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Abstract: Since the economic crisis in 2008, the world has seen a partly negative shift in social
progress, highlighting that current economic models and practices do not guarantee long-lasting
societal and human wellbeing. Economic models and business practices are deeply intertwined;
thus, businesses play a major role in the advancement of social sustainability, and academic research
can offer support in navigating the complexity of this issue. However, social sustainability tends
to be under-researched. This article summarizes the discussion in general business management,
product development, and supply-chain management, and from this suggest a research agenda to
help in guiding systematic change in business organizations towards social sustainability. The article
identifies ten main challenges and offers five recommendations to move the field forward, namely,
a more explicit engagement with and discussion of social systems-science based ideas, and a more
explicit determination as a field to converge on key pieces leading towards a clearer definition of
the concept. Lastly, it recommends that research needs to focus on how to overcome fragmented
organizational structures, how to achieve true integration into existing processes and tools, and how
to support organizations to become more dynamic in working with these issues.

Keywords: social sustainability; strategic sustainable development; research agenda; business;
systems approaches

1. Field Overview

For decades, it has been clear that our ecosystems are unable to sustain society’s
current focus on economic growth and associated types and levels of consumption in the
long term [1]. Additionally, since the economic crisis in 2008, we have seen a partly negative
shift in social progress, and even some developed countries have experienced an increase
in poverty and income inequality [2,3]. Essential aspects of well-functioning social systems
such as trust, diversity, and common meaning appear to be undermined in many parts of
the world [4–6], strengthening evidence that current economic models and practices do
not guarantee long-lasting societal and human wellbeing. We thus need to address social
challenges in connection with ecological challenges, and to ensure that both the ecological
system and the social fabric remain healthy in order to achieve full sustainability. As many
of our systems are fundamentally grounded in unsustainable premises, progress toward
sustainability therefore requires entire systems change [7,8].

Current economic models and business practices are deeply intertwined; thus busi-
nesses play a major role in promoting or hindering (social) sustainability. Systematic
knowledge creation in academia on the other hand can support businesses in navigating
the complexity of (social) sustainability. However, social sustainability tends to be neglected
in academic discourse and in practice [9–14]. The literature is generally limited [13,15], but
the lack of a clear theoretical concept [9,13], of a clear understanding of how to interpret it
in practice [16], and of clear indicators [17] are discussed as major challenges. An overview
of different social sustainability definitions is provided in Missimer [18], who concluded

Sustainability 2022, 14, 2608. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14052608 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://doi.org/10.3390/su14052608
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5822-5152
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14052608
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14052608?type=check_update&version=1


Sustainability 2022, 14, 2608 2 of 13

that, although some authors elaborate their own definitions (usually in a participatory
process in community planning), many other authors, rather than providing a definition,
create lists of themes or aspects relating to human and social issues that should be included
in considerations of social sustainability. These lists can be as broad and short as 4 themes
or as specific and long as 43 themes [18].

Boström [19] describes social sustainability as including both substantive and pro-
cedural aspects. By substantive, he means the what that is required to achieve social
sustainability, whereas by procedural aspects, he means how to achieve it. According to
him, “aspects overlap, and it is not always easy to distinguish between substantive and
procedural aspects, as they may reinforce one another” [19] (p. 6).

Boyer et al. [20] classifies the current ideas about the social pillar in what they name five
approaches to social sustainability. According to the authors, social sustainability has been
approached as (1) a stand-alone objective or third pillar; (2) a constraint upon economic and
environmental imperatives; (3) a precondition for thriving economic and environmental
systems or social capital; (4) a causal mechanism of environmental and economic change;
and (5) a fully integrated, locally rooted, and process-oriented approach to sustainability.
The fifth approach is considered by Boyer et al. [20] to be the most suitable, as it is claimed to
provide a more systemic and integrated view of sustainability simultaneously be grounded
in local knowledge and experience. Using Boström’s typology [19] of substantive (what)
versus procedural (how), the fifth approach seems to talk more about the how than the what.
A focus on the social change that is needed for sustainability to occur is certainly important,
but the question of what social sustainability is remains unanswered in this approach and
it remains unclear how social fabric is undermined (akin to how unsustainable practices
undermine ecological systems).

Since sustainability of the ecological and the social systems are global and societal
systems properties, individual companies or products cannot be deemed sustainable unless
sustainability is achieved in those larger systems of which they are part and on which they
are dependent [21]. However, without this perspective and an agreed-upon definition,
social sustainability in practice often ends up as a “laundry list” [22] or “black bin” [23],
where organizations place all human, social, and/or indefinable elements of sustainability.
Within the context of business organizations, various fields touch on these ideas related
to social sustainability. Below we build on our own previous work, and summarize the
discussion and status quo in three main fields: general business management, product
development, and the supply chain field. Both authors have focused their academic work
on social sustainability within organizational contexts for over a decade [5,6,24–31], having
conducted both empirical work and extensive literature reviews. From this, we present in
the following section a research agenda that we believe is necessary to move the field of
social sustainability in business organizations forward, and it is intended to be an invitation
and call to action to fellow researchers in the field, so that academic research could help
guide systematic change in business organizations toward social sustainability.

1.1. Social Sustainability in Business Management

A range of terms is used to cover social sustainability in business management, includ-
ing corporate citizenship, corporate sustainability (CS), and corporate social responsibility
(CSR) [32,33], the latter often being used as the overarching term for the social dimension
(although it sometimes also includes responsibility for environmental issues). In addition,
a myriad of tools building on these theoretical approaches exist to help business work with
and account for the social dimension, such as Social Return on Investment, ESG accounting,
and ISO 26000. While none of the terms comes with a clear definition that addresses the
what of full social sustainability [34,35], Nijhof et al. [36] state that CSR usually implies
the incorporation of issues such as human rights, labor rights, consumer protection, and
fighting corruption in corporate practices. Two important paradigms are the core of the
discussion in the field: the stakeholder [37] and the responsibility paradigms [38]. Bolton
et al. [32] criticize the stakeholder approach for usually focusing on a particular set of
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stakeholders (e.g., external over internal), not taking into account the unequal possibility
among stakeholders to voice their concerns, and for leading to a fire-fighting approach
steered by corporate reputation rather than a holistic and strategic approach. Moratis and
Brandt [39] add that stakeholders are often consulted but not included in decision making.
Connected to stakeholder theory is a discussion of the role of business in society, namely, to
whom or what organizations are responsible [38,40]. Nijhof et al. [36] describe corporate
responsibility as a learning process in which organizations determine how far to extend
their responsibilities and available resources. Multiple models exist [41–43] that usually
move from a narrow focus in terms of what and to whom (such as own employees only)
towards an expanded focus. Responsibility then includes stakeholder networks, and is
based on the awareness of the effects of complex interdependencies between the company
and other actors, which are often unseen and unpredictable [38,40,42]. Companies want to
do well by doing good, and stakeholders are seen as partners in “changing the game” to
create system-level innovation [41]. In Mesquita and Missimer [24], there is also evidence
of this movement. Corporate sustainability emerged as a connected but distinct concept
to CSR, emphasizing the embeddedness of firms in socioecological systems and the inter-
dependencies that this generates [38,44,45]. As organizations become more systemic and
systematic in their perspective, goals are more likely to be derived from a scientific systems
understanding [38,45,46], and to align with the goals of larger systems flourishing [45].
However, Meuer et al. [34] indicate the importance of unpacking the scope of these efforts
and explicitly defining what is meant by sustainability, as firms are still randomly selecting
issues and only connect them to sustainability as an afterthought. Landrum [45], with
more focus on the ecological side, further stresses that science-based sustainability and
strategic planning are the fundamental paradigm shift needed for businesses to develop
strong sustainability approaches, guided by what is needed for sustainability in the world.
Weak sustainability, the dominant paradigm in business organizations, tends to focus on
incremental improvements that does not lead to sustainability: “Strong sustainability is
outside current frames of reference for business and industry and is not part of the under-
standing or reality in defining sustainability; that is, strong sustainability is not part of the
conceptual sustainability frame in firm-level models. These restricted parameters defining
sustainability confine the array of corporate actions and behaviors necessary to achieve
sustainability” (ibid, p. 305).

To be successful, both ecological and social sustainability have to be integrated at all
levels of the organization [47]. Full integration means that “elements of organizational
strategy cascade down to all levels and, thus, create a fit among organizational objectives,
targets, and processes” [48], and that the coordination of departments at the operational
level is key. However, organizational structures and processes for integration continue to
be under-researched [49–52] and are also often not required in practice, e.g., embedding
sustainability within a company’s structure is currently not required by the GRI or SDG
business disclosures [53]. Even fewer studies exist using empirical data to follow up
on the implementation of social sustainability or on the organization and integration of
social sustainability work in general [24,25]. Wang et al. [37], in their editorial to the
Academy of Management Review, call for a descriptive research agenda that investigates
how and why corporations actually engage in social sustainability (framed as corporate
social responsibility) to only then derive a better understanding of how they should engage
in social sustainability.

1.2. Social Sustainability in Product Development

The production and consumption of products greatly contribute to the ecological and
social problems that we face today. Therefore, product development companies can play a
key role in society’s transition towards sustainability [54]. Efforts to integrate sustainability
in product development organizations have largely focused on ecological aspects [21,55]
and the social dimension has mostly been neglected [56], mirroring the neglect in the
general sustainable development field. The lack of agreement on how to define social
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sustainability in general impedes companies from assessing how they and their products
contribute to a socially sustainable society. Social lifecycle assessment (Social LCA) methods
are one example of the implications of loosely defined social sustainability goals: after
nearly 20 years of development, Social LCA still lacks a unifying framework that could
allow for the further development of the field and provide more robust decision support
for product development organizations [57–61]. Schulte and Hallstedt [62] and Watz and
Hallstedt [63] all define sustainable product development as product development that
supports society’s transition toward sustainability, evidencing that the focus is moving
toward positioning also this field in a larger systems perspective and Dyllick and Rost [61]
urge to include social concerns alongside the ecological ones in this perspective. There is
however little evidence that even on the ecological side companies are setting science-based
goals [46], although some progress has been made [64–66].

In terms of integration, anchoring sustainability also into product development and
organizational processes horizontally and vertically is critical, rather than developing stand-
alone sustainability tools and methods [67,68]. In addition, a broader business system
perspective is needed, and not just a narrow focus on product development itself [67,69].
New research should try to propose strategies that consider this larger focus [70] and have a
more explicit focus on the strategic implementation of sustainable product design [71], than
to focus on theoretically correct and detailed support. Lastly, organizational complexities
play a significant role in integrations efforts. Internal barriers and enablers need to be
understood to allow for the successful integration of sustainability considerations [67,72].

Empirical evidence of social sustainability integration in organizations, specifically
in product development, is also scarce. A review of the literature leads to few results and
little insight into how to integrate social sustainability in product development or how
product development organizations systematically work with social issues. Schulte and
Hallstedt [62] found that companies struggle with integrating social sustainability all the
way into product development, and Watz and Hallstedt [63] found that only one out of
seven case organizations had begun considering social aspects alongside ecological ones in
the integration of sustainability requirements in the product development process. None
of the studies explores why this is the case or what efforts currently exist to address the
social dimension. In Mesquita and Missimer [24], we began filling this gap by studying
three product development companies in detail, and answering the call of Wang et al. [37]
for a descriptive research that investigates how and why corporations actually engage in
social sustainability. In Mesquita and Missimer [25], we then propose how to engage in
social sustainability work that could contribute to resolving issues on a global scale. We
argue that the further development of theory relating to social sustainability integration
in product development requires a finer understanding of the different types of social
sustainability approaches than what we have today. Current stage models (e.g., typologies
and maturity models) of corporate sustainability and sustainable product development
are insufficiently sensitive to the specificity of ecological versus social sustainability and
to the complex dynamics of socio-ecological systems [34]. This theoretical limitation
hinders social sustainability goals to be pursued in balance with ecological ones and
system innovation to be developed. A more careful conceptualization of approaches to
social sustainability in product development organizations will help in improving our
understanding of an organization’s specific responses to different contextual stimuli and
design effective interventions to support those organizations to move forward in their
sustainability journey.

1.3. Social Sustainability in Supply Chains

A great challenge for social sustainability particularly is that social impacts tend to
not be related to the nature of a specific product or production process, but are rather
dependent on the conduct of the companies in the supply chain carrying out the pro-
cesses [73,74]. At the same time, supplier sustainability is the top barrier for companies in
their advancement to the next level of sustainability performance [75] and supply chain
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managers often struggle with the dynamic and complex nature of the chains. With the
growing global attention and the impact that social sustainability issues such as child
labor and poor working conditions have on leading firms’ reputations, dependence on
supplier sustainability specifically is increasingly considered a business risk [76]. Given
pressure from stakeholders, organizations must sooner or later actively seek to achieve
sustainable supply chains [77]. As a consequence, sustainable supply chain management
is an emergent research field increasing in volume and maturity [78,79]. However, the
literature points to some challenges.

First, there is a consensus on the lack of a holistic understanding of sustainability and
to an unbalanced attention to environmental and economic issues when compared to social
ones [80–82]. The little research that focuses on social sustainability often falls short in
defining what is meant by it, signaling a need for researchers to clarify its meaning from
the supply chain management perspective [76].

Second, there is too narrow a unit of analysis. Studies tend to solely focus on the
plant or firm level and have a limited stakeholder perspective [80]. Only a small number
of studies explicitly take a multitier perspective, i.e., first- and second-tier suppliers, and
focal firms [76]. Supply chains are conceptually not even true chains, but rather supplier
networks composing complex interactions and flows of material and information; thus, they
are “dynamic, complex, and difficult to predict and control” [82]. Since the achievement
of socially sustainable supply networks is not only linked to material flows, but also
to knowledge and information flows, there is even a need to look beyond the network.
This means changing the level of analysis to include stakeholders such as customers,
regulators, standardization and certification actors, and local communities, and to allow for
the measurement of value creation in that system [80]. As a deeper understanding of each
network emerges from local contexts and through specific interactions between network
members and relevant local stakeholders, it is useful to also understand the work by these
other actors in relation to social sustainability in value networks.

In terms of working practice, this implies the need for a more dynamic approach
to managing or more appropriately steering these networks. In the sustainable supply-
chain management literature, the importance of the development of dynamic capabilities
is clearly highlighted [77,83]. Dynamic capabilities are defined as a firm’s capacity to
integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external resources using organizational pro-
cesses to respond to changes in the competitive environment, and to design new value
creating strategies [84,85].Conducting research on how to improve dynamic capabilities of
supply networks on the basis of a deep understanding of their dynamism and complexity
is cutting-edge in the field [86]. Two propositions for how to connect dynamic capabilities
to sustainable supply chain management have been made [77,87]. However, both con-
clude that new theoretical lenses are needed to identify additional dynamic capabilities
specifically regarding social sustainability.

Lastly, research has emphasized the ‘what’ of sustainable supply chain management
rather than the ‘how’ [80]; as a result, there is a lack of practical support for how to
implement and operationalize it [79]. As regards social sustainability, the majority of the
papers focus on performance measurement followed by procurement decision-making
and drivers influencing adoption of social sustainability. Approaches for integrating social
sustainability in supply chains are so far mostly conceptual and prescriptive, “without
going deeper into the realities of what goes on in practice” [76] (p. 530), and addressing the
dynamic complexity of the issue in practice.

2. Synthesis and the Research Agenda Moving Forward

The literature from the three interconnected fields above converges on the challenges
of the field of social sustainability in business organizations:

• Poor definition of social sustainability [34,35,57–61,76,80–82]: Much of the literature
in the field shies away from precisely defining the concept of social sustainability.
This lack of definition becomes a circular problem that leads to less and less clarity,
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as the lack of a definition makes the field fuzzy, and leads to issues such as the ones
below. Although we acknowledge the impossibility of agreeing on a single vision for
a socially sustainable society, scholars can and should attempt more convergence on
some key pieces, and not shy away from this discussion to counteract the negative
consequences below that arise from this lack of clarity.

• Picking (sometimes seemingly random) issues [32,34,39,76,80]: Poor definition leads
to random inclusion of issues and often context-specificness or subjectivity in issue
inclusion, which complicates achieving convergence on what social sustainability is,
as scholars build on each other´s work. The first two problems enable organizations
in claiming that they are progressing in the field of social sustainability when they
are tackling issues individually or not at all. Since social problems are often highly
interrelated, tackling them in isolation may lead to worse social situations in the
long run.

• Lack of systems and the science-based understanding of social sustainability and
goal-setting [38,45,46,64–67,69,70]: While this challenge is also pointed out in the
ecological sustainability field, it is especially prevalent in the social sustainability
field, because systems-based approaches remain rare and even contentious. However,
without a systematic understanding of the larger challenge, it is again difficult to claim
that we are advancing in the field, and goals remain ad hoc and too narrow, and are
rarely strategic.

• Lack of ability to deal with (conflicts and tradeoffs between) issues strategically [88,89]:
the lack of clarity also leads to an inability to strategically decide on which issues
to focus and how to deal with potential conflicts, potentially creating unnecessary
competition between issues over scarce resources such as time and money. In the
worst case, this means that a particular issue is selected on the basis of its proponents
being the loudest rather than because it is most material to the organization in the
larger picture.

• Lack of clarity how to best use existing tools [34,57–61,80]: The same challenge as
with issues applies to selection of support tools in social sustainability work. There
is no shortage of tools that help in addressing social sustainability issues. However,
without a general, systematic, and systemic understanding of the challenge, it is
difficult to assess which tool is right for which purpose, and how they could be
optimally combined to achieve the greatest results.

• Limited research on structures and processes for implementation and integration [49–52]:
The academic body of knowledge regarding actual implementation of social sustain-
ability is scare. There is unfortunately not much systematic understanding of structures
and processes that transforms ideas into tangible outputs.

• Lack of empirical data and support informed by the realities of practice [24,25,37,76,79,80]:
Much of the existing research is more theoretical, rather than a systematic studying of
empirical data. Even studies that focus on support design are criticized for not being
practice-based enough.

• Fragmented organizational structure hinderance to collaboration on these issues [24,26]:
The little we know from existing research is that often the organizational structure
itself is an obstacle to achieving social sustainability goals. As these goals often go
across departments and focus areas, collaboration is key in achieving results. Due to
the rigidity of existing organization structures, this is often not possible effectively.
When organizational structures are in place to deal with sustainability goals, they often
embrace mostly ecological aspects, possibly due to a narrow definition of sustainability,
and social aspects are dealt with by a range of departments, e.g., human resources,
purchasing, and environmental, health and safety (EHS) without a unifying strategy
to align the work.

• Lack of true integration rather than stand-alone and add-on approaches and
tools [47,48,67,68]: The above challenges then lead to initiatives being added on
to the existing processes and structures rather than being truly integrated. This leads
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to social sustainability issues being yet another set of issues to consider on a very long
list and also often misses possible synergies or true transformations.

• More dynamic processes of working with these issues lacking [77,83–87,90]: Lastly,
even in practice, organizations are missing the required ability to be dynamic and
act quickly given the set of complex and fast changing issues that social sustainabil-
ity poses.

The challenges identified above are not unique to the business context. In municipal
planning, for example, the lack of a clear definition, the resulting inability to choose
issues and support tools, and organizational structures are real challenges. Consequently,
even though large parts of a municipal administration’s work are social sustainability
work, it does not seem easy to structure the efforts and coordinate the work [26]. This
implies that there is not much to glean from other research fields and that additional and
original research is required. The above lays out a fairly straightforward but ambitious
research agenda.

2.1. Towards a Clearer Definition of Social Sustainability Based on a (Systems) Science
Understanding and Deriving Goals Thereof

A more explicit engagement with and discussion of social-system-science-based ideas.
In the recent literature, there is a push for science-based sustainability goals [46] and for or-
ganizations to shift from an insular and inside-out to a systemic and outside-in perspective,
which creates the possibility for businesses to contribute to global sustainability [43,45,61].
Because sustainability is a systems property, individual companies or products cannot be
deemed sustainable unless the systems of they are part are [23]. These discussions often,
however, focus more on ecological systems, leaving science-based social sustainability goals
unexplored. CSR scholars have concentrated on other research themes, such as the moral
responsibilities of organizations and the norms that guide business behavior [34,38,91]. It is
often even argued that science-based social sustainability goals are not possible. However,
social-system-based approaches have come a long way and have much to offer in under-
standing dynamics of social systems and the goals we might strive for if we wanted to aim
for a socially sustainable society.

A system’s approach would move social sustainability thinking from focusing on
individual and isolated problems to structural and societal problems (some work already
focuses on structural societal challenges but usually on isolated issues). A systems science
approach to social sustainability takes into account that social sustainability issues are
inextricably interlinked; it is, therefore, hard to predict what could happen if the whole
system is not considered when designing solutions. This also implies thinking about the
nesting and inter-linkages of various (sub-) systems, such as nations, communities and
organizations across value chains.

A system-science-based approach would also provide a more structured way to explore
the most upstream causes. When exploring problems in their interconnections with other
systems it may be possible to arrive at new understanding of drivers of some of the
challenges we see today and to reveal causes that are more upstream. This increased
understanding can also lead to solutions at the level of systems rather than the usual focus
on alleviating downstream symptoms and provide a structured way to identify connections
between smaller scale practices and norms to troublesome structures in wider systems. We
could then identify social sustainability goals on the basis of this understanding and assure
that our goals aim to systematically eradicate current issues.

A more explicit determination as a field to converge on key pieces leading towards
a clearer definition of the concept (while leaving room for a diversity of ideas and ap-
proaches). A lack of scientific clarity from academia also impacts the sustainability agenda
in organizations. If academia does not have any clarity, why should businesses? If the
academic community would move towards a system-science-based understanding, organi-
zations could then no longer cherry-pick which issues to address, and would instead be
required to also apply a holistic and inclusive perspective. A clear example of this problem



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2608 8 of 13

is found in corporate efforts to report progress towards the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). Because they are societal goals, companies often lack a way to understand,
identify, and address their contribution to the problems that the goals are targeting and
even map the interconnection between the different goals. In the end, they often pick the
goals that resonate the most with their business objectives, rather than systematically and
strategically working with them as a whole [92,93]. Recognizing the interconnectedness of
social problems opens up the possibility for organizations to see how their organizational
practices might reinforce these larger troublesome structures. It would likely also allow for
organizations to deal better with trade-offs and to plan strategically, not the least how to
best employ existing tools in the field. If organizations were to design their social sustain-
ability strategies from this understanding, chances are that solutions would require a more
robust and encompassing stakeholder engagement than we see today. Until a systemic
perspective is adopted, however, improvements are likely to be limited to incremental,
local and short-term.

To be transparent, we have been working on developing such a systems-science-
based definition of social sustainability for years now within the Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development [5,6]. The approach was specifically built on a complex adaptive
systems understanding of human social systems and the mechanisms that destroy this social
web. By reframing the mechanisms of destruction as design constraints and declaring these
as success, the approach can support organizations at all levels to strategically contribute
to social sustainability. Such a definition differs from goals such as the SDGs, as it aims
to define what social sustainability is at a principled level whereas SDGs are important
milestones to be achieved in the progress towards sustainability (also called sustainable
development), but do not cover all possible systemic sustainability challenges nor does
their achievement lead to full sustainability. Stakeholder engagement processes are still
vital for the development of collaboration with a wide range of actors, but when framed
by a clear high-level definition of success, such processes can be better facilitated and
coordinated. However, this is only one approach. Others are possible and need to be
developed, so that we can truly move the needle on social sustainability. In the end the
scientific definition and science-based goals are only relevant because they enable strategic
work at an organizational level, where actual social sustainability impacts occur.

2.2. Practice-Based Research on Sustainability Integration: Structures and Processes with a Focus
on Dynamically Overcoming Systemic Challenges

In order to contribute to real change, academic work needs to be as connected to actual
organizational practice as possible, and to support true integration. This means academia
needs to attempt to produce even more practice-based research, be it as an observer or as
action research. The focus should be on both understanding current practices as there is a
lack of empirical data regarding real-world implementation and on supporting the design
of better processes, structures and practices together with organizations. Collaboration on
this is important, as even design-focused research in this area has been criticized for being
too theoretical. Three particular practice-based research focus areas emerge.

How to overcome fragmented organizational structures. We have evidence that orga-
nizational structure in itself is often a challenge to achieving social sustainability progress.
The hierarchical way of structuring ourselves in organizations hinders headway on issues
that are cross-cutting and require collaboration. It is, therefore, essential for organizations
and researchers to look into ways of overcoming this challenge, be it through organizational
restructuring or cross-cutting structures. Our own work shows that organizations that are
most advanced in working with social sustainability have found a way of organizing that
overcomes traditional hierarchies, and allows for more collaborative and strategic work
in this area [24]. However, much more is needed. Organizational change in this regard is
difficult and takes a long time; more focus needs to be put on understanding how this can
be made to work better.
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A connected area of interest is how to achieve true integration into existing processes
and tools. Social sustainability is often treated as an add-on to ecological sustainability and
social sustainability issues are then forced to fit into existing approaches and tools without
really taking complexity or particularities into account. This may look like integration, but
in reality often only superficially addresses social issues. On the other end of the spectrum,
social sustainability is treated as a totally separate issue, and tools to work with it are being
added on to a long list of other existing tools to work with ecological sustainability, quality,
etc. Neither of these are ideal. Instead, we need to find ways of integration or creating
processes that allow for all actual goals to be met. Schulte and Hallstedt [65] claim that, for
this to happen, changes in processes and support tools across all levels of decision making
(strategic, tactical, and operational) are needed. However, much more research is needed.

Lastly, an important area of interest is how to support organizations to become more
dynamic in their way of handling challenges such as social sustainability issues. While
organizations know that the world is becoming more complex and dynamic, not just
in regard to social sustainability issues, it is harder to adapt organizational structures
and processes to become equally dynamic to match the challenge. More research focus
is needed on supporting organizations in this transition and systematically testing and
evaluating possible changes to assess whether they do lead to the desired result or are just
a management fad.

3. Concluding Remarks

In their 2020 editorial to the Academy of Management Review, Wang et al. [37] called
for an agenda that investigates how and why corporations actually engage in social sustain-
ability (framed as corporate social responsibility), and then derive a better understanding
of how they should engage in social sustainability. We build on this by suggesting specific
areas of focus that need to be explored more from a practice-based perspective, and that
the academic field can significantly contribute to through its rigorous and systematic ap-
proaches of gaining and creating knowledge. However, it is important that this occurs in
combination with moving towards a clearer definition, and science-based goals, as there
is no use of creating better integration and overcoming fragmentation if the goals are not
strategic to pursue.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the measures taken to contain it have put a spotlight on
existing social issues, set back socioeconomic development in many parts of the world, and
have reversed progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals [94]. In addition to
economic recovery, it is essential to rebuild and advance social sustainability to improve
health and wellbeing equally across the globe. While action occurs at the business and
political levels, academia has a role to play in supporting action to have scientific grounding
and a long-term strategic perspective.
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