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a b s t r a c t

Although creativity and sustainability have received considerable attention in the literature, there is
limited research considering both e particularly in relation to co-existing organizational factors which
facilitate the transformation of creativity into sustainable products. This paper explores this gap through
an analysis of six case studies of commercial organizations presenting both successful and unsuccessful
implementation of sustainable products/services, across types of firms and industries. The research
framework focuses on three general facets: 1) leadership; 2) boundaries, where different aspects of
internal and external firm's activities enable a diversity of opinions and stakeholder engagement; and 3)
economic alignment/instrumentality, in which the goal of wealth creation is present and supported by a
firm's capabilities. The main finding of the paper is that appropriate leadership along with effective
boundary spanning and clear profit orientation are simultaneously necessary conditions for successful
transformation of creative business ideas into successful sustainable products/services by business or-
ganizations. This implies a steep discounting of success prospects if any of the above factors is lacking.
The work contributes to the development of general theoretical frameworks and approaches for
achieving organizational success based on co-creating social and economic value at the same time.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Various scholars, policymakers, and practitioners agree that a
fundamental reorientation of business activities towards sustain-
ability is needed to mitigate serious environmental degradation
and the social and financial inequities we currently face (e.g.
Shrivastava, 1995; van Kleef and Roome, 2007). A fundamental
reorientation of business means the response by industry to these
challenges must be creative e i.e. it must go beyond optimizing
current models or tuning the status-quo. Creativity is central to
initiating innovation (e.g. Amabile, 1988). Yet creativity, novel and
potentially useful ideas/possibilities (Amabile, 1996), is just the
beginning. Irrespective of the ontological origin of sustainable op-
portunities, generating novel means or ends requires an actor (in-
dividual, team, or organization) to think and step outside of the
m (W. Przychodzen), justyna.
Daniel.Lerner@colorado.edu
existing “box.” Organizations need to not just produce novel and
useful ideas for sustainable outputs but also implement them e

within, as well as beyond the boundaries of the organization
(Lozano, 2014). This requires management of multiple inter-
connected components at the same time, in order to create addi-
tional societal and economic profits (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund,
2013).

In the past years, research on organizational creativity has
expanded rapidly and increased our knowledge on breaching the
barriers to it (e.g. Chesbrough, 2010). Furthermore, theoretical
frameworks have been introduced that situate corporate creativity
within its wider societal context (Sternberg, 2012). However, the
factors that facilitate the connections between creativity and sus-
tainability are yet relatively under-explored, especially in the area
of embracing a wider business organizational context (Wetzel and
van Gorp, 2014) and achievement of the triple bottom-line.

This article addresses the gap by focusing on factors appearing
to determine whether creativity is transformed into sustainable
products/services. In this paper, sustainable products/services are
defined as those which provide environmental, social and eco-
nomic benefits with minimum environmental and social burden
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over their full commercial cycle. The identification of facilitating
factors is based on in-depth analysis of six organizational case
studies of successful and unsuccessful launches of innovative,
sustainable products/services (Allianz Group, Better Place, Green
Rubber, Rondeel, Mitka, Overstock.Com).

The focus of our research is contemporary business phenomena,
within its real-life context, where the actual experience of organi-
zational actors is focal. This is in line with Eisenhart's (1989) and
Yin's (2003) case study approach, and why we selected this
methodology to develop and extend theory based on actual busi-
ness practice. Further contributing to the rationale for a multiple
case study approach is that our primary interest is inwhat generally
appears critical for organizations to enable sustainable innovations,
across types of firms and industries. While all methodologies pre-
sent tradeoffs, case studies contribute by generating and refining
testable field-derived theory, grounded in phenomenological re-
alities. Additionally, case studies offer the capability of observing
complex organizationally situated phenomena that are imperfectly
decomposable from each other, the firm, and the context/envi-
ronment (a serious problem statistical inference); this allows
analytical (versus statistical) generalization (Yin, 2003).

Analysis of the 6 commercial enterprise case studies reveals that
a key to successful translation of creativity into sustainability lies in
the simultaneous combination of several facilitating factors. The
cases illuminate three core components firms must enact.

Firstly, within the boundaries of the firm, transformational
leadership that includes addressing ecological/societal issues ap-
pears critical. It requires leadership to make the sustainability
concept a vital and clearly communicated part of strategy e

addressing both intra-personal and interpersonal needs, and
maintaining unity among the management team. Furthermore, it
also requires the existence of procedures for generating new out-
puts, within which both leaders and employees are encouraged to
actively seek innovative solutions (Rickards and Moger, 2000).

Secondly,within and inpart beyond the boundaries of thefirm, it
appears that creativity can catalyze into the creation of sustainable
oriented value when different heterogeneous actors are involved in
the development of new products/services and the configuration of
value creation itself. At an individual and group level, internal and
boundary-spanning co-development creates psychological invest-
ment (in the process andoutcome) bydisparate stakeholderswithin
and beyond the firm. It also helps to overcome tensions between
already establishedmodels and newmodels (including the obstacle
of changing human behavior), required to effectively respond to
current social, environmental and financial problems, by stimu-
lating mutual understanding and flexibility among different groups
(Klerkxet al., 2012). As a result, thefirm is able to gather and allocate
resources necessary to support new models and solutions by
building productive linkages among existing actors.

Finally, the translation of creativity into sustainability requires
that the creation of economic profits for the firm and its financial
stakeholders is not a decoupled after-thought or “bonus.” Creative
sustainable products/services/production-processes must allow
the organization not only to fully recover all associated costs, but
also generate surplus wealth that is (directly) passed on to stake-
holders. This diverges from the prior conventional concept of social
business, defined as a primarily not-for-profit (no-loss, no-
dividend) self-sustaining firm whose primary purpose and activ-
ity is to serve some segment of society by generating non-financial
returns (Yunus et al., 2010).

This study contributes to the developing literature linking
creativity and sustainability by grounded inquiry into the mix
of factors and organizational behaviors necessary to realize suc-
cessful implementation of socially and environmentally sound
products/services by commercial organizations. Our holistic
approach, incorporating both the firm and the wider sphere of
organizational behavior, provides insight into the effective mech-
anisms by considering both successful and unsuccessful organiza-
tional implementation attempts. It also enables developing/
refining general theoretical frameworks and approaches for
achieving long-term organizational sustainability, co-creating so-
cial and economic value at the same time. The latter, while rather
underdeveloped in existing literature, is of considerable theoretical
and practical importance; for long-term survival and social/
ecological impact in a competitive market environment, sustain-
ability oriented organizations must proactively manage a com-
mercial imperative and profitability.

2. Theoretical framework and development of propositions

Existing literature suggests various factors are important for the
successful implementation of new products and services. Such
factors range from an overall corporate culture that creates an
innovation-friendly climate within organization and encourages
risk-taking behavior (Ernst, 2002), to processes enabling the com-
pany to collectively collaborate both internally and externally
(Mishra and Shah, 2009), to proper financial controls (Bonner et al.,
2002), to even luck (Khurana and Rosenthal, 1997). The above
factors do not exist in vacuum, and the simultaneous lack of a
number of them might significantly reduce the probability of suc-
cess in new product or service development (Søndergaard, 2005).

It warrants noting that any particular factor cannot supplant the
importance of corporate philosophy and culture. Rather, philoso-
phy and culture are relatively superordinate and part of the context
in which an innovation attempt occurs (De Brentani and
Kleinschmidt, 2004). We focus on three associated organizational
factors: leadership, boundary spanning, and economic alignment.
We focus on these as theymore readilymalleable (than philosophy/
culture) and based on the literature as now described.

2.1. Leadership

Recognizing opportunities for new products/services/
conversion-processes requires creativity (e.g. Ward, 2004).
Furthermore, unlike other forms of creativity and innovation (e.g.
artistic), the scope of action required for transformation of creative
ideas into innovative organizational products/services is greater.
Unlike the creative artist or potentially even scientist e for the cre-
ation of sustainable products/services e even the most creative in-
dividual does not stand to possess all the requisite inputs, let alone
conversion capabilities (e.g. Lerner, 2016). Thus translation of crea-
tivity into sustainable business outputs necessitates coordinated
action, of various actors across space and time. Consequently,
effective leadership theoretically reasons to be a critical catalyst.

In terms of the leadership that is apt to be effective for trans-
formation of creative ideas into innovative organizational products/
services e it is relevant to first consider the particular challenge.
The most defining characteristic of the coordination challenge of
innovation is uncertainty. As articulated by McMullen and
Shepherd (2006, p. 133), uncertainty is inherent to (innovation)
opportunities, with “[uncertainty] further enhanced by the novelty
intrinsic to entrepreneurial actions (Amabile, 1997; Smith and
DiGregorio, 2002), such as the creation of new products, new ser-
vices, new ventures, and so forth (Gartner, 1990; Schumpeter,
1934).” It is under conditions of uncertainty, and in the face of
exploitation traps (Levinthal and March, 1993) that internal agents
must be engaged and led to realize innovation.

This suggests the need for transformational, visionary, charis-
matic, leadership. Consistent with this, prior literature has indeed
found such leadershippositively linked to innovation (e.g. Junget al.,
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2003), and the transformation of creativity into innovation (e.g.
Gumusluoglu and Ilsev, 2009). Furthermore, for sustainable in-
novations, not only is outcome uncertainty inherent, but additional
uncertaintyandambiguityexists in regards to the relativeweighting
of financial and socio-environmental outputs (i.e. the goals of
innovation). Thus for sustainable innovations, such leadership may
be a particularly necessary condition. Indeed such leadership com-
bined with internal knowledge management has been positively
linked to sustainability oriented innovation (e.g. Bossink, 2007).

Taken together, and as will be further considered in our case
analyses and follow-ondiscussion, this leads to ourfirst proposition:

Proposition 1. For the transformation of creativity into sustainable
innovations, transformational leadership within the organization is
critical.
2.2. Boundary spanning

Existing literature shows that access to different opinions, visions
and knowledge has a positive influence on creativity and innovation
in organizations (Tushman, 1977; Tsai, 2001). It mitigates uncer-
tainty, increases interpretative flexibility of different actors within
and beyond the firm, and positively influences overall congruence.
This is especially important in the context of sustainability, where
mutual consistency between its different aspects (social, environ-
mental, and financial) and consideration of the entire value chain as
a source of opportunity is absolutely necessary (Larson, 2000).

The major challenge for an organization aimed at catalyzing
creativity into the creation of sustainable products or services is to
build ties that span organizational boundaries and bring hetero-
geneous expertise to legitimize certain visions (Hsiao et al., 2012).
Boundaries are a defining characteristic of organization (Aldrich
and Herkel, 1977). Boundary spanning, as a link between different
spheres of activities and demarcation lines, promotes a diversity of
opinions to overcome possible innovation lock-ins by ensuring
broad stakeholder participation (Foxon and Pearson, 2008).

Furthermore, activation of cross-boundary spanning increases
the likelihood of creation of Simmelian ties, within which parties
involved are not only strongly tied to each other, but also to at least
one common third-party. This, in turn should lead to better inno-
vation performance (Tortoriello and Karckhardt, 2010). Other
studies also show, that very high cooperative orientation leads to a
high degree of innovativeness (Bullinger et al., 2010). This leads us
to our second proposition:

Proposition 2. Organizational ability to transform creativity into
sustainable products or services depends on its ability to build linkages
across existing boundaries (cross-boundary spanning).
2.3. Economic alignment

Numerous studies examine relationships of various organiza-
tional factors and creativity. Many researchers are interested in
how expertise, work evaluation and systems, emotional intelli-
gence, and financial performance affect creativity (Tang et al., 2014;
Slijkhuis et al., 2013; Parke et al., 2014; Chang et al., 2014; Scopelliti
et al., 2014). However, the role of creativity in shaping fundamental
firm activities and strategy has received less attention. Existing
literature has largely focused on the impact of creativity on a firm's
product innovation performance and development (Elliot and
Nakata, 2013; Goldenberg and Mazursky, 2002; Dul and Ceylan,
2014). Although creativity is perceived as a key tool in market
competition, many innovation attempts are not profitable, meaning
innovators often fail to obtain economic returns from any particular
innovation (Hunt, 2013; Koellinger, 2008). None the less, the notion
that creativity enhances firm competitiveness or performance is
also espoused (Zhou and Shalley, 2008; Gilson, 2008) e leading to
the underlying question of how (and through which channels)
creativity influence companies' financial performance.

The first channel through which creativity appears to influence
financial performance is the development and delivery of innova-
tive products and services. For example, unique products/services
are key for sustaining consumer satisfaction in existing competitive
markets as well as creating new markets, with their design
involving R&D activities undertaken by the company (Kohtam€aki
et al., 2013) across its different parts. R&D can positively influ-
ence a firm's financial performance by increasing productivity,
lowering costs and/or decreasing throughput time (Swink, 1999;
Doll et al., 2010). Apart from above, developing new offerings
based on an active interaction between the R&D function/constit-
uents, other internal stakeholders, and consumers, can increase
customer satisfaction and loyalty, enabling greater revenue and
potentially higher margins (Smith andWright, 2004; Heskett et al.,
2008; Theoharakis et al., 2009).

Related to the above, another channel for creativity to influence
economic alignment and ultimately financial performance involves
the innovation design and development process with external
stakeholders. Trust and openness between parties are crucial in
exchanging, combining, and creating new ideas and solutions
(Adler and Kwon, 2002; Ko�zmi�nski, 2004). Trustworthy collabora-
tion with supply-chain partners and customers helps limit poten-
tial opportunism, and thus decreases transaction costs (connected
with monitoring partners and investing into the development of
relatively transferable knowledge/solutions), thereby increasing
productivity and thus potential profitability (Kohtam€aki et al.,
2013). Gr€onroos (2008) for example suggests that the customer
can participate in the R&D processes undertaken by the company.
Such participation in the development of creative solutions reduces
information asymmetries between the supplier and the customer
(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004) which should result in better
product customization and ultimately, firm profitability (Dyer and
Chu, 2003). Based on empirical research, Kohtam€aki et al. (2013)
found that delivering complex, R&D knowledge-based services
may increase firm profits only if the firms are capable of building
trusting relationships with their customers.

The final channel through which creativity influences economic
performance relates to a firm's capabilities in legal protection of
innovative solutions, marketing and technology (Su et al., 2013).
Legal capability refers to the firm's ability to manage legal affairs,
protect its intellectual assets, and defend against potential imita-
tors. Marketing capability refers to firm's abilities in market
research (identification of trends and customer segmentation),
market planning and marketing implementation (launching a
product innovation and creating customer loyalty). Thus, marketing
capability reflects the firm's ability to offer desired innovations at
the right place, time, and price e which contributes to greater
profits (Vorhies and Morgan, 2005). Technological capability re-
flects a firm's abilities to develop and use technological resources
(Song et al., 2005). Some researchers point out that technological
capability may be connected with ignorance of market demand (as
the result of erroneous belief of technological superiority)
(Levinthal and March 1993) and overuse of available resources. In
other words, there can be a negative moderating effect of techno-
logical capability on the relationship between product innovation
and firm performance. A study conducted by Su et al. (2013)
revealed that legal and marketing capability positively influence
the relationship between product innovation and firm perfor-
mance, especially in an environment with intense competition e

while technological capability has a negative moderating effect,
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which becomes more significant as technological turbulence
increases.

Based on the above literature, we posit the following general
proposition:

Proposition 3. Creativity oriented on enhancing economic perfor-
mance is a necessary condition in implementing sustainable
innovations.
3. Methods

While the preceding propositions were derived and developed
based on our consideration of extant literature, the question re-
mains as to how well the theoretical propositions fit phenomeno-
logical organizational realities. We now examine the propositions
in multiple, concrete, business organizational contexts. In other
words, we do not use qualitative cases to develop new propositions
e nor to quantitatively test hypotheses. Rather, we examine con-
crete, naturally occurring, ecologically situated cases to qualita-
tively assess and refine the general, necessarily abstract, theory put
forth above.

The research method employed in this paper was based on case
study analysis which “involves using one ormore cases to create (or
examine and refine) propositions and/or midrange theory from
case-based, empirical evidence” (Eisenhardt, 1989). Case study
research uses “rich, empirical descriptions of particular instances of
a phenomenon that are typically based on a variety of data sources”
(Yin, 1994).

The research framework that we used in this study is illustrated
in Fig. 1.
Fig. 1. Research framework.

2 This approach was taken following Eisenhardt's (1989) guidelines indicating
purposeful rather than random “selection [to] control extraneous variation” (p.
537).
We started from the general research question and formulation
of apriori theory based on existing literature review. According to
Eisenhardt (1989), this is prudent in order to focus efforts and
provide better grounding of the research. As the objective of the
research method was to validate (or find evidence to the contrary)
and extend emerged theory, the selection of cases should not be
random but ought to be theoretical guided. Thus, we looked for case
studies connected with attempts to transform creativity into sus-
tainable products/services. The cases needed to be multidimen-
sional (considering social, environmental, and financial aspects of
sustainability) and interdisciplinary, share common characteristics,
and provide data necessary to address the main research question
and examine/challenge the propositions put forth. For these rea-
sons we focused on case studies that reflect both successful, as well
as unsuccessful launches of sustainable products/services by com-
mercial organizations. By doing so, we did not avoid difficult
questions, inconsistencies and uncertainties inseparably connected
with innovative activities in the business world. We also aimed to
select case studies from different industry and national contexts.
This sampling strategy serves to cast light (on possible similarities)
across contexts, increasing our capacity to develop generally
applicable theory from the analysis (Lombardi et al., 2012).

Having to look at different commercial organizations, with
different sizes, philosophies and located in different industries, we
operationalize success as the launch and survival of sustainable
products/services. This is reflected in the commercialization of the
product/service and its continued existence. If the above conditions
are not met, we define the result of a given attempt to be unsuc-
cessful/a failure.

In terms of data, desiring academically prepared/vetted infor-
mation, we began with the entire population of cases (more than
50,000) in the European Case Clearing House database. From this
population, we then circumscribed our sample to 740 cases which
dealt with both sustainability and innovation based on keywords.
We further reduced the number to 567 cases, limiting our consid-
eration to those published after year 2007 (in order to capture the
most current reality) and fully available on-line. The latter ensures
any scholar or other reader can freely access the primary source we
used, and from which our conclusions are drawn. Given our theo-
retical interest about factors that facilitate overcoming obstacles to
innovation, we further narrowed our sample to 22 studies pre-
senting successes/failures, obstacles and/or risk management ap-
proaches, and mentioning factors related to leadership, boundary
spanning and economic alignment. This was done by using a search
filter with combinations of the following keywords: stakeholders,
economic profit, financial performance, shareholder wealth, suc-
cess, failure, risk, risk management, threats, obstacles, leadership,
stakeholder relations/dialogue/engagement/involvement, organi-
zational boundaries.2 Finally, we reviewed the 22 potential cases,
assessing whether they were indeed about sustainable innovation
attempts, and whether they appeared to contain material empirical
for consideration e including information from which we could
assess the presence (or absence) of the leadership, boundary
spanning and economic alignment. Of these, 6 cases appeared to
offer a solid window into the focal phenomena and research
question. Furthermore, approximately six cases would provide a
sufficiently diverse yet tractable sampling.

For each case, we examined supplementary qualitative and
quantitative information from written disclosures produced by
given company and its stakeholders (i.e. Internet websites, corpo-
rate social responsibility reports, white papers, articles, information
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brochures). This protocol follows prior research, and was employed
to strengthen the grounding of theory by triangulation of evidence
(Eisenhardt, 1989). This data triangulation, which relates to the use
of multiple source of data as defined by Denzin (1978) aims at
double-check findings in order to include verification already into
data-gathering process, as suggested by Miles and Huberman
(1984). Apart from above, the employed method enabled us to
conduct an analysis of all information within each case, according
to the interpretive approach (Aerts, 2005). Thorough cross-case
analysis and search for cross-patterns allowed us to look beyond
initial impressions and notice possible existing evidence through
multiple lenses. Thus, we managed to sharpen and validate our
initial theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; Cerceau et al., 2014).

4. Case analysis

As noted in the preceding section, the research objective was to
examine whether and how the theoretical propositions fit concrete
organizational realities and occurrences (i.e. the situated phe-
nomena). Thus, unlike some other forms of qualitative research, the
following analyses do not culminate in the generation of proposi-
tions or hypotheses by observation of novel phenomena. Rather,
based on extensive qualitative data on multiple firms in multiple
industry and national contexts, we present qualitative summaries
of the cases and their fit with (and implications for) the general
theory/propositions presented. A synthesis is presented as Table 1.

1. Allianz Group case (CS1) (Allianz, 2015; Billington et al., 2009):
illustrates successful design, implementation, and adoption of
sustainable products in financial services sector. The company's
leadership, engagement of different stakeholders and orienta-
tion toward economic profits were coupled together in order to
create and successfully implement sustainable products. First
initiatives in the above area date back to early 2005, when
company leadership started to concentrate on the possible im-
plications of climate change for the industry. It led to official,
intensive collaboration with the World Wildlife Found (WWF)
and wide, multi-level stakeholder dialogue aimed at identifying
major risk and opportunities. Its results showed, that invest-
ment and insurance decisions of the group could promote shift
toward a low-carbon economy, while being profitable at the
same time through harnessing new and increasing demand.
What followed was the creation of dedicated leadership (core
group of people from different business units under supervision
of the Allianz Group CEO) and adoption of official climate
change strategy promoting bottom-up approach. It resulted in
the creation of wide range of green products and services (with
direct support of Allianz Climate Solutions and Reinsurance
competence and research centers), mitigating the negative ef-
fects of climate change and/or taking environmental impact into
account. The sustainable oriented products offered by the
Allianz ranged from the financing and insuring low-carbon en-
ergy products to micro-insurance. Above solutions were widely
promoted through various marketing tools (i.e. press events,
dedicated campaigns). Presently, Allianz Group offers more than
150 different green products/services, generating revenue of
more than 1.3 bn V and reaching more than 4.7 million cus-
tomers worldwide.

2. Worldstock.com case (CS2) (Phills and Denend, 2008): shows
unsuccessful attempt of transformation of creativity into sus-
tainable business by leveraging the existing parent company's
infrastructure (Overstock.com) e seeking to match surplus and
closeout merchandise supply with customer demand, for
handicrafts produced by the artists from the Third World. The
initiative was started in 2001 by the CEO of Overstock, based on
his own studies and personal experience (without building
support from other top-level managers and stakeholders), by
the creation of a special portal on the company's website. He
hoped to create self-sustaining, not-for-profit business model.
The launch ofWorldstock.comwas accompanied by an intensive
promotional campaign. Nevertheless, since the beginning the
company was facing vast operational challenges connected with
the need to provide up-front capital to suppliers (they paid 50%
advance) which often had problems with product delivery (i.e.
because of personal problems or environmental disasters like
flood or drought), logistical problems (artisans from remote
village were not able to deliver products), unclear customs
procedures (costly shipments from the Middle East significantly
increased the prices of final products), lack of systematic market
analysis and knowledge about price conditions for different
regions, non-existent partnerships with local NGOs and public
authorities and not sufficient cost checking procedures. Hence,
the company was not able to reach break-even e in spite of the
CEO being strongly committed to the idea. Missteps in proper
stakeholder identification and engagements, along with a lack
of strong orientation toward economic profit appears to have
undermined the outcome.

3. Green Rubber (CS3) (Huidobro andWoo, 2009) is a firm, that was
created in 1996 as a subsidiary of Petra Group, a private
conglomerate consisting of several divisions. In this case, lead-
ership, stakeholder engagement and profit orientation together
led to successful implementation of a sustainable innovation. It
illustrates successful commercialization of cost-effective and
environmentally friendly rubber recycling technology (through
direct purchase of recycled rubber or licensing agreement
enabling partner institution to use special shear meal and
reactant, as well as Green Rubber logo on its products), suitable
for making a wide range of rubber products, automotive com-
ponents and consumer durables. In the early 2000s company
leadership began to explore wide range of partnerships with
highly qualified individuals, businesses (i.e. Timberland),
research centers (i.e. Royal Society South-East Asia Rainforest
Research) and local governments (i.e. state government of New
Mexico) interested in pioneering environmentally sustainable
technology applications. To further promote Green Rubber's
technological innovation, its CEO had been traveling around the
world (together with a team of scientists, stakeholders and se-
nior managers) to access different opinions, visions and
knowledge and to persuade consumers and manufacturers
about the advantages of rubber recycling. Offered solutions and
high quality products made from recycled rubber were also
widely promoted through dedicated marketing campaigns.
They were all commercialized for profit-making (Green Rubber
total cost per tonwas around 20e30% lower than virgin rubber).
Sales were secured by signing contracts with distributors in
Europe, the US and Asia. For example, an agreement with China-
based Cathay Resource Ltd (worth $50 million) led to entering
and exploring the Chinese market, which is worth approxi-
mately US$3 billion annually.

4. Better Place (CS4) (Meenakshisundaram and Shankar, 2010;
Chafkin, 2014): was an independent start-up firm founded in
late 2007. It aimed to replace fossil-fuel based automobiles with
inexpensive electric cars and a supporting refueling infrastruc-
ture network. The visionary, charismatic, and inspirational
leadership of its founder was initially transformative e gener-
ating great interest among stakeholders. This allowed the firm
immediate (if not premature) access to hundreds-of-millions of
dollars from initial investors, top auto-industry executives and
CEOs, celebrities including former President Bill Clinton, and
national policymakers. Creativity was applied to the business



Table 1
Case studies related to launches of innovative, sustainable products/services.

# &Firm General idea Intended creative
solution

Facilitating factors (Y e Yes/exist, N e No/Not exist, N.A. e not applicable) Overall success (S)/Failure
(F) &Success/Failure
factorLeadership Boundary spanning (stakeholders involved) Support for economic goals

Visionary,
charismatic,
inspirational
leader (from
top mgmt. &
beginning)

Sustainability
clear part of
strategy

Special
procedures
for generation
of new,
innovative
outputs

Government Employees Business
partners

Customers NGOs Research
stakeholders

Clear
orientation
toward
economic
profit
generation

Support of
R&D
department

Marketing
capability

Legal
capability

Technological
capability

1. Allianz Group Combining long-
term economic
value-creation in
financial services
industry with a
forward-thinking
approach to
quantify both
direct, as well as
indirect effects of
climate change

Dedicated, climate
friendly
infrastructure
investment funds
(i.e. Allianz
Renewable Energy
Fund) and green
products
&services that
mitigate the
negative effects of
climate change
(e.g. Green Home
Upgrade, Electric/
Hybrid CarTariff)

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y S Combination of strong,
simultaneous
engagement in all
facilitating factors'
groups.

2. Worldstock.com Creation of jobs
and enduring
improvements in
the lives of
artisans in the
most destitute
regions of the
world

Creation of
designated portal
to market
handcrafted,
environmentally
friendly items
made by artisans
around the world

Y Y Y N N Y Y N N N N Y Y N F Weak ties that span
organizational
boundaries and weak
support for economic
profit creation; internal
leadership alone
insufficient.

3. Green Rubber Offering high-tech
solutions for
current
environmental
and social
problems

Offering
environmentally
friendly
technology for
transforming
rubber waste into
wide range of
rubber products

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y S Combination of strong
leadership skills in the
area of sustainability
with ability to build
linkages among
existing boundaries
and profit orientation.

4. Better Place Revolutionize
automobile
industry with
electric car & key
facilitating
infrastructure

Provide very
inexpensive
electric cars, and
refueling
infrastructure (as
service), to mass
consumer market

Y Y N.A Y Y N N N N N N Y Y Y F Lack of costecontrol,
value-chain
management/
cooperation, and
internal organizational
leadership.

5. Mitka Creation of
sustainable
commuter mean
of transportation

Three-wheel,
human powered
vehicle with an
electric motor

Y Y Y N Y Y N N Y N Y N Y Y F Boundary spanning not
properly incorporated
into business model
with lack of sufficient
support for economic
goals.

6. Rondeel Redesign of
poultry
production in the
Netherlands

Creation of animal
and
environmentally
friendly hen

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y S Strong orientation
toward environmental,
social and economic
goals along with
engagement of key
various players.
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model, based on analogical reasoning from the cell phone ser-
vice industry (i.e. a subscription service, with the firm subsi-
dizing the usage device). Initially, the offering was envisioned
with the end-consumer in mind. For example, to overcome
consumer range-anxiety, the firm initially targeted locations
where distances are limited (e.g. Israel) and would build a
supporting network of refueling stations (charging and partic-
ularly battery swapping). Additionally, the firm would absorb
much (or possibly all) of the typical upfront cost to consumers e
the electric car. Additionally, the firm also considered govern-
ments' interest in reducing dependency on oil (e.g. a particularly
priority of Israel). However, the customers' preferences were
ultimately not fully taken into account; for example, the design
was not appealing to clients. The project team also neglected
competitors, who better addressed customers' needs by
providing a hybrid version of well-known cars (Toyota Prius) or
charging facilities for any type of electric cars (in particular
Coulomb Technologies Inc. in the US). In addition, as market
analysis revealed, the Better Place business model was not
economically viable in large countries with low density popu-
lation.
Apart from the above, the subsequent development and

implementation of the creative vision, was derided by a lack of
productive sustained value-chainmanagement and cost control.
Related to this was an “excessively” visionary lead founder;
while initially transformative, he ultimately proved hubristic/
narcissistic, which directly contributed to poor boundary-
spanning and flawed fundamental economics. The rapid rise of
the best funded start-up to date, was followed by an even more
rapid and spectacular demise e filing for bankruptcy and dis-
solving in 2013.

5. Mitka (CS5) (Berchicci and Yue, 2009) (short for “Individual
Mobility concept for short distance” in Dutch) is a three-wheel,
human powered vehicle with an electric motor and a maximum
speed of 40 km per hour that could cover up to 25 km without
recharge. The project developed within a consortium of nine
Dutch organizations e two design companies (TNO, Van der
Veer Designers), two vehicle manufacturers (Gazelle; Freewiel),
a sportswear manufacturer (Nike), Delft University of Technol-
ogy, a consulting company, a semi-public regional development
agency, and a major Dutch insurance company. Innovation and
environmental awareness were among top values of coalition
and management team. Although customers' needs and lead
users were also declared as top concerns, extensive feedback
from them was not taken into account. The project leaders
dismissed customers' different preferences and reluctance to-
ward the three-wheel vehicle saying customers had a “conser-
vative attitude”. The general design was not appealing to
potential users, who clearly indicated that they preferred a two-
wheel vehicle, which is narrower and can be kept at home.
Furthermore, the majority of car users did not perceive Mitka as
alternative mean of transportation, suitable of every (especially
bad) weather conditions. The business development plan did
not embrace economic goals. Lack of profit orientation resulted
in little cost control and proper financial planning in regards to
appropriate pricing and future earnings. As a result, the
commercialization of prototypes failed.

6. Rondeel (CS6) (Klerkx et al., 2012; Nijhof et al., 2014) is a type of
hen housing system brought by owner of the Venco Group,
Dutch company, a supplier of poultry systems. The general idea
aims to redesign poultry production systems in The
Netherlands. This case offers an example of the coupling of
sustainable oriented leadership, active stakeholders' engage-
ment and clear profit orientation. Meeting the needs of healthy
animals, change of citizen's bad image about animal production,
secure the economic income for farmers and diminishing con-
cerns of environmentalists were the main goals of project
management and design team. The project leader, after many
years of collaboration with the Animal Protection Foundation,
had very good experience and relations with this non-
governmental organization. The project was developed within
consortium of many organizations and experts: building and
packing companies, environmentalists, academic and business
consultants, consumers, farmers, as well as animal welfare and
corporate social responsibility experts. The unusual design and
construction attracted a lot of attention and interest from all
stakeholders. In particular, the governmental support in the
form of projects “The Keeping of Hens” as well as “The quest for
the Golden Egg” played a crucial role in attracting various actors
and securing initial financing. In order to secure the sale, an
agreement with a large supermarket chain has been signed. The
appropriate use of marketing tools, especially in area of
benchmarking (between “traditional” and “ecological” eggs)
and pricing (middle shelf), appears to have been critical in the
commercialization success.
5. Discussion

Identification of factors facilitating the translation of creativity
into sustainable products in a business organizational context is of
particular importance. Such understanding is instrumental to
managers as well as policymakers, to effectively limit negative
environmental impacts, while providing innovative products/ser-
vices in a competitive market economy. Furthermore, it should also
enable increased awareness of the synergistic possibilities for
innovation, both within and beyond the boundaries of the firm. An
appropriate engagement of all the factors for transforming crea-
tivity into sustainable products or services appears ultimately
crucial also from customers' perspective. The availability of social
and environmental products and services, which meet clients' ex-
pectations and needs are highly desirable to improve organization's
brand and mitigate social and environmental concerns. Companies,
which are one of the most important actors in creating economic
and social reality, heavily influence human well-being directly and
via their effect on the natural environment. Thus, firms' approach
and activities in area of social and environmental commitment
matter, and is crucial for consumers and stakeholders broadly. In
the long-term, positive financial performance is a necessary con-
dition for firm survival, which means a firm's social and environ-
mental approach cannot be decoupled from profit orientation.

Based on existing literature, and further examined in the context
of six diverse case studies of commercial enterprises, we identified
three core components, which appear necessary (yet alone insuf-
ficient) conditions for facilitating the transformation of creative
ideas into innovative, sustainable products/services. These are:
inspirational leadership capable of internal mobilization toward
new means/ends and making sustainability a clear part of business
strategy and decision making; effective boundary spanning within
and beyond the firm in the process of new product/service devel-
opment and implementation; and a clear focus on economics from
the early stages of a novel idea.

The notion that leadership, boundary spanning, and economic
alignment stand to serve innovation attempts broadly (e.g. con-
ventional or sustainable) is not surprising. Our argument is more
nuanced, and can be summarized as follows. Logically, there are
incremental risks/challenges associated with sustainable in-
novations, for example there is uncertainty and ambiguity related
to the relative priority of the “green”/sustainability component.
Furthermore, there is something of paradox. On one hand
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sustainability needs to be seen and maintained as essential; how-
ever once it is:

� there is a greater risk of myopia or otherwise inadequate
concern for the financial economics or consumer preferences/
behavior;

� there is an increased need for leadership, to protect and shep-
herd the project through financially focused stakeholders/
management (and incentives), and to overcome possible inter-
nal resistance or “green”/sustainability stigma;

� the “green”/sustainability card (e.g. wrapping the project in
“social value”) increases the potential for avoiding financial
controls;

� the social appeal of sustainable innovations stand to offer the
admiration sought by individuals high in narcissism (e.g.
Hmieleski and Lerner, 2016); given the effects of executive
narcissism on decision-making and strategic action, the poten-
tial problem of inadequate controls is compounded.

Distilling what we see across the multiple cases, it appears that
having all of the critical factors in place is particularly key for sus-
tainable innovation attempts. The failures of CS2 (Worldstock.com),
CS4 (Better Place) and CS5 (Mitka) suggest that three general fac-
tors are all simultaneously necessary, in order to transform crea-
tivity into sustainability. From CS2 (Worldstock.com), we observe
that strength in one area cannot offset weakness in others. From
CS4 (Better Place), we see that strength in one area coupled with a
reasonable level of capability in the others is also insufficient. In
CS5 (Mitka), we observe that even strength in two areas cannot
compensate for a lagging third. Alternatively, the successes show a
consistent pattern of strength in all three factors. Specifically, CS1
(Allianz Group), CS3 (Green Rubber) and CS6 (Rondeel), all present
a combination of strong, simultaneous engagement of all facili-
tating factors.

We interpret this as evidence indicating that for sustainable
innovation attempts, the co-existence of the three core factors is
critical; there is apt to be a higher incremental risk (or steeper
penalty) associated with weakness in one (or more) of them. This is
illustrated by Fig. 2. Stylized in nature, it visually represents our
interpretation. In the figure, though beyond the scope/focus of this
paper, we also allude to conventional innovation for the purpose of
illustration. We do so to show that we are not suggesting the
importance of aforementioned factors is unique to sustainable in-
novations (and in line with the aforementioned logic on incre-
mental threats to sustainable innovations).
Fig. 2. Interpretation of critical factors influence on chance of successful innovation.
An advantage of our multiple case study approach is that we can
observe evidence (supporting or refuting) the general theory put
forth. We find evidence consistent with our theory, replicated
across both successful and unsuccessful cases. Furthermore, re-
lationships between the facilitating factors likely evolve in parallel
to the evolution of innovative products and services, and to the
ongoing invention of neworganizational practices. Thus, previously
unidentified, impassable boundaries can occur. The Better Place
case for example, illustrates important and not necessarily positive
ultimate inter-linkages between the three general facilitating fac-
tors. In particular, it illustrates a caution about excessively trans-
formational leadersewhose vision, charisma, and ability to inspire
are associated with a hubris/narcissism and ultimately yield
counterproductive individual and organizational behavior. The
same may be also true for boundary spanning and orientation to-
ward economic profit; too strong focus may be actually destructive
for promising innovative ideas in the area of sustainable products/
services (e.g. by being spread too thin, or too uncertain/risky for
desired financial outcomes). A balanced symbiosis between the
three identified components seems to be essential to release po-
tential synergies and ultimately create additional value.

The six cases generally show that companies with a vast and
diversified arsenal of dedicated (tangible and intangible) resources
and the ability to properly stimulate value-relevant information
spanning, are the firms who can achieve positive results in trans-
forming creativity into sustainable products and services.

6. Conclusions

This paper contributes to literature linking creativity and sus-
tainability. It draws on extant research, followed by analysis of
multiple potentially co-existing factors (including a concurrent
focus on economic profit) from multiple case studies across in-
dustries and types of firms (e.g. from large multinational financial
service firms, to start-up firms manufacturing electric cars). We
find evidence indicating three factors are simultaneously necessary
to successfully transform creative ideas into sustainable products/
services by commercial organizations. These are: inspirational and
sustainable oriented leadership, effective boundary spanning, and
clear profit orientation. Furthermore, there is a potential steep
discounting of success prospects if any factor is off. In essence, this
is consistent with configurational views; moreover, it suggests that
even with particular strength in one or more areas, no configura-
tion is apt to work until all critical factors are in place.

This has important implications for corporate managers, in-
vestors and policymakers. For firm managers, transforming crea-
tivity into sustainability appears to require a spectrumof concurrent
deliberateandprecise activitiesoccurring atdifferentorganizational
levels, and spanning beyond the boundaries of the firm. For in-
vestors, our work suggests that financial profitability related to
creative sustainable solutions must neither be a decoupled after-
thought, nor can it obstruct sustainability being a clear part of
strategy or creating and sharing non-financial returns to stake-
holders. Firms and investors should take into account additional
internal andexternal dimensions, aswell as proper balance between
them. Finally, for environmental policymakers, our findings suggest
the importance of creating avaried palette of incentives and support
mechanisms, from leadership education to whole value chain syn-
ergies (i.e. green boundary spanning certification). This would serve
to increase the likelihood of successful innovation implementation,
and may also serve to increase the net-impact and or accelerate the
implementation of innovative and sustainable products/services.

Like all empirical research, the methodology employed in this
paper has limitations. Our sample was limited to six case studies.
Use of a greater number of cases, involving an even more
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heterogeneous group of firms and industries, would further add to
the generalizability of our analysis. Many of the cases also involved
some self-reported disclosures provided by the firms and their
stakeholders. Thus, there is a risk of a positive skew and the po-
tential omission of other important information. None the less,
relatively consistent support for the theory was found in both the
successes and failures. Thus while the exact level of the various
factors/activities remains a question for future research, our find-
ings suggest that the relative presence of the factors (even if subject
to some under/over reporting) does indeed distinguish between
the successful and unsuccessful attempts. On a related note, the
observed overall success or failure of an intended creative solution
was considered based on implementation and market survival.
Success or failure could be considered from a more fine-grained
perspective, for example by quantitative data and dedicated
financial indicators (i.e. sales, losses, return on assets, total share-
holder return). However, the utility and comparability of such
numbers would be limited, given radical heterogeneity in firm size,
scope, strategy, industry, and in the attempted innovations them-
selves. Finally, we only analyzed cases of projects undertaken after
2007, which marks the beginning of global financial crisis. From a
policy and evidence-based praxis perspective, how well our theory
fits organizational phenomena of the 20th century is limited
concern. However, the stability of our general theory in the post-
crisis 21st century is inherently a question for future research.
The general propositions and findings presented here, offer a
contextually tested basis for future research and theory building/
refinement.

This research suggests several important areas for future
research. First, because our empirical sample focused on firms in
developed markets, there is the opportunity for future research
examining the extent to which our theory applies to firms in
developing markets. The same holds for future research examining
non-commercial organizations. Second, we examined a finite set of
factors, theorized to influence the relationship between creativity
and sustainability. Certainly other firm characteristics and contex-
tual factors may also affect the overall chances of success for sus-
tainable products/services.

Our use of multiple cases across various contexts (e.g. industry,
country) and types of firms (e.g. from de novo start-ups, to
manufacturing subsidiaries, to global multinationals) suggests a
general applicability of our theory; however further research is
warranted. The opportunity remains for other research examining
what/how additional factors may influence the transformation of
creativity into sustainability in an organizational context. Overall,
the multiple case study approach involves the inherent tradeoff of a
broader general aperture, relative to a more detailed view within a
particular organization and industry. Thus, future in-depth studies
(e.g. involving an imbedded researcher) focused on a single firm
can provide additional insights on the topic. Such studies can
further refine our propositions, as well as observe dynamics of how
critical factors interact, measure the relative contribution of any
factor, and/or seek to specify the right “recipe”.
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