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Abstract
The role of the Sustainability Manager (SM) is expanding. Whether SMs are turning into a new profession is under debate. 
Pointing to the need for a distinct professional logic to qualify as a profession, we identify what is contained within a profes-
sional logic of SMs. Through analyzing ambiguities present in the role of the SMs, we show that there is no specific distinct 
professional logic of SMs, but rather a meta-construct building on market, bureaucratic, and sustainability logics. In addition, 
we point to the complex configurations of and relationships between these underlying logics. The complexities also explain 
why the SMs differ from traditional professions and why it is problematic to talk about a ‘SM profession’. Rather, SMs are 
‘organizational professionals’. The article builds on 21 interviews with SMs working for Swedish companies.
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Introduction

In recent years, the role of the Sustainability Manager 
(SM),1 denoting the most senior position within the organi-
zation with responsibility for sustainability issues, has been 
introduced in companies, reflecting the expansion of CSR 
and sustainability in business (Wright et al., 2012; Strand, 
2013, 2014; Miller & Serafeim, 2014; Borglund et al., 2017; 
Carollo & Guerci, 2018). Commonly, SMs have the prime 
responsibility to oversee the company’s sustainability strat-
egy, its implementation, and results (cf. Kanashiro & Rivera, 
2019; Strand, 2013, 2014). They may or may not be part 

of the top management team (TMT), but are the ones that 
occupy the highest position in the company with specific 
responsibility for sustainability (Carollo & Guerci, 2018). 
The number of SMs and their influence have increased over 
the years, with a breakthrough in the early 2000’s (Acre, 
2011; GreenBiz, 2018; Weinreb Group, 2014, 2018). 
GreenBiz (2018, p. 15) showed that 89 percent of surveyed 
international companies with revenues greater than $1 bil-
lion have an executive “working 100% on sustainability”. 
According to the same study, 44 percent of the persons head-
ing the sustainability work had the title vice president or 
senior vice president.
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1 In this paper, we use the term Sustainability Manager (SM) to 
denote the most senior position within the organization with responsi-
bility for sustainability issues, in line with Guerci and Pedrini (2014) 
and Carollo and Guerci (2018). Other titles or concepts are also used 
in the literature, for example Chief Sustainability Officers (CSOs, see 
Acre, 2011; Weinreb Group, 2011, 2014, 2018; Strand, 2013, 2014; 
Miller & Serafeim, 2014; Peters & Romi, 2014; Kanashiro & Rivera, 
2019; Peters et al., 2019; Fu et al., 2020), Corporate Social Respon-
sibility (CSR) Managers (Risi & Wickert, 2017), Chief Officers of 
CSR (Strand, 2013), and in some cases also CSR practitioners (Brès 
et al., 2019). SMs may but need not be part of the top management 
team (TMT). In this study, all interviewees are the most senior per-
sons responsible for sustainability issues in the companies, although 
not necessarily part of the TMT. The positions and methodological 
considerations related to these positions are discussed in the method-
ology section. Notably, some scholars use other concepts in the same 
way as we use SMs: “CSOs as all people with primary responsibility 
for sustainability in an organization even if their title is not CSO but a 
vice president or a director” (Miller & Serafeim, 2014, p. 201).
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SMs focus on many issues connected to economic, social, 
and environmental responsibility, including ethical issues in 
the organization (Borglund et al., 2017). Activities that may 
be connected to SM responsibility may include, for exam-
ple, mergers and acquisitions, product development, financ-
ing, cost savings, product life cycle analyses, partnerships, 
and stakeholder engagement (Acre, 2011). Frequently, they 
become a link between the company and its stakeholders, 
enacting boundary-spanning functions related to govern-
ance, systems, networking, collaboration, interdependency, 
and experimentation (Johnstone, 2019). Externally, SMs 
are important actors within the CSR discourse, along with 
investors, NGOs, consultants, and business schools. Neces-
sary skills include strategy, HR knowledge, communication, 
commercial thinking, and policy engagement, also showing 
the broad potential scope of SM work (Acre, 2011).

Reasons for appointing SMs have been discussed, includ-
ing improved reputation by sending signals to stakeholders 
about commitment to CSR, an increased ability to integrate 
CSR in the organization, increased understanding of CSR in 
the TMT, as well as increasing the efficiency of CSR imple-
mentation (Wiengarten et al., 2017). Also, when it comes to 
sustainability there is sometimes an external language gap 
between companies and investors that needs to be bridged 
(O’Neill 2016).

As companies become more advanced and strategic in 
terms of CSR, the same goes for the role of the SM (Miller 
& Serafeim, 2014), which becomes more senior and con-
nected to the overall business strategy (Vallentin & Spence, 
2017). Aligning internal and external sustainability strategy 
is a task (Eccles & Krzus, 2015), for example, relating busi-
ness and sustainability to Shared Value (Porter & Kramer, 
2006, 2011).

The noticeable development of SMs as a professional 
group has led scholars to problematize their role(s) in vari-
ous ways. Functional aspects, for example how sustainabil-
ity leadership could and should be provided in response to 
stakeholder concerns, have been highlighted (Peters et al., 
2019), as well as their concrete role in organizations, includ-
ing interaction with shareholders (Miller & Serafeim, 2014). 
Structural aspects include discussions on relevant positions 
in the organization, for example closeness to the TMT, the 
role of sustainability committees to the Board of Directors, 
or the issue of centralization or decentralization of sustain-
ability issues in the organization, as the company becomes 
more mature with regard to sustainability. It has also been 
discussed whether the SM role will disappear once the com-
pany gets ‘truly sustainable’ (Strand, 2014). Reflecting this, 
Risi and Wickert (2017) claim that the more integrated, the 
more transformed the role gets. There may be a diminishing 
importance of such managers over time as CSR becomes 
institutionalized in the company (Bondy et al., 2012). How-
ever, to some extent, new sustainability issues emerge as 

well as new types of responsibilities that give SMs new 
important tasks to carry out (Risi & Wickert, 2017). Others 
focus on personal background aspects and how such factors 
come into play (Peters et al., 2019; Strand, 2014; Wiengarten 
et al., 2017). Performance implications have also been stud-
ied (e.g., Fu et al., 2020; Kanashiro & Rivera, 2019; Peters 
et al., 2019). Wiengarten et al. (2017), for example, find that 
in some situations there is a positive correlation between the 
role and financial performance. Another strand of the litera-
ture points to the relationship between SMs and performance 
as conditioned by SM characteristics, earlier sustainability 
record, time, and environmental regulation (Kanashiro & 
Rivera, 2019; Peters et al., 2019). Some scholars have dis-
cussed practical problems relating to the role, for example 
tensions with other internal constituents (Jutterström & Nor-
berg, 2013; Risi & Wickert, 2017).

Yet others, however fewer, have been more interested in 
the way SMs reason, think, and feel within business organi-
zations, for example from an identity perspective, emphasiz-
ing the complicated identity struggles of inhabiting the role 
(Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Wright et al., 2012). Discussions 
on whether and how SMs (or CSR practitioners) are form-
ing a new profession have also been published (Brès et al., 
2019). Even if no definitive answer has been given to the 
question of whether there is a new SM profession or (if so) 
what it is constituted of, relevant aspects have been touched 
upon. To understand the underlying aspects of the SM role 
in organizations, it is obvious that one also has to identify 
underlying claims, demands, expectations, clashes, and 
struggles that relate to the role. But despite identity-related 
studies (Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Risi & Wickert, 2017; 
Wright et al., 2012), pointing to underlying clashes between 
business and sustainability values, confusing the identities of 
SMs, we know relatively little about the underlying nature of 
the logic that guides SMs in their work. In particular, it is of 
importance to identify what is actually contained within the 
professional logic of SMs, as it is central to understand what 
it is that is action-guiding within the profession, expressing 
the ethos, norms, beliefs, and values of SMs. The purpose of 
the article, thus, is to identify the professional logic of SMs. 
Its specific research question is: What is contained within a 
professional logic of Sustainability Managers? By that we 
refer to the beliefs and action-guiding principles that tend to 
shape the cognitions and behaviors of SMs in their profes-
sional role (cf. Dunn & Ross, 2010).

We proceed with this task by identifying underlying ambi-
guities within the role, reflecting three distinct logics—relat-
ing to sustainability, market, and bureaucracy—that either 
clash, mix, or can be seen as unclear or balanced, constitut-
ing a complex content of a professional logic of SMs. Thus, 
rather than finding an unequivocal professional logic, we 
identify the dynamics of the professional logic of SMs and 
show that it does not ‘exist on its own’ (in contradistinction 
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to the logics of doctors, lawyers, and similar occupational 
groups), but is constituted by other logics that relate to each 
other in various ways. As the study will show, the SM role 
is so strongly conditioned by the organizational realities and 
priorities of business, from which the very role emanates, 
that the logic becomes vague and difficult to define qua pro-
fessional in a more independent sense.

The article is empirical, building on interviews with SMs 
of national and international companies of Swedish origin. 
The next section offers a theoretical background to the issue 
of professional logics. The methodology section then fol-
lows, after which the empirics contain the identified profes-
sional ambiguities. A concluding discussion finalizes the 
article.

A Professional Logic of Sustainability 
Managers?

A relatively recent phenomenon in the literature is an 
increased interest in the professional aspects of the SM role 
(Brès et al., 2019). A profession can be seen as a specific 
and to some degree an autonomous social system where pro-
fessionals compete with each other for influence (Abbott, 
1988). Historically, the role of the professions has been 
strong. Scholars within institutional theory have pointed 
out that professions are drivers increased homogenization 
of organizational fields and societal spheres (DiMaggio & 
Powell, 1983). They functions as influential crafters of insti-
tutions in modern society (Muzio et al., 2013; Scott, 2008). 
Although subject to profound changes, professions have had 
leading roles when it comes to the creation and tending of 
institutions (Muzio et al., 2013; Scott, 2008). The tradition-
ally strong role of the professions has also turned profession-
alization into an attractive option for occupational groups 
that have not enjoyed status or recognition. Professionaliza-
tion involves an ambition to control a market of expertise, a 
striving for social status and upward social mobility (Larson, 
1978).

To Evetts (1999), a profession is based on higher educa-
tion and training, often tied to the middle class in society 
and within the service sector. Most definitions emphasize 
the connection to formal higher education, mainly at univer-
sities. Academic education provides a higher, abstract and 
adaptable way of learning, leading to new forms of knowl-
edge and skills different from the old ones (Parsons, 1964). 
Freidson (1999) describes a profession as an ideal type with 
a number of components; publicly recognized knowledge 
grounded in abstract concepts and theories, a defined divi-
sion of labor within the profession, control of the job mar-
ket through merit systems and licensing and control of the 
education through universities. Others see professions as 

discursive categories (Evetts, 2003; Fournier, 1999), reflect-
ing a “linguistic resource that occupations claim for them-
selves” (Brès et al., 2019, p. 253).

Relating this background to SMs reveals interesting pat-
terns. There is a developing abstract field of academic CSR 
or sustainability knowledge (Painter-Morland et al., 2015). 
SMs increasingly share a common language, for example 
of expert terms developed within the discourse of sustain-
ability, singling out the SM role as a discursive category 
(Brès et al., 2019; Evetts, 2003; Fournier, 1999). However, 
despite the connection to higher education, knowledge is rel-
atively scattered without formal controls or specific admit-
tance requirements (Freidson, 1999). Even though there are 
many network organizations in the field, few if any formal 
requirements apply for membership. The network organiza-
tions do not hold formal power over its members and there 
is no strong joint professional code of ethics for SMs. Thus, 
it can be argued that SMs lack the requisite similar educa-
tion backgrounds and knowledge bases. What unites them 
is, rather, that they tend to share common values and a com-
mon vision of making business more sustainable (Brès et al., 
2019). Sharing common values, a common identity, a higher 
ambition and a shared purpose of “serving the common 
good” is congruent with descriptions of traits of a profession 
(e.g., Parsons, 1964; Larson, 1978; Abbot, 1988; Freidson, 
1999; Evetts, 2003).

SMs share many aspects with relatively recently devel-
oped occupations such as HR managers, Chief Information 
Officers, Communication or Quality Managers (Bailey, 
2011, 2015; Elg et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2019; Rucci, 
1997; Ulrich et al., 2013; Waddell & Mallen, 2001). A Qual-
ity Manager, for example, shares some of the work content 
of a SM such as environmental responsibility and other 
CSR issues (Elg et al., 2011). However, Martin et al. (2019) 
claim that quality management lacks unifying professional 
prerequisites, and that labels such as practitioners (rather 
than professionals) should be used. HR managers seem to 
have more marked traits of a profession (Bailey, 2011, 2015; 
Ulrich et al., 2013). There is a joint knowledge base with 
educational programs at universities for HR managers, giv-
ing students a degree and ‘license’ in HR, as well as strong 
professional associations, policies, regulation, ethical guide-
lines and codes of conduct. The HR field is also close to 
CSR in some aspects, and many times, HR managers and 
SMs work together on enhancing sustainability, even though 
also with some tensions connected to division of responsibil-
ity and influence between the two (Gond et al., 2011; Guerci 
& Pedrini, 2014).

Analytically, Freidson (2001) has contributed by point-
ing to three logics that are situated within the organizational 
context, determining what members of the organization do 
and how they do it, namely the professional logic, the mar-
ket logic, and the bureaucratic logic. These different logics 
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explain who or ‘what’ it is that controls and guides actions 
and decisions within the professional context. The profes-
sional logic is fundamental to how professionals think of and 
understand their work, with regard to, for example, control, 
governance, strategy, and authority structures (cf. Thornton, 
2002). A professional logic frames the occupational context 
and guides not only how to think about work as such, but 
also, from an identity perspective, who I am as a professional 
in relation to colleagues and others (cf. Carollo & Guerci, 
2018). What is particular about a professional logic is not 
just an understanding of how to perform work, but also an 
idea of the purpose of the profession and what it should 
bring about, for example to work in the public interest. In 
contrast, the market logic allows decisions, understandings, 
and so on, to be dependent on customers, clients and other 
groups and their interests. Guided by the market logic, the 
very rationale of how to perform and organize work becomes 
different. The bureaucratic logic, in turn, has rules, policies, 
guidelines, et cetera within the hierarchical organization as 
the guiding principle of organizing work. In its essence, it 
is highly managerial, relying on rules and formal mandates.

All these logics can be understood as institutional 
(Friedland & Alford, 1991), in the sense that they exist on 
an overarching societal level, as normative understandings 
of how issues should be understood, organized and effec-
tuated. They are “cultural beliefs and rules that shape the 
cognitions and behaviors of actors” (Dunn & Jones, 2010, 
p. 114). They also matter in specific contexts, such as the 
professional one, as action-guiding normative beliefs that 
bring about certain interpretations of reality (cf. Friedland 
& Alford, 1991). Thus, these logics reflect broader cultural 
templates that provide organizational members with means-
ends designations (Pache & Santos, 2010). Such logics exist 
at the overarching, societal level (Herremans et al., 2009), 
but are enacted (consciously or not) by individual actors 
within organizations.

However, in relation to these logics, the role of the SM 
distinguishes itself from other professional groups in at least 
two ways. Firstly, the very existence of the SM is warranted 
by the increased awareness of sustainability and responsi-
bility as an overwhelming trend in business, which can also 
change the way we think about professions in general (Brès 
et al., 2019). The existence of SMs, one could argue, is a 
corporate response to the (institutional) logic of and pressure 
for sustainability, inherent in society (Bondy et al., 2012; 
Frostenson & Helin, 2017; Risi & Wickert, 2017). Sustain-
ability contextualizes the role of the corporation in relation 
to environmental and societal needs and priorities. The sus-
tainability logic tends to guide behaviors characterized by 
concerns for issues such as social justice and environmental 
preservation (Kok et al., 2019) but stands in at least potential 
contradistinction to the logic of the market that places its 
own demands on what the SMs are supposed to achieve. In 

other words, there is a further logic compared to the ones 
put forward by Freidson (2001) that warrants attention. In 
practice, a professional logic is often contrasted with market 
or bureaucratic logics (Freidson, 2001), but in relation to 
SMs, the sustainability logic is also relevant to understand 
in the professional context, in relation to tensions within the 
profession.

It has been suggested (e.g., Carollo & Guerci, 2018) that 
tensions that SMs experience can, at least partly, be ascribed 
to the underlying conflict of business (market logic) vs. val-
ues (sustainability logic). Such an underlying (potential) 
clash of several logics is one aspect that makes the case of 
SMs special. That is not to deny that concepts have been 
developed that try to bridge such clashes strategically and 
in a more practical sense (e.g., through Created Shared 
Value, see Porter & Kramer, 2011). But the point is that the 
underlying values and priorities of professionals may imply 
differing and sometimes contrasting ways of comprehend-
ing and dealing with specific professional situations. Many 
studies of professionals in accounting, medicine, teaching, 
and other disciplines point to an ongoing challenge to the 
traditional professions (e.g., Evetts, 2003; Greenwood & 
Lachman, 1996). This challenge comes about through mar-
ket reforms, management ideas, et cetera., that infuse market 
logic into professional thinking. The market logic operates 
through the motivation to achieve competitive advantage, 
efficiency and profit, implying that behavior is economically 
motivated (see e.g., Kok et al., 2019). Such an ‘external’ 
logic challenges the traditional professional understanding 
of how things should be done and controlled (Pache & San-
tos, 2010). Instability, fragility, tensions, and uncertainty 
may follow, since different logics tend to prescribe different 
understandings of the task at hand, and consequently, dif-
ferent actions (cf. Hayes & Rajão, 2011). From an identity 
perspective, making sense of conflicting logics in a profes-
sional context is problematic (Bévort & Suddaby, 2016). 
Professional logic may also be challenged by bureaucratic 
logic (Freidson, 2001), implying that, for example, manage-
rially initiated rules, routines, and structures become the fun-
damental organizing principles of professional work (rather 
than letting the professionals decide).

Secondly, being a new profession, or possibly a profession 
under development, SMs only partially relate to such a back-
ground—where the traditionally strong professional logic of 
a certain professional group is challenged by other logics, 
for example the market logic as a consequence of market 
reforms affecting the professional space. Unlike traditional 
professions, there is a vagueness of the professional logic of 
SMs. This is also reflected in the literature, where clear defi-
nitions or identifications of it are lacking (Brès et al., 2019) 
or only partially and dichotomously defined (as a business 
vs. values conflict), as underlying reasons for tensions in the 
role (Carollo & Guerci, 2018). Pointing more specifically 
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to Carollo and Guerci (2018), they identify three tensions, 
relating to a business orientation vs. values orientation, an 
insider–outsider perspective, and a short-term vs. long-term 
view. The first underlying conflict concerns an aspect of 
logics, the clash between sustainability and market logics, 
which seems to be an inherent fundamental dichotomy of 
the role.

Going deeper into the underlying logics of the role, thus, 
is a clue to understanding professionalism among SMs—and 
their possibilities to become a ‘real’ profession in the sense 
of having their own principles and coherent understandings 
of how to perform the profession, necessary education, spe-
cific knowledge authority of the field, controlling the stand-
ards of good performance, et cetera. Judging from earlier 
literature, some advances have been made, but less relat-
ing to logics and more to identity, the issue of who the SM 
is and what is central, distinguishable and enduring about 
the role (cf. Albert & Whetten, 1985). Apart from Carollo 
and Guerci (2018), another example is Wright et al. (2012), 
who argue that balancing or bridging tensions comes about 
through enacting key identities, the ‘green change agent’, 
the ‘rational manager’, and the ‘committed activist’. In their 
lives and professional roles, SMs must balance contradic-
tions between their own senses of self and other relevant 
work and non-work contexts that they belong to (Wright 
et al., 2012).

The corollary of previous reasoning is that we do not only 
see potential clashes of logics within the SM profession, but 
also a vagueness of the professional logic of SMs, along with 
a relatively underdetermined understanding of which under-
lying logics that constitute or undergird it—and in which 
way. One could reasonably ask what this professional logic 
consists of—or whether there is one at all. As we see it, it is 
an empirical task to identify such a logic. Given the vague-
ness of the professional logic and the underlying frictions 
between potentially different underlying logics, the predica-
ment of the profession is hardly the same as, for example, 
accountants or medical doctors, where typical challenges of 
a traditional professional logic exist. Although current lit-
erature has pointed to the conflict between sustainability and 
market logics in relation to SMs, nothing precludes further 
logics to be conditioning the SM profession, for example 
the bureaucratic logic or others. Given this background, a 
deeper empirical understanding is of want. The remaining 
parts of this article will be devoted to providing a deeper 
understanding of the professional logic of SMs.

Method

The study follows the stream of research on professional 
logics and professional identity work (cf. Freidson, 2001). 
Like other studies, we base our empirical material on 

semi-structured in-depth interviews to make sense of the 
situations that SMs face (Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Kok et al., 
2019; Wright et al., 2012).

For the study, 21 SMs working in Sweden were inter-
viewed. A criterion for selecting the respondents was that s/
he had a position as a SM in a large or medium-sized com-
pany, being the most senior person responsible for sustain-
ability in the organization. From a research design perspec-
tive, finding the highest ranking manager with responsibility 
for sustainability was central for qualifying as an interview 
person in our study. That excluded, for example, respond-
ents with only partial responsibility for sustainability in their 
positions. Hence, we were interested in the highest ranking 
executives (‘C-suite’) or persons with responsibility for sus-
tainability in close connection to the TMT, in line with the 
discussion on “Upper echelons” (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). 
The TMT contains a smaller group of executives in the top 
of the organization with an overall responsibility (Hambrick 
& Mason, 1984; Mintzberg, 1979; Strand, 2013). Some of 
the SMs were in the TMT and hence could be labeled CSOs 
(Strand, 2014). Others were just outside the TMT, but had 
access to TMT meetings when needed. The closeness to the 
TMT was also something discussed by the SMs themselves 
as an issue related to the possibility to exercise SM work, as 
we will see in the next section.

As can be seen from Table 1, five of the 21 respondents 
were in the TMT, whereas 13 were just outside the TMT, 
reporting to a TMT executive. In addition, three managers 
were on organizational level 3. This reflects that the most 
common position among Swedish SMs is to be just outside 
the TMT on management layer 2.

Access to respondents was possible through professional 
networks for SMs. All of them work in the Swedish context, 
but several are employed by international companies. That 
is, their work is not limited to Sweden and contains inter-
national supply chain issues and other tasks. The focus on 
Swedish SMs is reasonable considering their increasingly 
stronger role in Swedish companies and the developed job 
market within sustainability in Scandinavia. The Scandi-
navian countries are often perceived as advanced when it 
comes to sustainability (De Geer et al., 2009; Jutterström & 
Norberg, 2013; Strand et al., 2015; Borglund et al., 2017). 
The respondents differ in terms of gender, managerial level, 
title of the position, role seniority and industry (Carollo & 
Guerci, 2018), see Table 1. In Table 1, management layer 
1 represents a position in the TMT, 2 represents a SM that 
reports to a TMT member, and management layer 3 repre-
sents two hiererchial levels below the TMT.

From July 2018 to October 2019, the 21 interviews were 
carried out by one of the researchers, lasting for 30–60 min. 
The interviews were made mainly in person but in some 
cases over telephone, depending on the availability of the 
interview person. They were guided by about ten open-ended 
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questions (see appendix 1). In connection with each of the 
overarching questions, follow-up questions were asked, care-
fully making the respondent expand on and develop answers 
in areas of interest through simple “off-the-shelf” questions 
like “why”, “in what way”, “what happened”, “what would 
be an example”, and similar ones. During the interviews, it 
was of importance to make the managers describe and reflect 

on their professional role. Some issues were focused, such as 
the structural position, formal responsibilities, the closeness 
to top management, resource allocation, the required compe-
tences and backgrounds, practical work of the SM, integra-
tion of sustainability issues into overall strategy, as well as 
tasks related to integration and innovation. The respondents 
were also asked questions about conflicts and prioritizations 

Table 1  Participating sustainability managers (companies)

Name Male/Female Role 
seniority 
(years)

Mgmt layer; 
closeness to 
TMT

Title Organizational unit Business/industry

A F 10–15 2 SVP Sustainability Large global construction company, 
publically listed

B F 10–15 1 Manager Sustainability Large national privately owned 
retailer

C F 5–10 1 Head of Communication and sustainability Large national privately owned 
construction company

D F 5–10 2 Director Sustainability Larger national real estate company, 
privately owned

E M 3–5 3 Head of Sustainability Large international bank, publically 
listed

F F 5–10 2 Manager Sustainability Large international privately owned 
recycling company

G F 3–5 2 Head of Sustainability Medium-sized national construction 
and real estate company, privately 
owned

H F 3–5 2 Head of Sustainability Medium-sized national supplier 
construction sector, publically 
listed

I M 3–5 3 Head of Sustainability Large global telecom company, 
publically listed

J F 5–10 2 Head of Sustainability and quality Large global telecom company, 
publically listed

K F 5–10 2 Head of Communication and sustainability National privately owned brewery 
and hospitality company

L F 3–5 2 Head of Sustainability Large international retailer, pri-
vately owned

M M 10–15 2 Head of Sustainability Medium-sized national bank, pri-
vately owned

N M 3–5 2 Head of Sustainability Large international transportation 
company, privately owned

O F 3–5 3 Head of Marketing and CSR Medium-sized national privately 
owned bank

P F 5–10 1 Director Sustainability International pulp and paper com-
pany, publically listed

Q F 10–15 2 Head of Sustainability National pulp and paper company, 
privately owned

R M 10–15 1 Executive director Sustainability National medium-sized bank, 
privately owned

S F 5–10 1 Manager Sustainability National amusement park, privately 
owned

T F 3–5 2 Manager Sustainability National medium-sized retailer, 
privately owned

U F 3–5 2 Head of Sustainability and legal National outplacement company, 
privately owned
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related to the role. To enable a more analytical understand-
ing of these issues, it was also of importance to find out what 
the interview person understood as problematic, interesting, 
helpful, disturbing, relevant, and irrelevant in their role—
and how they coped with that.

The interviews were recorded and transcribed. The tran-
scribed empirical material was read by one of the research-
ers and coded in terms of themes, inductively identified in 
the material as interpretative options or nodes (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2018). In detail, sentences or parts of sentences 
were sorted out if they contained references to different 
aspects of serving as a SMs (themes like task orientation, 
organizational structure, et cetera – see Table 2). Each theme 
was labeled with titles driven by the empirical text material. 
The transcribed interviews as well as the document with 
sorted themes were distributed to the three other research-
ers who read the material as well as discussed, changed and 
developed the sorted themes. This joint analysis also reduced 
the number of original themes from eight to six. In the end, 
one common issue for each theme lasted (for example ‘Close 
to the top and handling a matrix’ for the theme Organiza-
tional structure – see Table 2). This was also an example of 
a first-order analysis where themes were identified that were 
further analyzed.

For each theme, ambiguities in the role of the SM were 
identified and described (see Table 2). This was the second-
order analysis. These ambiguities contain uncertainties of 
meaning or content, and constitute in themselves tensions in 
the formation of the professional work of SMs. For example, 
the theme ‘Task orientation: Assistant to business value or 
something else’ that was ascribed the ambiguity “Sustain-
ability or business performance”. This step was also (just 
like the following ones) a joint one, discussed by all partici-
pating researchers who also read the interviews to check the 
relevance of the coding.

A third-order analysis was the identification of logics 
relating to the ambiguities (Kok et al., 2019; Nag et al., 
2007; van Maanen, 1979). The logics, derived from the 
literature as market, bureaucratic and sustainability logics 
(Bondy et al., 2012; Freidson, 2001; Kok et al., 2019) reflect 
the underlying understandings of how SMs dealt with the 
ambiguities (see previous descriptions of the logics). In this 
step, the ambiguities were analyzed by means of the theoreti-
cal framework of the study to distinguish conceptually the 
logics behind the empirically described ambiguities (Kok 
et al., 2019; van Maanen, 1979; Nag et al., 2007; Gioa et al., 
2013 – see Table 2). One example could be the identification 
of the logics ‘sustainability logic’ and ‘market logic’ based 
on the ambiguity ‘Sustainability or business performance’. 
The point was not only to identify logics per se, but rather 
to identify how they were related to each other, that is, the 
complexity or dynamics of logics. This step, notably, also 
contained an analysis of the modes of interaction of different 

logics in the ambiguities. In the previous example, where 
sustainability or business performance was the ambiguity, a 
clash between sustainability and market logics was evident. 
As will be further detailed below, it was possible to identify 
clashes of logics, as well as a mix of logics, unclarity of 
logics and a balancing of logics as the underlying modes 
of how the logics related to each other (see, for example, 
Freidson, 2001). Each ambiguity was analyzed separately 
and not as, for example, a sequence, which means that they 
do not appear in a specific order of progress from each other.

In the following section, the ambiguities will be presented 
along with underlying complexities that are also further 
explained. The section precedes the empirical section of the 
paper where we go further into the ambiguities of task orien-
tation, organizational structure, rank, necessity of the role, 
the nature of sustainability, and competence.

Sustainability Managers, Ambiguities 
and Logics

Logics in Action and Emerging Model

The empirical material below will be presented relating to 
specific themes of the SM work involving ambiguities. After 
identifying the ambiguities, these will be explained in terms 
of underlying complexity of logics, based on how the log-
ics of sustainability, market, and bureaucracy relate to each 
other. In Table 2, an emerging model is pictured that will 
be further elaborated on in the empirical section and in the 
concluding discussion.

As will be shown, in all cases there is a distinct sustain-
ability logic present in the role of the SM. The identified 
ambiguities show that there is a constant coexistence of 
more than one logic in the SM’s work. The picture, as will 
be shown, is not one-sided or clear-cut, but complex. In 
some cases, the ambiguities reveal clashes between logics; 
sustainability logic on one side and market or bureaucratic 
logic on the other. In such a case, the logics are not compat-
ible but stand in opposition to each other. That also means 
that they do not guide action in a clear way. In other cases, 
the sustainability logic is infused into the market logic; the 
complexity is characterized as a mix of logics, since both 
logics are operative but it is difficult to separate them given 
the situation. The ambiguities also show an even more com-
plex situation when an unclarity of logics exists, implying 
reduced action-guiding capacity by the sustainability logic. 
Last, the ambiguities also illustrate situations of balancing 
between sustainability and market logics, when both log-
ics are in use given the situation, requiring conscious deci-
sions on what to do or enact. To be a SM, it will be argued, 
requires dealing with complexities of different logics inher-
ent in the role. Below, we specify this in detail. The picture 
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will be illustrated by citations from interviews with SMs and 
further discussed.

Clash of Logics

Task Orientation: Assistant to Business Value or Something 
Else

The interviewed SMs s bring up a number of themes relevant 
for their role, themes that in themselves contain ambiguities 
building on underlying clashes of logics. One example is 
the theme of Task orientation concerning what the SM is 
actually there to do. One could see task orientation as the 
underlying rationale of how to use the SM in the organiza-
tion, to promote business, as an ‘assistant to business value’, 
a sustainability champion, an innovator, or something else.

Just a few respondents elaborate on the role they have for 
business development, many of the them do not. Some of the 
SMs mention that companies increasingly put sustainability 
into the center of business development and innovation, but 
that the SM is merely ‘an assistant’ in that process, rather 
than being at the center of it, contrary to the expectations.

SM M describes the role in business development as: “…
to assist the organization, and bring in relevant knowledge 
and contribute.”. SM P wants to work more with this but 
does not do it as much as wanted: In my case time is the 
limit. And of course you cannot be too many people at meet-
ings with customers.”. SM S says on her interaction with 
overall business strategy: “I do get invited, we had a confer-
ence with top management and I participated and gave my 
view.”.

SM I says she is not always needed: “Many others in the 
organization also have good knowledge, if not, they come 
to me. But on the consumer side it is hard to get access, 
it is all about price.”. But SM I also states that there are 
interactions: “Sustainability comes into sales, when giving 
an offer to a customer. That is the way it works also in the 
other direction, when we make a contract with our suppliers. 
So, it is both in our procurement and customer offerings that 
sustainability comes in.”.

Some SMs s declare that they are increasingly given a 
role in promoting business and innovation, enhancing also 
business value. “You need to have an understanding of the 
value chain, with large suppliers and environmental brand-
ing of products, for example. The role of the SM in these 
cases is to be a coach for, for example, procurement, to be 
the voice of the customer and interpret demands for custom-
ers on sustainability.” says SM J and continues: “It is about 
connecting suppliers with customers, to be transparent with 
suppliers, that these are the demands from customers.”.

SM H underlines this: “I work a lot with innovation, 
where we look at future concepts and trends on sustainabil-
ity. It covers studies with focus groups and new markets. 

Sustainability is absolutely a future trend. We can make con-
cept products, building on these trends.”.

Such quotations show that the task orientation of the SM, 
what the manager is supposed to be, is not clear. Many and 
not always congruent ideas are triggered. The SM should be 
a business person, an innovator, a coach, an interpreter, the 
voice of the customers, a node for various stakeholders—
and of course someone who works with sustainability. The 
complicated task orientation is also the consequence of a 
problematic situation where business and sustainability con-
cerns seem to clash. There is ambiguity as to why the SM is 
there in the first place, to enhance sustainability or business 
performance (or both). Actually, the SM may have to make 
a choice between sustainability or business performance as 
the main issue. In practice, the underlying conflict refers to 
whether sustainability or market logic should prevail.

Organizational Structure: Close to the Top and Handling 
a Matrix

Conspicuously, however, the clash of logics does not only 
come about in terms of sustainability logic vs. market logic. 
It also has to do with sustainability in relation to bureau-
cratic (‘organizational’) logic. Of importance to the role are 
not only the material issues that the SM works with (see 
Task orientation), but also the structural conditioning of the 
role within organizational boundaries. Being close to top 
management (or part of it) generates a better position to deal 
with sustainability and to affect it. There is a preference of 
being ‘selected’ by top management and to have ‘the ear of 
the CEO’.

The SMs s claim that the position should be close to the 
CEO and the TMT, but it is not always possible. At least the 
position should be as senior as the other functional execu-
tives, but preferably even closer to the CEO. As SM A says: 
“To be able to drive the issues you need to be close to top 
management. To be responsible for the function with a team 
and to report directly to the CEO.”. SM T adds “It is prefer-
able to have a position in the management team, but if not, 
at least have a very close cooperation. You will drive things 
that affect all other units and top management need to share 
the objectives and how to get there.”.

Others voice hesitation on whether they should have a 
position in the TMT. It is a position that consumes a lot of 
time and energy on other topics than sustainability. Being 
close to power could be sufficient, according to SM B: “The 
most important thing is that the Sustainability Manager 
has a mandate to influence decisions. The position must be 
very close to the top management team.”. One reason for 
not necessarily demanding a position in the TMT is that 
many other topics are discussed there. Engaging in the TMT 
is by some respondents understood as a waste of time and 
thereby downgrading other important tasks. Also, the need 
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for a strategic take on sustainability can make the time spent 
in the TMT’s meetings on operational issues wasted, accord-
ing to SM C: “There is a lot of time spent on tactical topics 
in the top management team which can be a waste of the 
Sustainability Managers time.” and continues: “Maybe one 
should change the agenda in the top management team so 
the Sustainability Manager can have a given place in these 
teams.”.

SM K is one step down from the TMT but attends the 
meetings regularly when sustainability is on the agenda. “I 
might be in the top management team four times per year 
to discuss these issues. I get called in, you could say. The 
most important thing is that sustainability is discussed and 
decided on in the top management team. In my case, if I 
would be in the top management team, I would not have time 
for all the other things I need to do.”

Another thing that the SMs bring up is that the sustain-
ability organization itself is too small to be represented by a 
manager in the TMT, and hence it is represented by a man-
ager that represents several functional areas.

In practice, many SMs end up in the situation of handling 
a matrix organization. The ideal situation, discussed by the 
SMs, seems to be that they should have a strong central role 
close to the CEO and at the same time exercise strong influ-
ence in the line organization via the use of a matrix organiza-
tion. Ideally, strategies, policies, and goals are developed at 
top management level (including the SM), while the imple-
mentation of the details is carried out by line management 
with the SM and the sustainability organization as support.

As SM K expresses it: “The Sustainability Manager 
should drive the development of sustainability in the com-
pany, but it is not something you do on your own but together 
with other persons and departments. You have an overarch-
ing perspective on what sustainability issues we can make a 
difference in and what issues we have a responsibility for.”.

The importance of working close to line managers that 
are responsible for decisions on their operations is perceived 
as crucial. The role of the SM is seen as very important for 
the implementation of sustainability and the interaction with 
line management needs to be close and even intense. The 
importance of sustainability in the functional organization is 
strongly emphasized by SM B: “Integration of sustainability 
without a sustainability organization does not work. Just as 
you cannot take away the HR function from the organization. 
The company will be like an amateur, ad hoc, without any 
edge. The work will fall apart and you will not be successful 
if you only involve line management.”.

As for the matrix solution, some companies use a sustain-
ability council to gather other functional managers, experts 
and line managers to discuss more informally priorities and 
processes. There are also multiple chains of command where 
a manager in the line organization can report to the line 
manager and the functional SM.

However, also hierarchy and the standing of the SM mat-
ter, as SM H argues: “We have a sustainability forum where 
we meet on certain issues. It can be, for example, coopera-
tion on a new sustainability strategy; that type of issues. 
Then, you manage it through the participating managers. 
I sit in a higher position hierarchy-wise; their managers’ 
report on a lower level than I do. I can follow-up with their 
managers. You need to have a mandate, a hierarchical posi-
tion, otherwise it will be impossible to handle.”.

The question of organizational structure refers to where in 
the organization the SM is placed. Matrix organizations may 
involve a higher capacity to influence both from an advi-
sory function and within the line organization, implying a 
stronger mandate. Whatever the case, the SM is always sub-
ject to structural prioritizations, implying which position the 
manager gets and the possible influence that can be exerted.

Seen as an ambiguity, a structural struggle of the SM is to 
promote the agenda of sustainability, in practice exercising 
influence through or despite the organization. Being close 
to the top becomes a means through which sustainability 
can be promoted—but also a risk of being caught by insig-
nificant issues. This is about influence to promote sustain-
ability. Since this can only be done within the organizational 
frames and the hierarchy (albeit sometimes in network struc-
tures), sustainability ambitions (and logic) stand against a 
structural context underpinned by the bureaucratic logic of 
a hierarchy. In other words, there is a clash between the 
sustainability logic and a bureaucratic logic when it comes 
to the structural position of the SM.

Rank: The Struggling Sustainability Manager

Another issue relates to ‘the struggling Sustainability Man-
ager’ and that of getting the others ‘onboard’. This is a con-
stant and frequently ongoing situation where the SM is fight-
ing for influence and for improved standing of sustainability 
in the organization. It concerns rank, not in a formal struc-
tural sense (cf. Organizational structure above), but more 
in the sense of the ranking or positioning of sustainability 
as a material topic in the organization. To promote sustain-
ability becomes an important and delicate task of the SM. 
It requires a lot of work and skills in change management. 
A number of techniques and tactics are used in reference to 
other managers to increase the standing of sustainability in 
the organization.

SM F explains the informal organization that the SM 
needs to understand and manage, in addition to the for-
mal line organization and the formal matrix organization. 
“You have unofficial leaders that can take the sustainability 
issues forward, but they can also make resistance. It is like 
an invisible network that you need to understand, and why 
issues are progressing or not, so you can navigate and get 
a result.”
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SM B relates this to ethics and how the SM is respon-
sible for issues of what is right and wrong for a company. 
This is something SM B tries to implement in the organ-
ization and among line managers: “It is challenging, it 
gets close to ethical questions and can be in conflict with 
other objectives in the company. It gives the sustainability 
manager a special role, a unique role because it contains 
moral issues that HR and other functions do not have.”.

SM M relates the resistance to the nature of change 
connected to the SM role and emphasizes the need to con-
nect sustainability to market logic. “It is a big part of your 
day to day work, to bring in a new perspective and meet 
resistance, which you need tackle in a constructive way to 
avoid a fight.” SM M continues: “Sustainability is com-
plex and abstract. It is hard to handle for organizations, 
for companies that are actions and solutions oriented. It 
is hard to follow an ordinary business logic and introduce 
sustainability there, but you have to do that too.”.

The respondents point to frustration among SMs in 
general, referring to ‘the others in the company’ that do 
not understand sustainability issues, and the low level of 
knowledge on sustainability in the organization. They also 
point to a number of SMs that have resigned from their 
positions as a public protest against the lack of support 
from the others in the company. As SM C puts it: “I have 
a lot of lunch meetings with other SMs and there is an 
enormous frustration. The others in the company do not 
understand and do not have knowledge about the sustain-
ability issues. /…/ This is a struggle, when someone taps 
you on your head all the time. You need to shoulder a big-
ger role in the company but many do not know what the 
role should be. It is easy to step into other areas and then 
you do not get popular. You need to define your role.”. SM 
S also expresses frustration with ‘the others in the com-
pany’: “You have to be there and remind them constantly. 
In my darkest hours I think: Is it always up to me? If I do 
not stress this, will it not be done?”. Education inside the 
organization is, in addition to the business case mentioned 
above, also mentioned as an important. The role of the 
SM is to create a joint internal understanding of sustain-
ability and to get alignment in the organization.

SM O says that the issue is not resistance to sustainability 
as such. In a smaller organization it is more about getting 
time and resources among all other things: “Everyone, in 
principle, agrees it is the right thing, only that we need to 
do all these other things first. It is not because no one wants 
to, but because there are so many other things to do.”. No 
ideological conflicts exist around sustainability; everyone 
believes that it drives financial value in the end. “It is nice 
to feel it is not an issue whether this is profitable or not, 
everything we have done is because it has been profitable 
or for saving costs, there has been no contradiction at all 
here.”, says SM O.

SM Q also finds little resistance to sustainability as 
such—but rather to change: “The hardest is to get the oth-
ers with you. There are many who think that sustainability 
is one thing and business operations is something else. They 
think both are good, but they have a problem seeing the 
sustainability perspective. Or they want to own the issues 
themselves. Everyone wants to work with sustainability and 
name what they do sustainably.”

These quotations express the organizational realities that 
the SMs face. Prioritizations, and to some extent resist-
ance, resources, power structures and interests, matter. 
That is, sustainability issues are promoted by the SMs, but 
conditioned by the organizational frame. The challenge or 
ambiguity for the SMs seems to be the issue of adapting 
sustainability to the organization or the organization to sus-
tainability. Essentially, this is a conflict between sustainabil-
ity logic and bureaucratic logic in the sense that there is a 
promotion of sustainability as a topic confined by organiza-
tional structures. The SMs explain that they must deal with 
resistance in the organization and defend their position and 
the role of sustainability. But that does not mean that peo-
ple resist the need to be sustainable as a company overall. 
Rather, it concerns the role the SM should play, how sustain-
ability is to be implemented, and how strategic and visionary 
the company should be. Their ambitions sometimes seem to 
be much higher than the rest of the organization. The task is 
to create a role for sustainability in the organization, but this 
entails finding a place for sustainability within the command 
structure of the organization.

Mix of Logics

The Necessity of the Role: The Disappearing Sustainability 
Manager

Another issue is the necessity of the SM, and the idea that 
the role disappears as sustainability is further integrated into 
organizational processes (cf. Risi & Wickert, 2017). The 
interviewed SMs strongly disagree with the notion that it 
is a temporary position that will not be needed once the 
company has become truly sustainable and sustainability 
has been integrated in its operations. As expressed by SM 
D: “The talk about taking away the Sustainability Manager 
is the most stupid one I ever heard. It does not work. It is the 
same thing as saying: this is not important. You need a Sus-
tainability Manager and a sustainability organization and 
then you need to work in a large network in the company.”.

SM B expresses a similar opinion: “It is naïve to 
believe that a change of business life to increased sus-
tainability goes that fast. There is no other function in 
the company that is discussed in the same way. This is 
a fundamental issue in business that will not go away.”. 
SM E adds: “‘I work to get rid of myself’ – you hear that 
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sometimes from sustainability managers. It is never going 
to happen. A sustainability function is needed to support 
the business leaders. /…/ Everything is supposed to be 
integrated, it is impossible as a manager to be an expert 
on everything. It is the same thing as with HR where you 
once upon a time said that all managers should know 
HR.”.

SM E once had the notion that the role was 
temporary:”I used to think so before, but I have changed 
my mind. There has to be someone who guarantees a 
proper management of these issues and that you are on 
the right track. /…/ To me this is a new profession, in the 
future you might see other functions reporting to sustain-
ability, like communication and HR, since sustainability 
has the big picture and how it sticks together.”.

Almost all respondents touch upon this topic and 
express irritation of the debate itself. It is claimed that 
it is a new profession, and that the function is needed. 
There are many arguments from the interviews in favor 
of a permanent position. Several SMs emphasize that sus-
tainability is a strategy, not a singular issue to be handled, 
and hence it needs constant governance by profession-
als. Sustainability is perceived as fundamental and needs 
evidence-based handling by experts. Also, having a SM 
demonstrates that the company recognizes sustainability 
as important.

Only two of the SMs, M and P, see ‘the disappear-
ing SM’ as something positive. SM M has experienced 
a change with a less influential and more integrated role 
than before, a form of partial ‘castration’ of the role: 
“Now I can study what happens when you castrate it a 
little bit, as we have done. Sustainability needs a strategic 
weight and maybe you get that with a head of sustain-
ability role, but in the future, I think it is overplayed, 
maybe in 5–10 years.”. SM P comments in a similar way: 
“Do we need sustainability managers, what has happened 
within ten years? Maybe we do not need anyone called 
Head of Sustainability. Maybe it is then integrated into 
the operations, but I do not know. It will be interesting 
to see.”.

What we can infer from this is that the structural role 
of the SM might be under threat, but also that it is, from 
their perspective, necessary in order to emphasize, mani-
fest, and implement sustainability in the organization. The 
ambiguity, however, relates to the role. Is it permanent or 
is it reasonable to make oneself superfluous? One could 
argue that the matter is about how to mix sustainability 
logic and market logic, rather than integrating (or not) 
sustainability into the business. If integrated in all busi-
ness processes ‘automatically’, the (widened) market logic 
would suffice. If so, sustainability as an issue of its own 
has had its time.

Unclarity of Logics

The Nature of Sustainability: Vagueness of the Field

Several SMs point to the vagueness of the (sustainability) 
field and its character of change, where new topics enter the 
field over time. There are many topics that can be included 
in the area of sustainability and these topics change over 
time as stakeholders’ perspectives change. Accordingly, 
the demands from stakeholders come in new shapes as new 
issues enter the public debate. As SM K expresses it: “It is 
a large and broad role, the issues are immensely wide. They 
cover anything from environment to packaging, employee 
issues, diversity and social responsibility in the market. It 
is so wide and includes so many people and so many con-
tacts with stakeholders. /…/ What is demanding in this role 
is that there is no end to all the things you could do, it can 
get so big. You can always drive the issues more; you can 
always communicate more. You have to make priorities.”. 
This is basically an ‘ontological’ question of sustainability. 
It is fluid, and changes character over time. The nature of 
sustainability requires ongoing (re-)definition.

SM I expresses almost the same view, that more and more 
topics are added. GDPR (The General Data Protection Regu-
lation of the EU) is mentioned as an example: “The role of 
the Sustainability Manager is always very wide. When we 
talk about sustainability, we do it in very broad terms. I think 
it is important for every organization and every manager 
to know what they are trying to embrace. Over the years it 
has been about the same challenges that you include, rarely 
less, rather more and more” and continues: “The areas of 
expertise change, now it is, for example, GDPR.”.

From a professional point of view, this is not only a mat-
ter of defining sustainability. It also prompts SMs to be 
flexible, open to change and to expand competence. SM N 
argues: “You need to be open to learn new areas all the time 
and be aware that you do not know everything. It is such a 
complex field that changes all the time. It is not possible to 
know all the details about everything.” and continues: “You 
must keep an open mind and be humble for your work tasks; 
you need to take help from others and try to be updated.”.

The vagueness and change of the field, thus, requires per-
sonal adaptability and a flexible self with a readiness to learn 
and adapt. This also influences how the role is organized to 
make flexibility possible, says SM J: “The role is so broad 
and spans over so many things. That makes analyzing the 
[sustainability] trend important but also the networking role. 
This role also changes over time, depending on what issues 
are considered as important. You have to be flexible in how 
you organize things.”.

This vagueness of the field forces SMs as well as other 
people to adapt their roles over and over again, also within 
the organization. SM I explains it in the following way: 



71The Professional Logic of Sustainability Managers: Finding Underlying Dynamics  

1 3

“People change roles all the time in the matrix organization 
and it makes it hard to manage it. Once you have anchored 
well and built good relations, the persons are exchanged. I 
think it is better to work with the same people over time. /…/ 
It can take two years before it is natural for people in the 
organization to work as I want them to, but some of them 
suddenly leave and you have to start all over again.”. Thus, 
the vagueness of the field makes it difficult to establish 
organizational positions, scopes, and duties of the SM. He 
or she is essentially subject to exogenous demands, forming 
both the position, demands for competence, and work tasks.

This vagueness of the field, as well as a fluid network of 
involved people, makes the role complex to handle. New sus-
tainability topics come and go, stakeholder demands change, 
as does the sustainability discourse in the society. The nature 
of sustainability is a concern the respondents express like 
a never-ending process where almost any topic could be 
included, from climate change to GDPR. This also makes 
implementation of activities and routines harder as people 
in the networks change over time. New types of experts are 
needed and other parts of the organization are subject to new 
sustainability demands.

The nature of sustainability can be problematized as an 
ambiguity; either you fix sustainability issues or you see 
them as fluid. If fixed, you risk capturing only part of all rel-
evant issues. For the SM (and others), the problem remains 
to decide on which organizational issues that the sustain-
ability logic should be applied to. That is, the underlying 
complexity relating to logics is not a clash between the sus-
tainability logic and other logics, but lacking clarity within 
the logic since it does not (in this case) function as an action-
guiding principle as to which issues that should be related 
to sustainability. Sustainability, thus, becomes problematic 
to handle.

Balancing Logics

Competence: Meeting in the Middle

Defining and conditioning the SM’s possibilities to work is 
also his or her background in terms of education, knowledge 
and experiences. The interviews confirm varying educational 
and professional backgrounds. Nor is there any consensus on 
which skills, training and basic knowledge you should have 
as a SM, or even what a career looks like.

Some stress that a SM should have a background in the 
field of natural sciences, while others mention social sci-
ences. SM C stresses the former: “I think you need some 
type of background from natural sciences, unless you have 
it somewhere else in the organization. You must under-
stand the planetary problems. I have been in heavy indus-
tries and I need to understand thermodynamics, because 
I get questions about that. I want to be credible in my 

industry and it is helpful with a civil engineering degree. 
To be able to answer the questions, it is good (to have), 
and I do this with the help of natural sciences.”.

Some think an expert background is good — being an 
expert on sustainability issues — while others emphasize a 
managerial background and leadership skills. As expressed 
by SM D: “Primarily you need knowledge about sustain-
ability. I have worked a lot with environmental manag-
ers and they have a good knowledge of everything within 
the field of environment, climate, recycling, and so on. 
But you also need to be good at leadership, lobbying 
as well as understanding structures and demands in an 
organization.”.

SM D elaborates on the importance of leadership skills 
as well as fundamental environmental competence, adding 
that it also depends on which industry you are working in, 
for example in the financial sector. This is underlined also 
by SM E, who works at a bank: “I think a master in business 
and sustainability is the best educational background. If you 
are for example a biochemist or an environmental expert, 
it is very hard to be in a bank. You must understand the 
sustainability issues, but you must also know the business 
perspective.”.

Other SMs claim that the type of industry matters. You 
find more social responsibility issues in the service industry 
and more environmental issues in the manufacturing indus-
try. A relevant combination of knowledge can also vary 
depending on which other roles and competencies that exist 
in the organization. One example could be an organization 
with many environmental experts, which would open up for 
a SM with a business background.

However, many of the interviewed managers argue that 
the demands are changing and increasing rapidly. The future 
SM must have all the above skills or experiences, or at least 
many of them to be successful on the job. The SM needs 
to have an understanding of both technical, societal and 
management issues connected to sustainability. Thus, the 
SM needs to ‘meet in the middle’ on the scale of expert 
vs. generalist knowledge as well as technical vs. societal 
background.

SM A expresses this duality: “A Sustainability Manager 
can come from both camps, sustainability or business, but 
you have to jump over to the other side regardless. You 
have to learn to stand with the feet in both worlds and earn 
respect on both sides. The sustainability expert needs to 
understand the business, while the business side needs to 
show that they understand sustainability.”.

In the interviews, the managers line up a number of issues 
and topics that a SM should master. This includes change 
management, business strategy, leadership and communi-
cation, in addition to knowledge about social and environ-
mental responsibility. The role becomes much more com-
plex and advanced than before. SM F makes a joke about it: 
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“The time is over with these male engineers that were both 
birdwatchers and heads of environment in companies at the 
same time.”.

In line with the issue of ‘meeting in the middle’ the man-
agers recognize a need to develop their sustainability expert 
role and their role as senior managers. SMs with a gen-
eral management background need to develop their expert 
knowledge, while SMs with an expert background need to 
develop their management skills. The ambiguity lies on an 
individual level, how to handle contradictions as to the ide-
ally expected mix of competences; natural sciences, social 
sciences, specific sustainability knowledge, business and 
operations knowledge, leadership and management skills, 
industry competence, and so on. Which knowledge to enact 
reflects an underlying ambiguity. In practice, you have to 
balance knowledge from different fields, both business and 
sustainability.

Concluding Discussion

Linking back to the purpose of this study—to identify the 
professional logic of SMs—and its specific research question 
about what is contained within a professional logic of SMs, 
some aspects can be noted. To answer the research question, 
we have identified and set off from six ambiguities in which 
SMs enact logics within their professional role.

What we find is not a single and distinct phenomenon, a 
professional SM logic clearly separable from other logics: 
The SM logic is not ‘monolithic’—of one particular con-
tent or kind—but ‘polylithic’ and related to sustainability, 
business, and bureaucracy, all of which condition the SM’s 
work. The professional logic of SMs is not a specific phe-
nomenon in ‘splendid isolation’. Rather, it can be seen as a 
meta-construct of three different logics—of sustainability, 
market, and bureaucracy—that relate to each other in com-
plex ways. That is, we do not just identify the components 
of a professional SM logic, but also reveal how underlying 
logics relate to each other.

What we mean by that is that within the situation or con-
text where the professional logic is enacted by the SM, there 
is no simple action-guiding principle or understanding of 
what to do and how to deal with issues. Rather, there is a 
complexity consisting of clashes between (underlying) log-
ics as well as mixed and balanced logics, given the ambigu-
ous situations. In addition, not even the sustainability logic 
is always clear-cut and action-guiding, due to the unclarity 
identified in relation to one ambiguity. A professional logic 
reveals how you interpret reality and act upon it. If it is 
vague and builds on partly contradictory logics, your actions 
will be conditioned by these—and what you do as a SM will 
be a result of considerations stemming from clashing, mixed, 
unclear, and balanced logics. That will affect you as a SM 

at work. Paying attention to this complexity should make us 
avoid some pitfalls, for example reducing the issue of the 
professional logic of the SMs by describing sustainability 
logic as the professional SM logic. If it were, the ‘commit-
ted activist CSO’ (Wright et al., 2012) would epitomize the 
SM, which is clearly not the case, to judge from our study. 
Neither do we find SMs acting upon or expressing pure 
market concerns or pointing to bureaucratic structures as 
fundamental reasons for acting. In other words, there is no 
obvious ‘simple’ principle or understanding of how to look 
upon, interpret or organize work from a professional point 
of view. The professional logic has no simple interpretative 
and action-guiding capacity (cf. Friedland & Alford, 1991).

What one could say is that the professional role of SMs 
involves ongoing and problematic challenges dealt with by 
means of the logics. We would argue that it is not just about 
balancing of bridging different interest in the organization 
(Wright et al., 2012), a practical aspect. It is true that SMs 
must tend to paradoxes when it comes to sustainability pri-
orities (Hahn et al., 2014, 2018). They must deal with “…
interrelated yet conflicting economic, environmental, and 
social concerns with the objective of achieving superior 
business contributions to sustainable development.” (Hahn 
et al., 2018, p. 237). One important aspect of this, also rel-
evant to the SM role (cf. the ambiguity about the nature of 
sustainability), is that one has to accept tensions and try to 
reach different sustainability objectives simultaneously, even 
if they are in conflict. But as we believe, through focusing 
on logics, we go beyond the discussion on conflicting inter-
ests within organizations. Rather, we point to the dynamics 
that make a coherent and consistent professional logic of 
SMs complex (cf. Brès et al., 2019; Kok et al., 2019). Even 
though the professional identity of SMs has been studied 
(Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Wright et al., 2012), as well as the 
relationship between institutionalization and (SM) profes-
sionalization (Bondy et al., 2012; Risi & Wickert, 2017), the 
focus on logics captures both the ways SMs enact their role 
and the possibilities of a SM profession in general, ‘requir-
ing’ a distinct professional logic.

Two overarching reflections can be made. First, SMs 
are not professionals in the traditional sense of the word. 
Notwithstanding some outer signs of increased profes-
sionalism (education, networks, etc.), the SM remains an 
‘organizational professional’ (Brès et al., 2019; Evetts, 
2009). That is, the professionalism of the SMs is prob-
ably best described in terms of the ‘new’ organizational 
professionalism—in comparison to ‘old’ occupational 
professionalism—that has been discussed in recent years 
(Evetts, 2009; see also Brès et al., 2019). SMs seem to 
be ‘professional’ in the sense of meeting organizational 
expectations and mandates, while simultaneously promot-
ing sustainability within their organizations. In contrast 
to traditional professions defined through collegiality, the 
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profession conditioned by the organization is to a high 
degree limited by its control structures. Somewhat para-
doxically, and relating to the expansion of CSR profes-
sionals, the marketization of sustainability and the more 
prominent role of SMs in business have made the develop-
ment of a ‘new’ profession more problematic compared to, 
for example, if it had been characterized only by stand-
alone CSR consultants, driven by a sustainability logic 
or even ideology (see e.g., Windell, 2006). Without the 
frames of the business organization (and to some extent 
the market), idea- or mission-driven professionals have 
another way of formalizing and structuring themselves in 
a professional context.

Second, and relatedly, what the SM will do and how the 
profession will develop given the current situation, will be 
conditioned by the structural context where the SM role has 
emerged. That context differs completely from the ones in 
which traditional professions once developed, for example 
lawyers, medical doctors and accountants (see, for example, 
Ackroyd, 1996). Due to the organizational and market struc-
ture that frames and even creates the role of the SM, it is rea-
sonable to situate their professional logic within sustainabil-
ity and that structure. The manifestation of this professional 
logic takes place within the organization. The sustainability 
ethos of some SMs can indeed be seen as reflecting what is 
institutionalized at the societal level (normative expectations 
relating to sustainability, see Herremans et al., 2009; Bondy 
et al., 2012). But in the case of SMs it is only realized within 
the organizational context. It is, so to speak, situated. SMs 
exercise influence through or despite the organization.

Based on this, one can reflect on the mandate that the SM 
is given. If sustainability is aspired for in and by the organi-
zation, it is of utmost importance to understand and to give 
leeway for the mandate of the SM. There is an obvious link 
to role and organizational design in this. What the organiza-
tion wants to achieve in terms of sustainability is actually 
reflected in the mandate of the SM. Due to the complex situ-
ation of the SM, top managers have a responsibility ensure 
such a mandate if they are seriously interested in this. As 
we see it, it is also a matter of ethical and identity-related 
reflection necessary in the organization.

Being specific about the contributions of the article, 
the study contributes empirically through identifying and 
analyzing specific themes and ambiguities that expose how 
underlying logics relate to each other and make the SM pro-
fessional logic vague and complex. This is, we argue, also 
of practical relevance. To put it simply, it is difficult to work 
as a SM because there is no simple professional logic, but 
rather a complexity of underlying action-guiding logics nec-
essary to enact in various ways to master the role. When the 
position of the SM gets stronger and more institutionalized, 
this is also of high relevance in the education of future SMs 
and specialists, since an understanding of what it takes to be 

a SM is necessary, including the difficulties. Preparing future 
SMs for a complex work situation requires knowledge of the 
predicament of these professional actors, and hopefully this 
article contributes at least moderately to that.

As for the theoretical contribution of the article, we 
believe that it relates to the literature on professions and 
professional logics in the sense that it explains the difficul-
ties of certain occupations to establish themselves qua pro-
fessions. The ‘monolithic’ logic of traditional professions 
is not found among SMs. The professional logic of SMs 
is a complex meta-construct, containing underlying clashes 
of different logics, as well as a mix, unclear contents and a 
delicate balancing between logics. The ‘rules of the game’, 
the norms, the underlying understandings of professional 
activities are not clear enough to inform and to ‘separate’ 
SMs as professionals. That is also relevant to the literature 
on professionalization. We point to an important reason why 
certain occupations have difficulties to establish themselves 
as professions. The logic that they build on simply does not 
refer to a professional activity (such as law or medicine) 
that distinguishes itself so much that it is capable of ‘hav-
ing’ its own professional logic of action-guiding kind. It is 
a professional activity established within the context of the 
organization.

In pointing to the ‘newness’ of the SMs, we capture a vague 
professional logic that is more or less under construction. That 
is, we do not depart from an idea of a relatively strong exist-
ing professional logic or attempts to professionalize a certain 
professional group (among many, e.g., Lee, 1995). For that 
reason, the complexity that SMs face is not a matter of, for 
example, a market logic entering the scene and clashing with 
a traditional professional logic (cf. Seger, 2018). Rather, the 
study suggests that a ‘monolithic’ professional logic does not 
exist for SMs, but rather a problematic and partly confus-
ing construct involving a variety of logical clashes, mixes, 
unclarities, and balances. Not only the logics of sustainability 
and the market are present (cf. Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017; 
Frostenson & Helin, 2017; Kok et al., 2019), but also the logic 
of bureaucracy (Freidson, 2001). In line with Hayes and Rajão 
(2011), who identify a number of co-existing logics, we do not 
see a conflict or configuration of only two logics. Rather, the 
sustainability logic is always, in various ways and configura-
tions, co-existing with these other logics within the organiza-
tional context in which the profession has emerged. Similar 
to what Goodrick and Reay (2011) claim about pharmacists, 
we suggest that the professional work of SMs is guided by a 
constellation of logics derived on the one hand from broader 
society, and on the other hand of the organizational realities 
of the business context of SMs.

As for the limitations of the article, it may be the case 
that it has a contextual bias. It is based on interviews with 
21 Swedish-based SMs in a variety of industries. Some of 
the companies are subsidiaries of international corporations 
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and many have operations also outside Sweden. Despite that, 
there might be aspects of serving as a SM in Sweden in rela-
tion to other countries, for example certain understandings 
of sustainability in the work context, relating to the Swed-
ish tradition of cooperation between top management and 
trade unions as well as rather low hierarchical barriers. Such 
factors might impact the results of the study, for example 
through a less emphasized managerial approach to the tasks 
at hand. We welcome broader studies of SM professional 
logic that include SMs from other countries and cultures.

Also, we focus on individual SMs and how they rea-
son. Others may prefer to contextualize the SM role within 
sustainability teams or management settings, capturing a 
more comprehensive and possibly collective form of work 
(dynamics). Furthermore, our study does not focus on the 
development of the profession over time or on issues such as 
education, academic incorporation, network organizations, 
professional codes, or certifications—all of which are other 
contextual aspects. Its point of departure is from ‘within’ the 
organization. But, once again from a contextual perspective, 
more studies should also focus on how the role of the SM 
develops, not least in relation to business strategy (Miller & 
Serafeim, 2014; Vallentin & Spence, 2017). Similarities and 
differences compared to other professions, such as the HR 
professional, deserve attention.

Appendix 1

Interview Guide

What is your personal professional background?
How do you organize sustainability in your company?
What is your view of the role of the SM?
What are the major challenges for a SM?
Which competence should a SM have?
Which professional background should a SM have?
How do you organize and manage sustainability from the 
perspective of a SM?
How do you handle relations to other managers?
Which position should a SM have?
Which role should the SM take in connection to overall busi-
ness strategy?
What else would you like to add?
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