
Advancing Sustainability-Oriented Innovation:  

Towards a Capability Model for Stakeholder Engagement 

Sebastian Knab 

Universität Hamburg 

Chair of Business Ethics and Management 

Von-Melle-Park 9, 20146 Hamburg 

Tel. +49 40 42838-9474, Fax. +49 40 42838-2128 

sebastian.knab@wiso.uni-hamburg.de 

Extended abstract 

Innovation is generally regarded as one of the major sources of competitive ad-

vantage and a key driver of business success in theory and practice [1]. Tradition-

ally defined as “[…] an invention brought to its first use, its first introduction into 

the market” [2], conventional innovation is primarily market-driven and its suc-

cess mainly defined in economic terms. However, corporations increasingly rec-

ognize the need to integrate the idea of contributing to the sustainable develop-

ment of societies into their business practices [3]. Following the Brundtland 

Commission, sustainable development can be defined as “[…] development that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future genera-

tions to meet their own needs” [4]. Today it is widely accepted that sustainable 

development encompasses three dimensions: economic, environmental and social 

development. The consideration of all three aspects in business and management 

has become well known as the “triple bottom line” [5]. The concept of sustainabil-

ity-oriented innovation (SOI) refers to the idea of applying the notion of sustaina-

ble development to innovation management. Following the idea of the triple bot-

tom line, SOI can be defined as the market introduction of a new or improved 

technology, process, product, service, or business model that, compared to previ-

ous versions, advances environmental protection and/or social well-being over its 

entire life cycle [6]. 
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Many authors emphasize the critical role of stakeholder engagement and collabo-

ration for SOI [7]. On the one hand, governments and civil society are increasing-

ly putting pressure on firms to consider sustainability issues in their innovation 

practices [8]. On the other hand, sustainability innovations are often characterized 

by a systemic nature with complex architectures that require multiple organiza-

tions to innovate collaboratively [9]. A current example is the development of 

electric mobility. In this case, car manufacturers need to develop critical compo-

nents like batteries jointly with suppliers. However, the success of electric mobili-

ty also depends on complementary innovations like charging stations, ICT (infor-

mation and communication) infrastructure and clearing and settlement systems 

that are typically being developed in other industries like ICT and telecommunica-

tions. At the same time new business models have to be developed collaborative-

ly, for instance, with electric utilities and network operators that may include flex-

ible tariffs for charging and discharging depending on the availability and price of 

electricity from renewable energy sources. Policy makers play a crucial role as 

they are working on regulatory frameworks and incentive schemes in order to 

support market introduction and diffusion of electric mobility. Finally, customers 

and the broader civil society have to be included in the transition process as elec-

tric mobility is not only a new product but will probably affect the way people 

think about cars and personal mobility in general.   

Further need for stakeholder engagement stems from the fact that sustainability ef-

fects of products occur throughout their entire life cycles [10]. In order to control 

these effects it is therefore necessary to engage with all value chain partners, in-

cluding suppliers, distributors and users. One of the first major companies that 

embarked on explicitly considering the sustainability effects of end consumers is 

Unilever. Internal studies found that 68% of Unilever’s greenhouse gas impact 

occurs in the usage phase, especially from hot water used with its hygiene prod-

ucts. Consequently, better understanding user behavior and influencing it towards 

a lower environmental impact has now become an integral part of Unilever’s sus-

tainability agenda [11].  

The need to effectively engage with stakeholders is seen as a challenge for a firm 

that requires it to develop new capabilities [12]. However, existing research on 
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SOI either treats stakeholders undifferentiated stating a general need for stake-

holder engagement or engaging with one specific group is addressed in depth (e.g. 

users [13]). A comprehensive framework that addresses the particularities of dif-

ferent stakeholder groups is still missing. This research aims at closing this gap by 

understanding the distinct roles of different stakeholder groups for SOI and ex-

ploring the capabilities needed to successfully engage with them in the process of 

creating sustainability-oriented innovations. It is driven by the following research 

questions: 

(1) What is the role of different stakeholder groups in SOI? 

a. Why do different stakeholder groups need to be engaged in SOI? 

b. How can different stakeholder groups contribute to SOI? 

(2) What are the key capabilities needed to engage with different stakeholder 

groups in order to foster SOI? 

The research is based on the stakeholder, sustainability, innovation management 

and dynamic capabilities literature and complemented by case studies in multina-

tional corporations from different industries. 

Since R. Edward Freeman’s seminal book ‘Strategic Management: A Stakeholder 

Approach’ in 1984, a variety of stakeholder typologies has emerged that yield im-

portant insights for SOI [14]. Mitchell et al. introduce a model to determine the 

importance of a stakeholder for a company based on three attributes: power, legit-

imacy and urgency [15]. By combining these attributes, they define a typology 

with eight types of stakeholders that may help to develop strategies to deal with 

them. Although not explicitly referring to stakeholder theory, the work of Afuah 

& Bahram is highly relevant for SOI as they contribute to a better understanding 

of systemic innovation [16]. They argue that for a systemic innovation to be suc-

cessful, the effects (e.g. needed competencies, investment decisions, disruptive 

potential) on stakeholders in the innovation value-added chain (i.e. suppliers, cus-

tomers and complementary innovators) have to be considered by the innovating 

company. Hall & Vredenburg and Hall & Martin add the importance of managing 

the sometimes conflicting demands of secondary stakeholders (e.g. environmen-

talists, NGOs, local communities) especially in the context of “controversial inno-

vations” and “sustainable development innovations” [17]. In their stakeholder 
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view of the corporation, Post, Preston & Sachs suggest to structure a firm’s stake-

holders into three distinct groups depending on their relation to the focal compa-

ny: resource base (e.g. customers and users, employees, shareholders and lenders), 

industry structure (e.g. joint venture partner and alliances, supply chain associates, 

unions, regulatory authorities) and social political arena (e.g. local communities 

and citizens, governments, private organizations) [18]. Within the conceptual part 

of this research the contributions of existing typologies in the context of SOI are 

evaluated with the goal of understanding the different roles of stakeholder groups 

in SOI practices. It is argued, that companies need to develop dedicated capabili-

ties to engage with each group.  

An initial literature review and informal discussions with practitioners have led to 

the development of a preliminary research framework including five capability 

dimensions: (1) scope (2) organization, (3) people, (4) methods and (5) culture. 

Within each of these dimensions dedicated capabilities are expected to be im-

portant for engaging with different stakeholder groups in order to foster SOI. The 

research framework will be used as an initial guideline for the case interviews. 

However, it remains open for adjustments during the empirical phase of the re-

search project.  

For the empirical part of this research, a multiple case study design is chosen. As 

recommended in the literature a qualitative case study approach is particularly 

well suited to explore a relatively new field in which the available body of 

knowledge is limited [19]. In order to gain a holistic understanding of the compa-

nies’ SOI practices and for reasons of data triangulation, different data collection 

instruments will be used, including expert interviews and interview templates, in-

ternal documents, questionnaires, publications about the studied company as well 

as company publications like annual and sustainability reports [20]. Most of the 

evidence will be collected through interviews. This approach is especially useful 

when research moves away from everyday phenomena, such as work practices, 

and more towards strategic phenomena, as is the case in this study [21]. Compared 

to other tools of qualitative research, interviews are also regarded as being more 

flexible, which allows the investigator to adapt to the interviewee’s and the com-

pany’s context [22]. From the various kinds of interviews discussed in the litera-
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ture, guideline interviews are chosen for this study. Using a set of standardized 

questions, the interviewee is asked to focus on the topic of interest while leaving 

enough room to contribute additional information or to emphasize aspects which 

might be important for the case study, but had not been considered by the re-

searcher before [23]. In order to gain insights from different angles and thus avoid 

biases and increase validity, it is planned to include at least four generic perspec-

tives in the interview process. The identified perspectives are: (1) responsible for 

innovation strategy, (2) responsible for sustainability/ CSR/ stakeholder engage-

ment, (3) responsible for R&D/ innovation and (4) R&D/ innovation manager. As 

a sample it is planned to focus on best-in-class companies. Some contacts have al-

ready been established with sector leaders from the 2013 Dow Jones Sustainabil-

ity Index [24]. It is expected to gain valuable insights on needed capabilities for 

stakeholder engagement in the area of SOI from these companies. 

The research project ultimately aims at developing a capability model for stake-

holder engagement in SOI practices. It is expected to yield important contribu-

tions for theory and practice. In particular, the body of knowledge on sustainabil-

ity-oriented innovation and stakeholder engagement is expected to be extended. 

Furthermore, a framework for assessing, benchmarking and improving firms’ ca-

pabilities will be provided that will be useful for practitioners in R&D and innova-

tion management as well as sustainability and stakeholder management. 

Keywords 

Sustainability-oriented innovation, stakeholder engagement, collaborative innova-

tion, systemic innovation, dynamic capabilities  

References 

[1] 

Dess, G. G. and J. C. Picken (2000). Changing Roles: Leadership in the 21st Cen-

tury. Organizational Dynamics, 28(3), 18-34.  



Page 6 Sebastian Knab 

Totterdell, P, D. Leach, K. Birdi, C. Clegg and T. Wall (2002). An Investigation 

of the Contents and Consequences of Major Organizational Innovations. Interna-

tional Journal of Innovation Management, 6(4), 343–368. 

Tushman, M. L. and C. A. O’Reilly (1996). Ambidextrous Organizations: Manag-

ing Evolutionary and Revolutionary Change. California Management Review, 

38(4), 8–30. 

[2] 

Vedin (1980). Large Company Organization and Radical Product Innovation. 

Lund, Goch, Bromley: Studentlitt.; Bratt Inst. für neues Lernen; Chartwell-Bratt. 

[3] 

MIT Sloan Management Review and The Boston Consulting Group (2012). Sus-

tainability Nears a Tipping Point. MIT Sloan Management Review, Winter 2012. 

Schaltegger, S., Lüdeke-Freund, F., & Hansen, E. G. (2012). Business Cases for 

Sustainability: The Role of Business Model Innovation for Corporate Sustainabil-

ity. International Journal of Innovation and Sustainable Development, 6(2), 95-

119.  

Hansen, E. G., F. Grosse-Dunker, R. Reichwald (2009). Sustainability Innovation 

Cube – A Framework to Evaluate Sustainability-Oriented Innovations. Interna-

tional Journal of Innovation Management, 13(4), 683-713. 

[4] 

Brundtland Commission (1987). Our Common Future. Brussels: World Commis-

sion on Environment and Development. 

[5] 

Elkington, J. (1998). Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Cen-

tury Business. Stony Creek: New Society Publishers.    



Advancing Sustainability-Oriented Innovation Seite 7 

[6] 

Arnold, M. G. and K. Hockerts (2011). The Greening Dutchman: Philips’ Process 

of Green Flagging to Drive Sustainable Innovations. Business Strategy and the 

Environment, 20(6), 394-407. 

Wüstenhagen, R., J. Hamschmidt, S. Sharma and M. Starik (eds.) (2008). Sustain-

able Innovation and Entrepreneurship. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

[7] 

Ayuso, S., M. A. Rodríguez, R. García-Castro, M. A. Ariño (2011) Does stake-

holder engagement promote sustainable innovation orientation? Industrial 

Management & Data Systems, 111(9), 1399-1417.  

Hall, J. and H. Vredenburg (2003). The Challenges of Innovating for Sustainable 

Development. MIT Sloan Management Review, 45(1), 61-68. 

Hart, S. L. (1995). A Natural-Resource-Based View of the Firm. Academy of 

Management Review, 20(4), 986-1014. 

Hines, F. and O. Marin (2004). Building Innovations for Sustainability: 11th In-

ternational Conference of the Greening of Industry Network. Business Strategy 

and the Environment, 13(4), 201–208.  

[8] 

Garces-Ayerbe, C., P. Rivera-Torres and J. L. Murillo-Luna (2012). Stakeholder 

Pressure and Environmental Proactivity: Moderating Effect of Competitive Ad-

vantage Expectations. Management Decision, 50(2), 189-206. 

Schaltegger, S. and M. Wagner (2011). Sustainable Entrepreneurship and Sustain-

ability Innovation: Categories and Interactions. Business Strategy and the Envi-

ronment, 20(4), 222-237. 



Page 8 Sebastian Knab 

[9] 

De Laat, P. B. (1999). Systemic Innovation and the Virtues of Going Virtual: The 

Case of the Digital Video Disc. Technology Analysis & Strategic Management, 

11(2), 159-180. 

Johnson, M. W. and J. Suskewicz (2009). How to Jump-Start the Clean Tech 

Economy. Harvard Business Review, 87(11), 52-60. 

Miles, R. E., G. Miles and C. C. Snow (2006). Collaborative Entrepreneurship: A 

Business Model for Continuous Innovation. Organizational Dynamics, 35(1), 1-

11. 

Rohrbeck, R., L. Konnertz & S. Knab (2013). Collaborative Business Modelling 

for Systemic and Sustainability Innovations. International Journal of Technology 

Management, forthcoming. 

[10] 

Fichter, K (2005). Interpreneurship. Nachhaltigkeitsinnovationen in interaktiven 

Perspektiven eines vernetzenden Unternehmertums. Marburg: Metropolis. 

[11] 

Unilever (2013). Unilever Sustainable Living Plan. Progress Report 2012. Avail-

able online at www.unilever.com/sustainable-living. Last accessed: 14.06.2013. 

[12] 

Aragón-Correa, J. A. and S. Sharma (2003). A Contingent Resource-Based View 

of Proactive Corporate Environmental Strategy. Academy of Management Review, 

28(1), 71-88. 

Castiaux, A. (2012). Developing Dynamic Capabilities To Meet Sustainable De-

velopment Challenges. International Journal of Innovation Management, 16(6), 

1-16.  

http://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living


Advancing Sustainability-Oriented Innovation Seite 9 

Sharma S. and H. Vredenburg (1998). Proactive Corporate Environmental Strate-

gy and the Development of Competitively Valuable Organizational Capabilities. 

Strategic Management Journal, 19(8), 729–753. 

[13] 

Belz, F.-M. and M. Arnold (2011). Nachhaltigkeitsinnovation durch Nutzerin-

tegration. Marburg: Metropolis-Verlag. 

[14] 

Freeman, R. E. (2010). Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach. New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

[15] 

Mitchell, R. K., R. A. Bradley, R. Agle and D. J. Wood (1997). Toward a Theory 

of Stakeholder Identification and Salience: Defining the Principle of Who and 

What Really Counts. Academy of Management Review, 22(4), 853-886. 

[16] 

Afuah, A. N. and N. Bahram (1995). The Hypercube of Innovation. Research Pol-

icy, 24(1), 51-76. 

[17] 

Hall, J. K. and H. Vredenburg (2002). The Challenges of Innovating for Sustaina-

ble Development. Sloan Management Review, 45(1), 61-68. 

Hall, J. K. and M. J. C. Martin (2005). Disruptive Technologies, Stakeholders and 

the Innovation Value-Added Chain: A Framework for Evaluating Radical Tech-

nology Development. R&D Management, 35(3), 273-284. 

[18] 

Post, J. E., L. E. Preston, S. Sachs (2002). Managing the Extended Enterprise: The 

New Stakeholder View. California Management Review, 45(1), 6-28. 

Post, J. E., L. E. Preston, S. Sachs (2011). Redefining the Corporation: Stakehold-

er Management and Organizational Wealth. Stanford: University Press. 



Page 10 Sebastian Knab 

[19] 

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building Theories from Case-Study Research. Academy 

of Management Review, 14(4), 532-550. 

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods. Thousand Oaks: 

Sage Publications. 

[20] 

Flick, U. (2007). Triangulation: eine Einführung. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für So-

zialwissenschaften. 

Rubin, H. and I. Rubin (2005). Qualitative interviewing: The art of hearing data. 

CA: Sage. 

[21] 

Eisenhardt, K. M. and M. E. Graebner (2007). Theory Building from Cases: Op-

portunities and Challenges. Academy of Management Journal, 50(1), 25-32. 

[22] 

Trinczek, R. (2005). Wie befrage ich Manager? Methodische und methodologi-

sche Aspekte des Experteninterviews als qualitativer Methode empirischer sozial-

forschung. In: A. Bogner, M. Häder, B. Littig and W. Menz (eds.) Das Experten-

interview: Theorie, Methode, Anwendung. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für 

Sozialwissenschaften. 

[23] 

Mayer, H. O. (2002). Interview und schriftliche Befragung: Entwicklung, Durch-

führung und Auswertung. München, Wien: R. Oldenbourg. 

Mayring, P. (2002). Einführung in die Qualitative Sozialforschung: Eine Anlei-

tung zu Qualitativem Denken. Weinheim, Basel: Beltz. 

[24] 

RobecoSAM (2013). The Sustainability Yearbook 2013. Zürich: RobecoSAM 

AG.  


