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Abstract
Our purpose is to develop a comprehensive categorization of organizational sus-
tainability frames. This is necessary because a unified approach that considers
the organizational sustainability frames of different organizations (FPOs, NPOs
and hybrids) is absent in the extant research. Towards this end, we undertake an
integrative review of 158 articles and identify seven frames based on three objec-
tive functions: maximization of economic capital, maintaining natural capital
and creating social impact. Of the seven, three are dogmatic, each accepting only
one objective function as legitimate: economic, natural and social capital; three
are instrumental, with one objective function as the ultimate goal and the oth-
ers as necessary means; and the last one is paradoxical, where tensions between
objective functions are accommodated simultaneously rather than eliminated.
We contribute to the literature by introducing the ‘dogmatic frame’ category to
the ongoing conversation on organizational sustainability frames. We also con-
tribute by demonstrating that instrumental frames exist not only at for-profit
organizations but also at non-profits and hybrid organizations. Consequently,
we link the conversation in these areas with that of organizational sustainability
frames. Finally, we problematize the growing attention on the paradoxical frame
by discussing its suitability in different contexts and situations.

INTRODUCTION

There is continuing scholarly interest in studying frames
that guide organizational sensemaking of sustainability
challenges (Eberhardt-Toth & Wasieleski, 2013; Hahn
et al., 2015; Hockerts, 2015a). Frames are cognitive filters
that ‘enable individuals or groups or organisations to
locate, perceive, identify, and label’ (Goffman, 1974, p. 21).
The primary focus of this paper is to describe an organi-
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zation’s shared assumptions about which objective func-
tion(s) it has to prioritize or optimize to maintain its activ-
ities. Historically, the assumption was that organizations
only need to consider a single objective to remain sustain-
able (e.g. sustainable financial profit). A triple-bottom-line
view has emerged over the past three decades that requires
balancing economic, natural and social capital (Elkington,
1994, 2013). However, as we will show in this paper, views
still differ about how organizations achieve this balance.

Int J Manag Rev. 2022;1–34. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/ijmr 1

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7909-6612
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2543-2240
mailto:tulin.dzhengiz@aalto.fi
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/ijmr
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fijmr.12290&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-01-25


2 DZHENGIZ and HOCKERTS

We propose organizational sustainability frames as an
umbrella term to describe this further. We define organi-
zational sustainability frames as a set of situated collective
assumptions, values and mental reference models that are
used to justify an organization’s (single or multiple) objec-
tive function(s) in relation to maintaining and/or growing
economic, natural and social capital in their sphere of
influence.
In the growing research on organizational sustainabil-

ity frames, scholars have already discussed how frames
impact sensemaking and decision-making on sustainabil-
ity issues (Eberhardt-Toth &Wasieleski, 2013; Fassin et al.,
2015; Hahn et al., 2015), while others have discussed the
impact of organizational sustainability frames on business
models (Laasch, 2018; Laasch & Pinkse, 2020); develop-
ment of sustainability-oriented capabilities (Grewatsch &
Kleindienst, 2018; Watson et al., 2018b); responsiveness to
stakeholders (Bundy et al., 2012); and sustainability strate-
gies (Branzei et al., 2000; Herremans et al., 2009; Joseph
et al., 2019). Frames are also discussed outside the scope of
corporate sustainability. For instance, they impact themis-
sion drifts of hybrids such as social enterprises (Bruneel
et al., 2020; Ramus et al., 2018; Siegner et al., 2018) and the
legitimization strategies of sustainability entrepreneurs as
they juggle competing frames (Dahlmann & Grosvold,
2017; Molecke & Pinkse, 2020). Finally, frames also affect
the relationship between for-profit organizations (FPOs)
and non-profit organizations (NPOs) since they impact
partner selection (Dzhengiz, 2018) and the maintenance
of partnerships (Ahmadsimab & Chowdhury, 2021; Ashraf
et al., 2019; Klitsie et al., 2018; Zimmermann et al., 2021).
Many of these insights, however, remain disconnected.

Even though there have been comprehensive reviews of
the literature on frames in the context of management
and organization studies (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014;
Gray et al., 2015; Walsh, 1995), organizational sustainabil-
ity frames are distinct and require further attention. Sus-
tainability frames bring about additional complexity and
normativity beyond what is studied in traditional reviews
of organizational frame research due to the societal and
environmental dimensions. ‘Understanding organisations’
sustainability frames is critical to understanding how and
why they respond (Bundy et al., 2013) or do not (Slawinski
et al., 2017) to these mounting challenges’ (Mazutis et al.,
2020, p. 2).
The current state of the art on organizational sus-

tainability frames presents a lack of consensus regard-
ing their categorization (Haffar & Searcy, 2019) because
scholars have developed various categories and used dif-
ferent terminologies to label these frames. For instance,
some compared the business case and paradoxical frames
(Hahn et al., 2015), and others added business frames to
this list (Sharma & Jaiswal, 2017). Still others differenti-

ated between instrumental and integrative (Gao & Bansal,
2013), traditional (commercial) and ecosystem (ecological)
frames (Corbett et al., 2015; York et al., 2016). We hope that
our review will provide an umbrella model that allows us
to integrate these diverse approaches.
Taken as a whole, this growing scholarly discussion has

generated important insights.However, a unified approach
that considers the organizational sustainability frames of
different organizations (FPOs,NPOs andhybrids) is absent
in the research. This gap is the underlying motivation for
our integrative review. Focusing on this gap is crucial,
and not doing so would have two negative consequences.
At one extreme, it may lead scholars to offer new labels
for already existing frames, reducing the chance that pre-
existing categories will mature. At the other extreme, it
may lead scholars to treat these abstractions as material
and concrete things. Finally, existing categorizations often
donot consider the important category of dogmatic frames.
As a result, this often leads scholars to solely view the busi-
ness case and paradoxical frames as a dichotomy. When
different organizational forms are considered, however,
sustainability frame categories are more diverse and plu-
ralistic than is possible in a dichotomy.
Overall, the purpose of our paper is to categorize orga-

nizational sustainability frames based on an integrative
reviewwhile identifying understudied areas in the process,
but also to propose a new research agenda for organiza-
tional sustainability frames. Rather than using the term
‘corporate sustainability’, which conjures up an implied
focus on the organizational form of large (often publicly
traded) corporations, we apply the term organizational sus-
tainability to underline the fact that sustainability frames
are by no means exclusive to corporations but can also be
found in small firms, NPOs and hybrid organizations.
Our integrative review of 158 articles describes orga-

nizational sustainability frames, categorizing them as
dogmatic, instrumental and paradoxical. As part of this
process, we define dogmatic frames as mutually exclusive
unitary frames assuming a win/lose (zero-sum) relation-
ship between objectives; instrumental frames as means–
end relationships between multiple objectives; and para-
doxical frame as the simultaneous accommodation of ten-
sions arising frommultiple conflicting objective functions.
Our review contributes to the growing literature on

frames that guide sensemaking of sustainability chal-
lenges at FPOs (Hahn et al., 2015), NPOs (Tomlinson
& Schwabenland, 2009) and hybrids (Ebrahim et al.,
2014). A key contribution of our paper is the explicit
identification of what we call dogmatic frames, which
in our view have been under-researched in recent years.
Only by more heavily studying the degree to which (and
why) such dogmatic frames are still present in many orga-
nizations can we hope to advance our understanding of
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TABLE 1 Organizational frames: Terms, organizational form and illustrative references

Term Organizational form Illustrative references
Strategic frame FPO Eggers and Kaplan (2013), Kaplan (2008a),

Narayanan et al. (2010)
Collective action frame NPO Benford (1993), Benford and Snow (2000)
Dominant logic FPO Engelmann et al. (2020), Penney (2018), Prahalad

and Bettis (1986)
Organizational frames of reference FPO Shrivastava and Schneider (1984)
Technological frames FPO Orlikowski and Gash (1991, 1994)
Collective cognition Organizations (general) Langfield-Smith (1992), Mezias et al. (2001)

Abbreviations: FPO, for-profit organization; NPO, non-profit organization.

organizational sustainability frames and their evolution
over time. Moreover, we also make visible the extraor-
dinary preoccupation of scholars with the instrumental
economic capital frame (often referred to as the business
case) and the lack of rigorous study on instrumental nat-
ural capital and instrumental social capital frames, which
tend to be more prevalent in social entrepreneurship and
ecopreneurship. Finally, we problematize the implicit
assumption of the superiority of the paradoxical frame.
The remainder of this paper is as follows. Theoret-

ical background briefly reviews frames in the broader
managerial and organizational cognition field before
presenting our definition of organizational sustainability
frames. Methods describes the process followed during
the various stages of the review. Findings introduces our
categorization of organizational sustainability frames.
Discussion offers guidance for future research using gap
spotting and problematization. Conclusion discusses the
contributions of this review.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The concept of frame, which is deeply engrained in the
socio-cognitive psychology literature (Fiske & Taylor, 2013;
Tversky & Kahneman, 1992), has been applied thus far to
a large variety of fields such as social movements (Benford
& Snow, 2000), media studies (Matthes & Kohring, 2008),
linguistics (Tsur et al., 2015) and management and orga-
nization studies (for literature reviews, see Cornelissen &
Werner, 2014; Kaplan, 2011; Walsh, 1995).
Frames are studied in three levels: micro-level cognitive

frames, meso-level organizational frames and macro-level
social frames (institutional logics) (Cornelissen &Werner,
2014;Walsh, 1995). In this paperwe focus on themeso-level
organizational frames, which can be defined as ‘a set of
shared assumptions, values, and frames of reference that
give meaning to everyday activities and guide how organi-
sational members think and act’ (Rerup & Feldman, 2011,
p. 578).

Table 1, which relies on seminal reviews on frames (Cor-
nelissen & Werner, 2014; Walsh, 1995), provides a list of
examples for terms used to refer to organizational frames,
the organizational forms of interest and some illustrative
references.
Organizational frames are not independent but develop

in a relationship withmicro- andmacro-level frames (Gray
et al., 2015) through intra-organizational mechanisms that
include negotiations or contests between the cognitive
frames of individuals (Kaplan, 2008b). They are also
exposed to isomorphic pressures and hence influenced by
macro-level institutional frames (logics of market, com-
munity, state and family) (Thornton et al., 2012, p. 154).
At the organizational level, scholars ‘focus primarily on
frames and their organisational consequences, ranging
from technology implementation to the development of
capabilities, and the mobilisation of activists’ (Cornelissen
& Werner, 2014, p. 205).
Organizational frames often provide a normative under-

standing as they concern ‘interpretations of value which
comprise the organising principles of what is valued and
valuable’ (Kaplan & Murray, 2008, p. 2). Kaplan and Mur-
ray (2008, p. 6) highlighted that while ‘in the market
sphere, the value of new technology will be associated
with financial profit’, ‘in the civic sphere, the value may
be in job creation or economic development’. Therefore,
frames are socially constructed and contested. However,
the clashes between different frames depend on the con-
tent and structure of the frames (Walsh, 1995). The content
of a frame comprises the information environment that
the frame represents; hence, what the frame constitutes
(Walsh, 1995). The frame structure involves the degree of
differentiation and integration in the frame’s dimensions
(Walsh, 1995) and determines the frame’s complexity.
Based on the above, we define organizational sustain-

ability frames (Le Ber & Branzei, 2011;Watson et al., 2018b)
as: a set of situated collective assumptions, values and men-
tal referencemodels that are used to justify an organization’s
(single or multiple) objective function(s) in relation to main-
taining and/or growing economic, natural and social capital
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in their sphere of influence. The frames givemeaning to sus-
tainability challenges and guide action (Haffar & Searcy,
2019; Laasch, 2018; Le Ber & Branzei, 2011; Watson et al.,
2018b) regarding the three bottom lines: economic capital
generation, natural capital maintenance and social capital
creation (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002).

METHODS

We selected an integrative review method to help us
develop new conceptual insights (i.e. categorization) that
arise from a synthesis and critique of extant research (Els-
bach & van Knippenberg, 2020). This method synthesizes
qualitative, quantitative and theoretical articles using an
analytical approach. We went through five stages: prob-
lem identification, literature search, data evaluation, data
analysis and presentation (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005).
In the problem identification stage, the research purpose
was identified. Herein, our purpose is to categorize
organizational sustainability frames using an integrative
review and, in the process, identify understudied areas
while simultaneously proposing a new research agenda
for organizational sustainability frames.

Selection of studies

In the literature search stage, we used the EBSCO Busi-
ness Source Premier and Web of Science databases to pro-
vide extensive coverage of academic journals (Dzhengiz
& Niesten, 2020; Hakala et al., 2019). Unlike the study of
frames in management and organization studies, research
on organizational sustainability frames is an emerging area
that is in need of initial synthesis. Therefore, this search
required a broad literature search and selection, which is
why we considered the various ways in which scholars
might refer to organizational sustainability frames. First,
we selected frames, cognition and logics as our main key-
words to identify frame-related literature, since cognitive
models and dominant logics are often used interchange-
ably with frames, as outlined in Table 1 (Cornelissen &
Werner, 2014).
Second, we considered the overlap between the follow-

ing mature fields: environmental management, corporate
sustainability and corporate social responsibility, as they
are ‘discussed by some [scholars] as near-synonyms’
(Strand et al., 2015, p. 2). As a result, in addition to
sustainability, we also used ‘green’, ‘environmental’ and
‘ecological’ as keywords to account for environmental
sustainability, and ‘responsibility’, ‘social’ and ‘societal’ to

account for social sustainability. Combining the frame and
sustainability-related keywords with Boolean operators
(AND/OR), we generated 21 search strings. We specifically
searched the abstracts of academic peer-reviewed journals
up to and including 2021 in these two databases. We
assumed that the management and organization literature
would integrate sustainability-related concerns in the
early 1990s, since the term ‘sustainability’ was popularized
after the publication of the Brundtland Report in 1987
(Barkemeyer et al., 2014). We found only one relevant
article prior to 1995 that studied frames in the specific
context of poverty (Iyengar, 1990), but the literature
subsequently grew with the publication of foundational
works by authors like Gladwin et al. (1995).
In the data evaluation stage, we screened the articles

using the categories in the Science Citation Index and
the Science Citation Index Expanded. We only included
journals in the categories ‘Business’, ‘Management’,
‘Environmental Studies’ and ‘Green & Sustainable Science
& Technology’, which is similar to the approach others
use (Meier, 2011; Niesten & Jolink, 2020). Then, one of
the authors conducted a review, applying the following
exclusion criteria as a checklist: (a) ‘frame’, ‘cognition’ or
‘logic’ concepts are not used in line with the description
presented in this article; (b) the article does not provide
information about how frames impact an organization
(FPOs, NPOs and hybrids); and (c) frames are not dis-
cussed in terms of sustainability challenges. In sum, we
excluded articles that: referred to frames in a general social
cognition background without referring to sustainability
challenges; did not refer to the concept of the frame (or
another term used interchangeably) as described in the
Theoretical background section; and did not provide an
understanding of how frames would impact FPOs, NPOs
and hybrids. As a result of the screening, we identified 138
relevant articles from the databases.
One criticism of integrative reviews is the risk that

they will exclude similar concepts in different domains
(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2020). With this in mind, we
applied a snowball approach that involved reviewing
not only the reference lists of our 138 articles but also
the articles citing them to identify relevant articles to
add to the review that did not emerge in the initial
database search (Butler et al., 2016; Keller & Sadler-Smith,
2019). This led to the inclusion of other articles that
used concepts slightly different than frames, cognition
and logic, for example mental models or schema (Fassin
et al., 2015). We identified 20 additional articles using
snowballing, which enhanced the coverage of our review.
Table 2 lists the details of the search and screening
phases.
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TABLE 2 Search and screening stage

Result
Stage Criteria Web of Science EBSCO
Searching (cogniti* OR fram* OR logic*) AND (green* OR environment* OR

ecolog* OR responsib* OR sustainab* OR social* OR societal*)
53 171 3392

Peer-reviewed academic journal article, English language, up to 2021 12 704 3392
Screening Inclusion criteria—journal review:

Journals included only if within the following Science and Social Science
Citation Index Categories: Business, Management, Environmental
Studies, Green & Sustainable Science & Technology

1867 478

Exclusion criteria checklist:
(a) frame, cognition and logic concepts were not used in line with the
description presented in this paper; (b) the article did not provide
information about how frames impact an organization (FPO, NPO,
hybrid); (c) frames were not discussed in terms of sustainability
challenges

127 67

Merging databases: 138 (56 overlapped)
Snowballing Articles referred to concepts similar to frames such as templates,

paradigms, sensemaking, world views or mental models
20

Total 158

Sample description

The sample contains articles published between 1990 and
2021. In the data evaluation phase, we coded the nature of
the articles in terms of: theories and methods, term selec-
tion, organizational forms (FPO, NPO, hybrid) and level
of analysis (Table A1 in the Appendix contains a complete
list).
Scholars drew on various theoretical backgrounds,

though the most prominent were institutional theory
(28%), strategic cognition (22%), tensions and paradoxes
(16%) and framing in social movements (9%). In terms of
research method, there were 91 qualitative articles (58%),
45 theoretical (28%) and 21 quantitative (13%) and 1 mixed
method. This shows that the field has yet to develop
scales and proxies to measure organizational sustainabil-
ity frames, signalling the emerging nature of the topic.
In our database, 92 studies (58%) focused on FPOs; 42

(27%) discussed FPOs, NPOs or hybrids simultaneously;
19 (12%) examined hybrids; and the remaining five (4%)
solely looked at NPOs. In essence, most articles on orga-
nizational sustainability frames are primarily found in
corporate sustainability scholarship and focus on FPOs.
Organizational sustainability frames employed in other
organizational forms (NPOs and hybrids) received notably
less attention. When NPOs and hybrids were considered,
they were mostly discussed in inter-organizational rela-
tionships, vis-à-vis FPOs.
Analytically, all the articles we included had meso-level

(organizational) implications, though some only consid-
ered meso-level fames and others also included micro- or
macro-level frames, or discussed the implications ofmicro-

or macro-level frames at the meso level. In total, 39% (61)
of the studies only focused on meso-level frames; 28% (45)
on macro–meso; 27% (43) on micro–meso; and 6% (9) on
micro–meso–macro multilevel frame interactions. Among
other things, the multilevel articles often discussed the
micro- and macro-level antecedents of organizational sus-
tainability frames (i.e. the meso level).

Coding process description

For our data analysis we used NVivo 11 software (city,
state), which can be used both for manual and automated
coding features. Using manual coding, we generated over
1900 codes in our three-stage coding process: in-vivo
coding, axial coding and category development. In-vivo
coding, which was applied to capture how scholars
described sustainability frames, refers to coding a text
without changing the actual language used by the original
authors in the record (Saldana, 2009; Strauss, 1987).
Next we used axial coding to identify category properties
(Saldana, 2009), coding two: frame content and structure.
Frame content was coded in terms of the triple bottom

line of sustainability (Elkington, 1998), that is maximizing
economic capital, maintaining natural capital and creating
social capital. Frame structure was coded in terms of the
degree of interconnectedness between the three different
bottom lines, reflecting the complexity of the frame (Hahn
& Aragón-Correa, 2015) and differentiating between low
complexity (unitarian, i.e. mutually exclusive zero-sum
approach in which only one objective is considered as the
legitimate organizational goal at the exclusion of the other
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