-
gence of review studies on learning for sustainability within
the business and management discipline, there is currently a
lack of understanding about how the process of learning for
sustainability is conceptualized and organized across differ-
ent academic disciplines. To overcome this gap, this review
moves beyond a siloed approach to reviewing the literature
on learning for sustainability from individual disciplines and
incorporates perspectives from diverse disciplines including
business, ethics, management, human resource development
(HRD), environmental science, public administration, politi-
cal science, health, engineering, agriculture, and develop-
ment studies. The review is guided by the following research
question and subquestions:

How does learning help to achieve sustainability?

— How do different disciplines conceptualize and organize
learning for sustainability?

— What are the key barriers and enablers of learning for
sustainability across disciplines?

— What does this mean for future business and management
research and practice?

Through applying a cross-disciplinary review methodol-
ogy, our paper synthesizes a broad body of research spread
across academic disciplines and offers a comprehensive
review of learning for sustainability. By identifying what
we know and what is still to be understood about learning
for sustainability across disciplines, we show in what ways
business and management scholars can contribute to future
academic debate. In doing so, our paper also contributes
to developing shared understandings of the complexity of
achieving sustainability across disciplines and thus places
business and management scholars in a better position to
engage in meaningful transdisciplinary research projects for
sustainability. Similarly, our paper deepens understanding of
organizing for sustainability in practice. Through identifying
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the challenges and enablers of learning across different sec-
tors and organizations, our findings provide key insights for
leadership seeking to achieve sustainability outcomes within
their organization and broader networks.

The review is organized as follows; first we introduce the
theoretical elements that are central to learning for sustain-
ability and guide our methodology. We then present our find-
ings on the central areas of learning for sustainability that
are addressed across all disciplines and identify the critical
areas that differ across fields. We highlight key areas for
future business and management research and the implica-
tions for practice, before presenting the studies’ limitations
and concluding remarks.

Definitions and Relevance of Learning
for Sustainability in Organizations

Defining Sustainable Development and Learning

The terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are
often used interchangeably; however, there are clear distinc-
tions between the two (Salas-Zapata & Ortiz-Muiioz, 2019).
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO, 2019) state that “sustainability is
often thought of as a long-term goal (i.e., a more sustain-
able world), while sustainable development refers to the
many processes and pathways to achieve it (i.e., sustainable
agriculture and forestry...education and training, etc.)” (p.
3). In this paper, we mainly use the term ‘sustainability’ as
we are interested in what factors contribute to long-term
sustainability goals and outcomes. However, as our review
focuses on the process of learning as a pathway for meeting
sustainability goals and outcomes, we explore the concept of
‘sustainable development’ in greater detail below.
Sustainable development was defined in the United
Nations 1987 Brundtland report as meeting “the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their needs” (p. 43). Many scholars have since
argued that this definition is too human-centric and fails
to capture the complexity of humanity’s relationship with
nature (Hopwood et al., 2005; Salas-Zapata & Ortiz-Mufioz,
2019). More recent sustainable development research builds
upon Rockstrom et al.’s (2009a) ‘Planetary Boundaries
Framework for Human Development’ that identified ‘a safe
operating space for humanity’ based on nine environmental
thresholds. The framework challenges previous assump-
tions of economic growth by acknowledging that human
development is not possible if certain environmental needs
are not met. In 2015, the United Nation’s General Assem-
bly officially launched their 17 interconnected Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) that were proposed as a social
and ecological blueprint for humanity’s journey to 2030

(United Nations, 2016). The goals were widely celebrated
by the international community for their ambitious targets
“to end poverty and hunger everywhere; to combat inequali-
ties within and among countries; to build peaceful, just and
inclusive societies; to protect human rights and promote gen-
der equality and the empowerment of women and girls; and
to ensure the lasting protection of the planet and its natural
resources” by 2030 (United Nations, 2016, p. 3). However,
the SDGs have also been met with some criticism. Raworth
(2014), argues that while the SDGs do provide much to cel-
ebrate, they lean too heavily toward the social elements of
sustainability, and in their current form, would not ensure
that we stay within Rockstrom et al.’s (2009a, 2009b) nine
environmental thresholds.

Raworth’s (2017) ‘Doughnut of Social and Planetary
Boundaries’ framework arguably strikes a better balance
between the social and ecological elements of sustainability.
Building on Rockstrom et al.’s nine environmental bounda-
ries, Raworth’s ‘doughnut’ introduces twelve social founda-
tions, for example health, education, income and work, and
peace and justice. Raworth (2017) draws attention to the
minimum social standards that should be met when pursu-
ing sustainability and rejects the notion of endless growth
that places us under threat of exceeding the environmental
thresholds of the planet. Raworth’s definition, “a future that
can provide for every person’s needs while safeguarding the
living world on which we all depend” (2017, p.39), instead
emphasizes the need to ‘thrive in balance,” acknowledging
that all economic and societal activities must exist within the
Earth’s natural planetary boundaries.

While there are differences in their approaches, the argu-
ment Rockstrom et al. (2009a, 2009b), the United Nations
General Assembly (2016) and Raworth (2017) all have in
common is that our current structures, norms, beliefs, and
ways of operating are unsustainable. In order to be truly
sustainable, we must understand the interconnectedness of
the systems that we live within and challenge our underly-
ing assumptions about what we value and how we organize
as a civilization. Such a drastic shift in how we understand
and organize our natural resources, societies and economy
requires changes in our beliefs, values and structures (Huet-
ing, 2010). In other words, we need to learn to think and act
in different and more sustainable ways. This paper adopts
Probst and Biichel’s (1997) definition of learning, defined
in the introduction, as it is not specific to any one disci-
pline, thus fitting with the interdisciplinary nature of our
review. It also emphasizes the importance of learning not
just for knowledge acquisition but for stimulating changes
in values and behaviors. Learning, as a vehicle for changing
values and behavior, is therefore a key ingredient for achiev-
ing the type of meaningful sustainability outcomes called
for by Rockstrom et al. (2009a), the United Nations (2016),
and Raworth (2017). However, most research on learning
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for sustainability is in the context of schools and universi-
ties (e.g., Muff, 2012; Sharma & Hart, 2014), with limited
understanding of how learning for sustainability occurs in
organizational settings.

Learning for Sustainability in Organizations

There is the common misconception that learning only
occurs in settings like schools and universities; however,
learning also occurs in workplaces, through social inter-
actions, and lived experiences (Jeong et al., 2018; Lam,
2000). Learning is both a process that unfolds over time, i.e.,
enrolling in a training program, and an outcome of gaining
insights from prior actions, i.e., reflecting on past projects
(Rashman et al., 2009). This study focuses on learning that
occurs outside of formal education systems as organizations
play an important role in achieving sustainable development
(Bansal, 2003; Battilana & Dorado, 2010). For example,
corporations are predominantly responsible for the world’s
global CO, emissions. Governments, NGO’s and other soci-
etal actors are largely responsible for holding corporations
accountable for this (Brgnn & Vidaver-Cohen, 2009; Nyberg
& Wright, 2016; Sharma & Ruud, 2003). Understanding the
role of learning for facilitating sustainability actions from
the above organizations therefore has the potential to greatly
impact future sustainable development efforts.

To understand the role of learning for sustainability, we
need to appreciate that learning occurs at and across the
individual level (Edmondson & Moingeon, 1998), team
level (Koeslag-Kreunen et al., 2018), organizational level
(Bechky, 2003), and inter-organizational and network levels
(Rashman et al., 2009). While many researchers consider
multi-stakeholder and inter-organizational learning as key
for tackling complex sustainability challenges, this cannot
happen without engaged individuals (Barth & Michelsen,
2013; Siebenhiiner & Arnold, 2007), teams (Molnar &
Mulvihill, 2003), and organizations that embed their new
knowledge into daily processes, practices, and values (Senge
& Carstedt, 2001).

At the individual level, learning is an essential first step
for adopting more sustainable organizational practices as
it facilitates new knowledge and expertise of sustainability
issues that can then be shared from the individual to the
organization (Camps & Majocchi, 2010; Prugsamatz, 2010).
Individuals also play an important role in the effectiveness
of team learning through adopting attitudes and behaviors
that facilitate learning such as adaptability and openness to
learning and change processes (Kozlowski & Chao, 2012).
At the team level, learning allows for groups to grasp com-
plex sustainability concepts and share skills, expertise and
knowledge to tackle specific sustainability challenges (Mol-
nar & Mulvihill, 2003; Senge & Carstedt, 2001). Finally,
through having a combination of knowledgeable, adaptive
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and engaged individuals and teams, organizations are bet-
ter prepared to embed sustainability policies, processes, and
values throughout their organization and networks (Bell
et al., 2012; Teare, 1997). This paper therefore draws on four
levels of analysis when looking at learning for sustainabil-
ity: individual, team, organization, and inter-organizational
networks.

Many of the elements identified as important for learning
in organizations are also important for sustainable devel-
opment, as both organizational learning and sustainability
require “a challenge to mental models, fostering fundamen-
tal change, engaging in extensive collaborative activity and,
in some cases, revisiting core assumptions about business
and its purpose” (Molnar & Mulvihill, 2003, p. 168). As
a result, many business and management scholars have
sought to understand the relationship between learning in
organizations and sustainability. Learning for sustainability
in organizations has been studied from a variety of lenses.
Management scholars have explored the learning processes
that facilitate company sustainability outcomes and perfor-
mance (e.g., Oelze et al., 2016; Wicki & Hansen, 2019),
the experiences and challenges of companies engaging in
learning for sustainability (e.g., Molnar & Mulvihill, 2003),
and the internal and external drivers that influence sustain-
ability learning processes (e.g., Miiller & Slominsky, 2017).

One recent review paper looked specifically at the role of
organizational learning in the context of CSR (Fortis et al.,
2018). The authors proposed a conceptual framework that
captured the macro-level learning processes that contrib-
ute to CSR development, including sources, processes, and
outcomes of CSR learning. While insightful for business
and management scholars, the authors highlight the need to
go beyond disciplinary silos and encourage researchers in
interconnected disciplines “to learn from each other by shar-
ing knowledge, definitions, and methodological approaches
that have been already tested within their respective areas
regarding the OL (organizational learning) process” (Fortis
et al. p. 294). Heeding this call, our paper extends knowl-
edge of learning for sustainability within the business and
management literature by drawing on insights from broader
disciplines.

The concept of learning for sustainability is certainly
not limited to business and management literature; many
other disciplines have also acknowledged its importance.
In the environmental sciences, there is an abundance of
literature on the organized learning processes of natural
resource management projects (e.g., Wossen et al., 2013) or
in responding to changing climate conditions (e.g., Madsen
et al., 2019). In development and planning studies, research
has explored collaborative learning approaches for building
resilient municipalities and cities (e.g., Storbjork, 2010).
Similarly, in agricultural studies, researchers have looked
at the importance of learning in the uptake of sustainable
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farming practices (e.g., Kiptot & Franzel, 2019). Finally,
the political sciences and transition management literature
acknowledges learning processes as key for moving toward
sustainable development (Kemp et al., 2007). Within these
diverse literature streams are key insights into the processes,
barriers and enablers of learning for sustainability that are
relevant to business and management research and practice.
This paper will analyze the conceptualization and opera-
tionalization of learning for sustainability from diverse dis-
ciplinary perspectives both within and beyond the field of
business and management, to develop clear avenues of future
business and management research.

Methods
Literature Search Procedure

The present review follows Petticrew and Roberts’s (2006)
five-step method for executing systematic reviews in the
social sciences. First, formulate the research questions,
second define the search terms and the database(s) to be
used, third identify inclusion and exclusion criteria, fourth
evaluate the scientific quality of the selected articles using
predefined quality criteria, and fifth analyze each paper in
depth to answer the research questions.

Database and Literature Search Terms

We used the Web of Science scientific database offering a
rich source of over 34,385 journals, books, proceedings,
patents, and data sets from across multiple disciplines (Web
of Science Group, 2019). Several search term combinations
were used. We started with the term “sustainability” and
developed several synonyms for sustainability to capture
similar terms commonly used across disciplines, includ-
ing “green human resource*,” “CSR,” “climate change,”
“creating shared value,” “circular economy,” and “SDGs.”
To obtain articles that focus on learning at multiple levels
across organizations, we used each of the above terms in
combination with the following learning terms, “individual
learning,” “professional learning,” “employee learning,”
“staff learning,” “team learning,” “group learning,” “organ-
izational learning,” “cross-boundary learning,” “network
learning,” “collaborative learning,” and “Human Resource
Development AND Training.”

Following previous literature reviews, the inclusion cri-
teria focused only on articles published in scientific peer-
reviewed journals and included ‘online first’ and ‘pre-pub-
lication’ articles. All other scientific publications, including
books, book chapters, and conference proceedings were
excluded. The search included articles published from 1993
as this was the year after the milestone Rio Earth Summit
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where global actors committed to a comprehensive action
plan on the environment, society, and development. Data
collection concluded on May 1, 2020. Articles had to be
published in English with a full-text version available. Our
search strategy resulted in 1565 publications.

Selection Process

The titles, abstracts, and when necessary, the methods
section of all publications obtained from the search terms
described above were read and the following exclusion cri-
teria were applied:

1. Only articles that used learning in the context of sustain-
ability, as defined above by the authors, were included.

2. Only articles that referred to learning from a work or
business perspective were included. This included indi-
vidual learning that took place within an organization
and learning that took place as part of an organized net-
work of people.

3. Only theoretical and empirical articles were considered.
All other papers including opinion and review articles
were excluded.

4. Only articles where learning was a focus of the study
were included. Articles where learning was only a find-
ing of the study, e.g., by formulating lessons learned,
were excluded.

After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 114
articles were selected for further analysis. While reviewing
the full-text versions of the remaining articles against the
above inclusion criteria, a quality check was also applied
to evaluate the scientific quality of the empirical studies
described (Gast et al., 2017). The quality of articles was
checked using the 11-Point quality criteria detailed in
Table 1, drawn from Petticrew and Roberts (2006). Each
criterion was evaluated on a 3-point scale: 0, 0.5, or 1 point.
For articles to be included in the review, they had to have a
score of at least 9 across the 11 criteria. After this quality
check, 105 articles remained that were eligible for inclusion;
9 articles did not meet the 11-Point quality criteria. Figure 1
outlines the process and records the number of articles at
each stage of the search process.

Analysis

The 105 articles were read in-depth by the first author and
analyzed using a combination of deductive and inductive
coding methods. As it was a cross-disciplinary review
study, the data analysis started by identifying the journal
and discipline of each article. Disciplinary categories were
determined by searching for the Journal via the Web of Sci-
ence Journal Citation Reports. Articles were coded for the
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Table 1 11- Point quality criteria

Category

Quality criteria

General

Selection sample

Method

Data analysis and findings

Conclusion

. Is the research objective clear?
. Is the chosen method capable of finding a clear answer to the research question?
. Were enough data gathered to assure the validity of the conclusions?

. Is the context of the research clear (country, setting)?

1

2

3

4

5. Do the authors state the research methods used?

6. Do the authors give an argument for the methods chosen?
7. Are the data analyzed in an adequate and precise way?

8. Are the results clearly presented?

9. Is it clear how the data were used to formulate the findings?
10. Have the authors addressed the research question?

11. Are the limitations of the study detailed by the authors?

Fig. 1 Flow chart of identified
and included studies 'g
s Sources Identified Abstracts Rejected
S N=1,565 N=1,420
=
~
3
§ Full Texts Screened Full Texts Excluded
s N=145 N=31
A
) .
< Studies Selected Texts Rerpoveq 11.-P01nt
=l N=114 Quality Criteria
= N=9
3
E Studies included
S N=105
=
research topic, type of article (e.g., quantitative, qualitative), coded for the level of learning (e.g., individual, team), in

method used (e.g., questionnaire, interviews) and the focus  line with Rashman et al. (2009). Similarly, following Senge
and method of analysis. As the review was interested in ~ and Sterman’s (1992) seminal work on systems thinking
learning within and across organizations, articles were then ~ and organizational learning, articles were also coded for the
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learning type (e.g., feedback, reflection). Barriers and ena-
blers of learning were coded to understand the conditions
in which learning is most effective across different disci-
plines and contexts. To capture the relevance of the learning
insights for sustainability, the research context, motivation
for learning, and outcome of the study with regard to sus-
tainability were also coded.

The first author proceeded to code a sample of 20 articles
for the above themes. Through this process it became clear
that an additional aspect was not captured in the analysis.
Despite capturing the research context and motivation for
learning with regard to sustainability, the sampling process
revealed that motivation for learning had a stronger relation-
ship with learning outcomes than was anticipated. Specifi-
cally, it became clear that motivation for engaging in sustain-
ability projects could influence the type and level of learning
adopted. We considered this in the second round of coding
by capturing whether the paper was framing sustainability
as an opportunity or something to be mitigated and adapted
to. Once all authors had confirmed the new coding frame,
the first author proceeded to analyze the full texts of all 105
articles. This resulted in five main themes which we detail in
the following section. Table 2 offers a summary of the five
themes, key findings, and exemplar articles.

Findings

Basic Characteristics of Learning for Sustainability
Research

Figure 2 shows that research on learning for sustainability
has been growing in recent years. Sixty percent of all articles
in our sample were published between 2016 and 2020. The
rapid growth in publications during this time could align
with the launch of the SDGs Global Framework on January
1, 2016, that has since been widely adopted by universities,
governments, and industry players across the world. Figure 2
also demonstrates that the majority of articles published on
learning for sustainability come from disciplines outside of
business and management. Table 3 offers a more detailed
break-down of the distribution of articles published in busi-
ness and management, and sustainability sciences journals,
showing that the most frequently published journals were
Sustainability, with ten publications, and Environmental
Science and Policy and Journal of Cleaner Production,
both with eight publications. The higher rate of publica-
tions in Sustainability and Journal of Cleaner Production
could be attributed to the fact that both are multidisciplinary
journals that accept submissions from a broad spectrum of
disciplines, including business and management. While the
other journals are more disciplinary specific.

Table 3 also illustrates that most of the literature consists
of qualitative studies, making up sixty-five percent of all
articles. This focus on qualitative data is not surprising given
that learning and sustainability are considered ambiguous
concepts that can be defined and interpreted in multiple
different ways (Barkemeyer et al., 2014; Ellstrom, 2010;
Hopwood et al., 2005). It is therefore understandable that
research on learning for sustainability is still in the explora-
tory and meaning-making phase that lends itself more to
qualitative research methods (Elliot & Timulak, 2005; May-
ring, 2014).

Instrumental vs. Reflexive Learning

The literature showed that there were variations in the ter-
minology used to conceptualize learning across all research
disciplines; however, the meanings were similar (van de
Kerkhof and Wieczorek, 2004; Pallett & Chilvers, 2013;
Pahl-Wostl, 2009). The first form of learning identified in
the literature was when the objective was to fix a problem
within existing structures and did not attempt to alter or chal-
lenge that existing structure (Restrepo et al., 2018). Several
articles related this process to ‘single-loop’ learning (Pahl-
Wostl, 2009; Restrepo et al., 2018; Wicki & Hansen, 2019),
referring to Argyris and Schon’s seminal works on organi-
zational learning (Argyris, 1976; Argyris & Schon, 1974;
1978), while other articles referred to this process as ‘instru-
mental’ learning (Lankester, 2013; Moyer et al., 2014). The
second form of learning was when fundamental world views
and values were challenged and modified, not just behaviors,
usually as a result of a particular experience and a process
of reflection (Heikkila & Gerlak, 2019; Sol et al., 2018).
This type of learning was described as both ‘double-loop’
learning (Heikkila & Gerlak, 2019; Willems et al., 2018),
again referring to Argyris and Schon, and ‘transformative’
learning (Lankester, 2013; Pallett & Chilvers, 2013). The
third form of learning was ‘triple-loop’ learning, a concept
inspired by Argyris and Schon’s earlier work on learning
loops (Tosey et al., 2012), and is described as when pro-
cesses are changed specifically to foster double-loop learn-
ing or learning how to learn within organizations (Heikkila
& Gerlak, 2019; Totin et al., 2018). Boyd and Osbahr (2010)
also referred to ‘multi-loop’ or ‘reflexive’ learning which
was described by the authors as a combination of all previ-
ous forms of learning. One final observation on learning
concepts that arose from the literature was the notion of
‘unlearning.” There were two distinct ways that ‘unlearning’
was described in the literature. Firstly, as a positive process
whereby “firms eliminate old logic and make room for new
ones” (Sinkula, 2002 as cited in Hasanudin et al., 2019, p.
1358; Oelze et al., 2016; Lozano, 2014). Secondly, as a neg-
ative phenomenon that occurs when “organizations seem to
forget lessons learned” (Sanchez & Mitchell, 2017, p. 200).
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Fig.2 Number of learning for
sustainability publications over
time

NUMBER OF LEARNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY PUBLICATIONS
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There was a shared understanding across all research dis-
ciplines that multi-loop or reflexive learning is required in
the context of sustainability (Boyd & Osbahr, 2010; Pahl-
Wostl, 2009; Pallett & Chilvers, 2013; Sol et al., 2018; Totin
et al., 2018). However, studies from the environmental sci-
ences and urban planning found that instrumental learning
was much more frequently observed as organizations pre-
ferred to stay within their current structures and practices
(Benson et al., 2016; Willems et al., 2018). For example,
Willems et al. (2018) looked at the Dutch Transport and
Infrastructure Authority during a time of structural organi-
zational renewal, and found that despite attempts to shift
organizational culture and practices (double and triple-loop
learning) to meet the growing complexity of the environ-
ment, researchers instead observed a refinement of exist-
ing organizational practices (single-loop or instrumental
learning).

Common reasons for staying within current structures
were institutional structures themselves not supporting
more systematic or disruptive change (Halldérsson et al.,
2018; Heikkila & Gerlak, 2019), and resourcing constraints
(Burchell & Cook, 2008). A lack of institutional structural
support was observed either through organizational cul-
tures that did not support multi-loop or reflexive learning
processes such as learning from failure (Heikkila & Ger-
lak, 2019; Wicki & Hansen, 2019), and organization-wide
adoption of acquired knowledge and skills (Yumagulova &
Vertinsky, 2019; Zeimers et al., 2019). Similarly, many stud-
ies identified a lack of time and social capital as barriers to
achieving double or triple-loop learning for sustainability

(Lee, 2019; Oelze et al., 2016; Sanchez & Mitchell, 2017).
This was particularly apparent at the network level, where
learning processes relied on contributions from multiple
organizations and representatives (Boyd & Osbahr, 2010;
Halldérsson et al., 2018).

Beyond the Organization

Two ways of understanding the level at which learning took
place came from the literature; 1) where the learning process
took place, and 2) where learning outcomes aimed to add
value. As an example, Boyd and Osbahr (2010) conducted
a comparative study of four government organizations in the
UK and sought to understand how each captured informal
and formal learning across their networks to better respond
to climate change. The study found that although each
organization relied on the same networks and information
(processes), their ability to capture the value from learning
outcomes varied substantially across the four organizations
dependent on factors relating to organizational culture and
resourcing (Boyd & Osbahr, 2010).

Across all research disciplines, it was apparent that
diverse perspectives were desirable in sustainability learning
processes (Berthoin Antal & Sobczak, 2014; Stagl, 2007;
Stubbs & Lemon, 2001; Totin et al., 2018). Despite the
occasional focus on individual learning (Lankester, 2013;
Moyer et al., 2014; Rietig & Perkins, 2018), it was much
more prominent for studies across all disciplines to look
at learning from team (Kiptot & Franzel, 2019; Lozano,
2014), organizational (Benn et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2018)
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Table 3 Academic journals and method underlying articles

Academic Journal Articles Theoretical Quant Mixed Qual
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Table 3 (continued)

Academic Journal Articles Theoretical Quant Mixed Qual

51. Risk, Hazards & Crisis in Public Policy 1 1

52. Safety Science 1 1

53. Sport in Society 1 1

54. Sustainability 10 1 3 1

55. Sustainability Science 3

56. Sustainable Development 1 1

57. Technological Forecasting & Social Change 1 1

58. Waste Management and Research 1 1

59. Water (Switzerland) 2 2
105 15 14 8 68

and inter-organizational network (Axelsson et al., 2013;
Bachofen et al., 2015; Fisher et al., 2018; Lee, 2019) levels.
Research outside of business and management predomi-
nantly examined learning processes with the aim of improv-
ing network-level outcomes and responses to sustainability
(e.g., Brummel et al., 2010; Lukman et al., 2009; Miiller &
Slominsky, 2017). However, the business and management
literature, with only a few exceptions (e.g., Benn et al., 2013;
Ryan et al., 2012; Scully-Russ, 2015), predominantly exam-
ined learning with the aim of improving organizational- or
firm-level outcomes and performance (e.g., Berthoin Antal
& Sobczak, 2014; Oelze et al., 2016; Reddy et al., 2019;
Zwetsloot, 2003).

The above findings suggest that research outside of busi-
ness and management is understanding sustainability from a
systems level perspective, evidenced by the aim of improv-
ing multiple actors’ capacity to respond to sustainability.
However, business and management scholars continue to
view learning for sustainability through their own discipli-
nary silo; where acquiring new skills and knowledge is con-
sidered valuable but largely for its ability to improve firm
performance.

Short-Term vs. Long-Term Thinking

Given the complexity of sustainability, it is important to
have a long-term vision for sustainability projects as it
allows for embedding reflexive and multi-loop learning
processes (Zhang et al., 2018). Many studies from research
outside of business and management focused on projects
with longer-term time horizons, often over a decade (Fisher
et al., 2018; Kiptot & Franzel, 2019; Lee & Meene, 2012).
Van de Kerkhof and Wieczorek (2004) argue that anything
less than a 30-year vision for sustainability projects limits
the creativity of solutions, as people remain confined by cur-
rent political and social landscapes. In the business and man-
agement literature, however, sustainability projects generally
had a much smaller timeframe, often less than three years

(Berthoin Antal & Sobczak, 2014; Burchell & Cook, 2008;
Zeimers et al., 2019). Further, projects were often presented
through the lens of cost-benefit (Madsen et al., 2019; Zhao
et al., 2019) that are inherently dictated by annual perfor-
mance reviews and measures. This short-term thinking by
the business sector can be seen as a major challenge for
embedding reflexive and multi-loop learning processes, and
transitioning from small-scale, incremental sustainability
responses to more radical and innovative solutions.

Power and Participation

The literature showed that power relations have great influ-
ence in shaping organizational culture around sustainability
(Ardichvili, 2013), and that it was often the most power-
ful actors in the learning process that shaped the outcomes
of sustainability projects (Howlett et al., 2017; Weissbrod
& Bocken, 2017; Storbjork, 2010; Miiller and Slominski,
2017). The three main sources of power consisted of greater
access to resources, social power, and hierarchy. In develop-
ment and planning studies, the biggest and wealthiest cities
had greater decision-making influence and received the most
funding and support (Lee, 2019; Lee and van de Meene,
2012). In conservation and natural resource management
studies, social power was demonstrated by the exclusion
of marginalized indigenous actors in decision-making pro-
cesses (Heikkila & Gerlak, 2019; Yumagulova & Vertinsky,
2019). Social power was also demonstrated in transdisci-
plinary research projects within the social sciences where
it was found that researchers, due to their higher social and
educational status, would often intimidate other actors and
impact the group’s ability to establish shared mental models
and visions (Ely et al., 2020; Roux et al., 2017). In business
and management studies, top leadership determined a project
team’s course of action and overall performance measures
(Osagie et al., 2020; Pallett & Chilvers, 2013; Weissbrod &
Bocken, 2017).
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Responses to these power imbalances ranged from embed-
ding rules and policies around participation and decision-
making processes (Heikkila & Gerlak, 2019) to strategically
timing when top leadership were brought in to review a project
(Weissbrod & Bocken, 2017). Ardichvili (2013) drew specific
attention to the role of HRD for managing power dynamics
within organizational sustainability initiatives by HRD manag-
ers leading activities “focused on raising awareness of issues
of power and power interrelationships between organizational
players” (p. 470).

Motivation for Learning and Action

The analysis suggests that actors from different sectors are
driven by competing, sometimes conflicting, motivations when
engaging in learning for sustainability. Initiatives examined in
the literature outside of business and management were mostly
motivated to engage in sustainability learning by achieving
environmental or sustainability outcomes, i.e., preparing for
climate change and other extreme events (Benson et al., 2016;
Boyd & Osbahr, 2010; Zhang et al., 2018). However, initia-
tives from within the business and management literature were
mostly motivated to engage in sustainability learning by mini-
mizing risks and maximizing profits (Weissbrod & Bocken,
2017; Zhao et al., 2019; Zwetsloot, 2003). New or threatened
government regulation (De Giacomo et al., 2019; Zwetsloot,
2003), increased pressure from stakeholders (Berthoin Antal
& Sobczak, 2014; Ingenbleek & Dentoni, 2016), or market
predictions (Wicki & Hansen, 2019; Wossen et al., 2013) were
observed as the biggest ‘triggers’ for businesses engaging in
learning for sustainability.

The literature revealed that a common outcome of com-
peting motivations among participants in multi-stakeholder
learning processes was mistrust (Lyra et al. 2016; Burchell &
Cook, 2008). Tension and mistrust were observed as a result
of actors having competing motivations or aims for participat-
ing in sustainability initiatives, i.e., business stakeholders pre-
dominantly prioritizing financial outcomes and not-for-profits
and government predominantly prioritizing environmental or
social outcomes (Burchell & Cook, 2008; Lyra et al., 2017).
Trust, and its role in facilitating dialogue, was found to have
great influence over the effectiveness of learning processes,
and even the success of entire sustainability initiatives (Hall-
dérsson et al., 2018; Miiller & Slominsky, 2017; Rietig & Per-
kins, 2018). Thus, illustrating the important role that motiva-
tion and trust can play in collaborative and multi-stakeholder
sustainability initiatives.

@ Springer

Discussion and Research Agenda

In this section, we look specifically at learning for sustain-
ability from a business and management perspective. We
consider key insights obtained from other fields as a start-
ing point for describing pressing challenges companies face
when learning for sustainability. Broader implications of
this work for future business and management research and
practice are summarized into two key propositions. Table 4
summarizes our research agenda for future business and
management research on learning for sustainability.

Reflexivity in Practice and Research

Our findings suggest that achieving meaningful sustainabil-
ity solutions requires time to embed sustainability values
throughout teams, projects, organizations and networks.
Specifically, sustainability requires time for reflective and
reflexive learning. There are various definitions of reflective
and reflexive learning, and while there are some similarities
between the two concepts there are also clear distinctions
(Cotter & Cullen, 2012). Reflection as a practice is the pro-
cess whereby an individual reflects back on an experience
or event (Roulston et al., 2008) and reflective learning is the
act of objectively reflecting on our own actions or concepts
of self (Cotter & Cullen, 2012; Cunliffe, 2004). The impor-
tance of reflection in learning for sustainability was raised
consistently in the literature. While this process of (self-)
reflection is indeed an essential component for progressing
toward sustainability, Cunliffe (2004) argues that we must
take reflection a step further, to reflexive learning, and con-
sider the broader social constructs that shape the realities
in which we exist and act, in order to change them. Reflec-
tive learning is therefore considered a necessary step toward
‘reflexive learning,” and ‘reflexive learning’ a necessary step
toward more radical and meaningful responses to sustain-
ability. However, recent literature suggests that there is no
guarantee that even reflexive learning will lead to positive
outcomes for sustainability. Sharp and Threadgold (2020)
introduced the notion of ‘reflexive complicity’ in their study
on gender marginalization, stating that:

reflexive complicity is performed when one knows
about unequal social relations or forms of margin-
alization, can observe them and claim to want things
to change, but there are no significant changes in
practice by the individual and little effort to engage
in situational interventions that make a difference
(pp. 619-620).

The term ‘reflexive complicity’ could explain the dilemma
we observe in business, where the issue of sustainability is



Organizations, Learning, and Sustainability: A Cross-Disciplinary Review and Research Agenda

229

Table 4 Summary research agenda

Theoretical focus

Phenomena

Research question

Critical reflexive learning

Power and value

Relationships between reflexive complicity, critical
reflexive learning and sustainability outcomes. (/)

Complicity and motivation for reflexive learning
(1,5)

Time and reflexive learning (/,3)

Reflexive complicity (7,5)

Complexity of power relations in collaboration
processes (2, 4)

Education and training activities for raising aware-
ness of power dynamics in sustainability initiatives
4)

Relationships between entrenched power structures,
decision-making, and learning processes (4)

The passive participants in learning and decision-
making processes (2,4)

Relationships between value, single/double/triple-
loop and reflexive learning, and responses to

How does reflexive complicity and criti-
cal reflexive learning shape sustainability
outcomes?

How can organizations and multi-stakeholder
initiatives promote critical reflexive learning?

How does motivation shape complicit versus
critical engagement with reflexive learning
for sustainability outcomes?

How do learning processes evolve in long-term
sustainability initiatives?

How does time in longer-term sustainability
initiatives influence critical reflexive learning
and sustainability outcomes?

What incentivizes businesses to take a longer-
rather than a shorter-term time horizon when
developing their sustainability initiatives?

When and how is reflexive complicity being
observed in business and management sus-
tainability activities?

How does power influence learning processes
and outcomes in multi-stakeholder and/or
transdisciplinary sustainability projects?

What education and training activities are most
effective for raising employee awareness of
power imbalances in corporate sustainability
initiatives?

How do decision-making practices shape
learning processes in sustainability projects?
What are the determinants of active versus pas-
sive engagement in sustainability initiatives?

sustainability (1,4)

What will enable businesses to engage diverse
voices from within and across organizational
boundaries in their sustainability initiatives
and decision-making?

How do diverse perspectives on value, and
different types of learning, shape responses
to sustainability?

After each phenomenon proposed for future research, numbers are listed in parentheses that relate to the themes from the literature review find-

ings, as presented in Table 2

acknowledged, and there are claims of wanting to change
to address it, but we continue to see a lack of meaningful
actions to address the issues. This dilemma suggests that
it is not just reflexivity itself that is important for achiev-
ing meaningful sustainability outcomes, but our motiva-
tions for engaging in reflexivity are equally important. If
the motivation for businesses engaging in sustainability is
to identify threats, appease stakeholders and maintain the
status quo rather than find meaningful sustainability solu-
tions, then reflexivity will likely result in business-as-usual
responses. On the contrary, reflexivity that is motivated by
achieving meaningful sustainability solutions could argu-
ably lead to more radical responses. In Cunliffe’s more
recent work (2016), she refers to critical reflexive learning
and describes the process as “examining our own assump-
tions, decisions, actions, interactions, and the assumptions

underpinning organizational policies and practices and
the intended and potentially unintended impact” of them
(p. 741). This combination of self- and critical- reflex-
ivity aligns with our understanding of what is required
for more meaningful responses to sustainability; thereby
challenging the existing structures, policies and practices
that support unsustainable behaviors and actions from
individuals and organizations. Critical reflexivity around
company sustainability values and motivations, and the
systems that these exist within, may help in overcoming
reflexive complicity in company sustainability responses.
The concept of ‘reflexive complicity’ itself could also ben-
efit from further empirical investigation within the context
of business sustainability to determine when and how the
phenomenon is observed in practice.
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Future business and management research could benefit
by exploring the complex relationships between company
motivations, reflexive complicity, critical reflexive learning
and sustainability outcomes. As company motivations were
also found in the literature to be a point of tension between
actors in multi-stakeholder initiatives for sustainability, out-
comes from further research on critical reflexive learning
and motivations could be used to better prepare stakehold-
ers for more trusting and fruitful collaborations in practice.

Findings from our review show that business and man-
agement research often focused on proving or exploring
relationships between learning activities and performance or
product innovation outcomes, rather than sustainability out-
comes. In practice, it was found that businesses were slowed
in their progress toward sustainability due to a business-
as-usual lens on value; however, the tendency for business
and management scholars to motivate their research through
outcomes of firm performance could be argued as the same
dilemma. Motivating business and management research on
learning for sustainability by the potential benefits to firm
performance i.e., competitive advantage and product innova-
tion, only reinforces the same business-as-usual value struc-
tures that prioritize the firm over all else. This framing of the
firm over all else perpetuates the idea that sustainability is
a secondary consideration for businesses, after profits, and
allows for slow and incremental responses to sustainability
challenges. Cullen (2020) drew similar conclusions in his
review of the responsible management literature stating that
there was a “need for business schools to resolve the tension
between capitalism and social/environmental responsibility”
(p- 768). Our findings align with those of Cullen (2020),
in suggesting that researchers, especially those operating in
a business school context, may have the same tendencies
toward reflexive complicity as practitioners.

We therefore join the growing body of researchers who
are calling for more reflexive scholarship when it comes
to sustainability (Ardichvili, 2013; Laasch et al., 2020;
Schaefer et al., 2015; Shrivastava, P., Ivanaj, S. & Persson,
S, 2013). We encourage researchers to engage in critical
reflexivity and challenge the underlying assumptions and
approaches that have traditionally been applied to research
on learning for sustainability, which has largely adopted
a causal approach to understanding relationships between
sustainability, learning, and firm performance. We argue
that deeper and more critical reflection is needed on the
actions required for meaningful sustainability outcomes
and the societal or systemic structures that enable or limit
these actions. For example, one fundamental concern that
arose from the literature is the need for businesses to adopt
longer-term time horizons when developing their sustain-
ability initiatives. Longitudinal studies with companies or
multi-stakeholder initiatives that have adopted long-term
strategies for sustainability could therefore be conducted to

@ Springer

understand the evolution of learning processes that facili-
tate these strategies over time. Engaging in critical reflex-
ive learning, as researchers, and allowing sustainability
outcomes to motivate our research rather than firm perfor-
mance could be a key component for a more radical transi-
tion toward sustainability.

Broadening Our Understanding of Power and Value

Our review revealed that organizations are increasingly
engaging in inter-organizational and network-level col-
laborations with diverse actors to tackle sustainability chal-
lenges. This increase in the diversity of actors collaborating
on sustainability projects impacts the complexity of learning
processes. The literature showed that for sustainability col-
laborations to be successful, all actors must feel comfort-
able and supported to speak up and participate in the group
learning process as it is vital for establishing shared men-
tal models, problem definitions, and shared goals/visions.
However, our review found that power imbalances directly
impacted the level at which certain actors felt comfortable to
participate and voice their opinions in collaborative learning
processes.

The literature on power could help to explain why busi-
nesses that broaden the range of actors in their sustainability
activities also experience greater complexity in learning pro-
cesses (Brennan & Tennant, 2018). As an example, embed-
ding sustainable practices across a company’s supply chain
often results in open dialogue and inquiry with community
representatives in countries where the company’s raw mate-
rials are sourced. Findings from the research outside of busi-
ness and management revealed that engagements of this kind
commonly saw participants who were from a vulnerable or
marginalized population (Heikkila & Gerlak, 2019), did not
speak the same ‘language’ as those leading the learning pro-
cess (Lee and van de Meene, 2012) or were less educated
(Roux et al., 2017). All of which were found to influence
the power dynamics within group learning processes and
reduce the level of participation and engagement required
for meaningful sustainability action. To better understand
the role of power in learning processes for sustainability,
future business and management research could benefit
by focusing on the increasingly complex ways that power
influences learning processes and outcomes in collaborative
sustainability projects. Building on research from Ardich-
vili (2013), future research could also explore the ways in
which learning, through education and training activities,
can be used to minimize the effects of power in sustainabil-
ity initiatives. Understanding power in learning processes,
and the role of learning processes for raising awareness of
power relations, will be particularly important as we observe
more networked and multi-stakeholder initiatives for sustain-
ability. Similarly, we reiterate the need for more engaged,
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networked and international research collaborations on
learning for sustainability. The complexity and far-reaching
impacts of sustainability challenges requires a broadening
of our thinking that goes beyond firm-level responses and
disciplinary silos.

Our review also identified power as a factor influenc-
ing decision-making processes in sustainability projects.
It showed that decision-makers on sustainability projects
were largely members of senior and executive management,
and the sustainability responses they pursued were mostly
instrumental. The literature on power and decision-making
could help to explain this relationship as a ‘mobilization of
bias,” defined as “a set of predominant values, beliefs, ritu-
als, and institutional procedures that operate systematically
and consistently to the benefit of certain persons and groups
at the expense of others” (Bachrach and Baratz, 1970 as
cited in McCright & Dunlap, 2010, p. 106). Mobilization
of bias means that the powerful actors, in this case senior
management, are able to set the agenda for the sustainability
issues that align with their interests and prevent actions on
sustainability issues that challenge their interests (McCright
& Dunlap, 2010).

Our review suggests that alternative ways of measuring
the success of management, sustainability projects and com-
panies could free up managers to invest in critical reflexive
learning processes that align with longer-term and more
radical responses to sustainability. Future business and man-
agement research could therefore explore how we have tradi-
tionally understood value in companies and how this relates
to critical reflexive learning. In addition, supportive research
could explore the types of learning observed in companies
that successfully foster more radical responses to sustain-
ability and the value structures that helped to support these
processes. This calls for exploring how organizations can
change entrenched power structures in decision-making. To
conclude, establishing a broader understanding of how busi-
nesses can value and engage diverse voices in their sustain-
ability initiatives and decision- making could offer a fruitful
avenue for future research on sustainability.

Limitations

Several limitations to this research need to be noted. First,
data used for this review were limited to English language
journal publications and did not include books, book chap-
ters or conference proceedings. Given the global nature of
sustainability, and the fact that current research is dominated
by European and North American perspectives, future stud-
ies should also engage with researchers and study partici-
pants from diverse cultural backgrounds who are embedded
in areas most affected by sustainability issues. We propose
this could be done in two ways; 1) expanding future review
studies to include articles published in languages other than

English, and 2) conducting empirical studies on learning
for sustainability that aim to capture insights from under-
represented populations. Second, there is a potential bias
in the key-search terms used for data collection. To nar-
row the search down, a decision was made to use terms
related to the level where learning took place, i.e., ‘team,’
‘organization,” and ‘network’ learning. After reviewing the
literature, it became clear that there were other forms of
learning descriptors that could have broadened the articles
reviewed, for example types of learning i.e., ‘social’ learn-
ing, ‘participatory’ learning, ‘transformational’ learning.
Despite our review still capturing literature on these learn-
ing types, extensions of this review could re-examine the
key-search terms used to ensure the breadth of learning types
are captured from across all research disciplines. Finally, in
the space of just five years (2016-2020) there was a 60%
increase in publications on learning for sustainability across
disciplines. While this is not a limitation to our study, this
trend in publication growth signifies the rapidly evolving
nature of learning for sustainability as a field of study. To
capture future insights and understandings of learning for
sustainability, it could be advantageous to conduct similar
cross-disciplinary literature reviews on learning for sustain-
ability on a regular basis.

Concluding Remarks

Current research has focused on disciplinary-specific
approaches to learning for sustainability. Our review aligns
with calls from prior research for cross-disciplinary and
multi-stakeholder approaches to sustainability. It offers a
deepened understanding of the challenges organizations
and multi-stakeholder initiatives face when learning for
sustainability, including entrenched power relations, and
traditional decision-making and value structures. We intro-
duce ‘reflexive complicity’ as a conceptual lens for under-
standing the slow progress we see in societal responses to
sustainability challenges. We argue that in order to overcome
these challenges and realize meaningful sustainability out-
comes, more critical reflexive learning is needed on what
motivates engagement with sustainability from academia
and practice. Shifting how we motivate business and man-
agement research on learning for sustainability, in a way that
prioritizes sustainability outcomes over firm performance,
could allow for more engaged and transdisciplinary research
collaborations and bring us a step closer to understanding
how to embed critical reflexive learning processes into busi-
nesses. Similarly, breaking patterns of reflexive complicity
from key actors in businesses could also see a shift toward
more radical and long-term responses to sustainability in
practice.
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