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Abstract 

 

Both, sustainability performance research and sus-

tainability performance management in industry have 

been developed over decades. But the inherent charac-

teristics of the different settings led to gaps in the con-

cepts. Our paper identifies five gaps: time (short-term 

vs. long-term), space (legal entity vs. global impacts), 

data (archival vs. real time), communication (inter-

divisional vs. interdisciplinary) and design (ex ante vs. 

ex post). We explain the identified gaps and present 

research approaches how to close them. 

 
 

 

I. Introduction 
Since the provocative statement of the Nobel prize 

winner Milton Friedman in 1970 „The social responsi-

bility of business is to increase its profit“ [1], business 

researchers have conducted hundreds of studies to 

measure sustainability performance [2] and relate it to 

financial performance [3]. But what research is needed 

to advance management practice? In industry, previous 

efforts have yielded improvements in sustainability 

performance, but new topics are constantly raising and 

the overall ecological and social challenges on our plan-

et are continuously increasing. How should industry 

integrate sustainability performance in decision-

making? And what are promising directions for future 

research? And finally: How can academia and industry 

collaborate better? 

The aim of our paper is twofold: First, we identify exist-

ing gaps between sustainability performance research 

and sustainability performance management in industry. 

Second, we propose approaches for closing the identi-

fied gaps. 

 
II. Approach and examples 

Examples will be shown that explains, how research 

activities in those topics can end in the successful im-

plementation in decision-making processes. In the topic 

“Data” it is needed to get a clear idea on the sustainabil-

ity of a product or process the whole supply chain from 

cradle to grave has to be taken into consideration. The 

TABLE 1: Gaps between academia and industry 

Topic Academia Industry Gap Research 

approach 

Time Natural 

sciences, 

like cli-

mate 

research 

focus on 

long-term 

horizons, 

like 2100 

and thus 

address 

intergener-

ational 

aspects. 

Decision-

making in 

industry is 

mostly 

short-term, 

not even 

covering 

the time 

horizon of 

one gener-

ation of 30 

years. 

Time 

horizons 

of deci-

sion-

making in 

industry 

do not 

allow 

sustaina-

bility. 

Organiza-

tional 

Resilience 

Space The focus 

of research 

is on data 

gathered 

for the 

legal 

entity. 

Supply 

Chain 

Manage-

ment is a 

topic in 

industry, 

but hard to 

operation-

alize. 

The need 

for vertical 

integration 

and thus 

intragener-

ational 

issues is 

not 

stressed 

adequately 

both in 

research 

and in 

industry. 

Sustaina-

ble Supply 

Chain 

Manage-

ment 

Data Research 

is often 

based on 

archival 

and out-

dated data 

Industry 

has the 

challenge 

to collect 

the data 

relevant 

for deci-

sion-

making. 

Sustaina-

bility 

perfor-

mance 

data and 

processing 

is a chal-

lenge for 

re-search 

and indus-

try. 

Sustaina-

bility 

Manage-

ment 

Control 

Systems 

Com-

muni-

cation 

Interdisci-

plinary re-

search is a 

challenge. 

Communi-

cation and 

interpreta-

tion of 

data is 

difficult 

between 

depart-

ments. 

A common 

language 

is missing. 

Sustain-

ability 

Herme-

neutics 

Design Research 

studies are 

mostly ex 

post 

analyses 

due to data 

Industry 

need data 

for ex ante 

analysis. 

The time 

perspec-

tive dif-

fers. 

Scenario 

Planning 
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data for this evaluation step should be updated and 

linked with research data and newest developments of 

academia. What is the most suitable way to provide 

scientific based evaluation results for decision making 

and to ensure avoiding green washing? Academia can 

deliver technologies to solve this question and support 

industry with applicable and easy to use and easy to 

understand solutions. Generic data in cooperation with 

business partners can be a basis for further development 

and the support of decision-making processes to achieve 

more sustainable solutions for the society. 

An example for carrying out an Eco-Efficiency study 

was the decision-making for house heating systems. The 

goal was to compare alternative systems for providing 

space heating and hot water for domestic buildings (de-

tached houses, new developments), examining both 

renewable and non-renewable fuels and to identify the 

most eco-efficient solution. This study was a data chal-

lenge as well as a challenge for long time horizons. The 

Eco-efficiency Analysis (EEA) was based on the ASUE 

study [4]; the EEA study examined a subset of the sys-

tems in the ASUE study and adds some additional heat-

ing systems. 

 

Conclusion 

The research on Organizational Resilience can be a 

research topic to integrate the scientific and sustainabil-

ity findings in long-term decisions of companies. In a 

typical sustainability evaluation, there are often huge 

ranges of single data needed which can not be under-

stood in a defined objective way without the help of a 

methodology that aggregates all the information to a 

final result by using defined algorithms. 

A systematic data collection and definition of data needs 

should be done in close cooperation of industry and 

academia due to the higher need for sophisticated in-

formation in the future 

 

 

avail-

ability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1: ECO-EFFICENY PORTFOLIO OF HEATING SYS-

TEMS IN GERMANY 
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