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A Book Review on
 Foundations of Sustainable Business: Theory, Function, and Strategy

Nada R. Sanders, John D. Wood (Wiley Global Education US), 2019, 2nd Edition, 352 pages, ISBN: 978-1-119-57755-3



Sustainability has undisputedly become a mega-trend in the last decades (Lubin and Esty, 2010; Whelan and Douglas, 2021). The sustainability imperative has caused seismic effects on what is called “business as usual.” Sustainable development goals (SDGs) are increasingly used to better envisage the objectives of policies and strategies of governments and organizations (Isaksson, 2021; Vandenbrande, 2021). In this context, companies have adopted sustainable thinking not only in their internal operations but in their interactions with the employees, the customers, the suppliers, the community, and all the other stakeholders. Living and business organizations can be understood as a unified system that absorb resources in order to add value to the product chain and “close the loop” following circular economy models (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2019; Barreiro-Gen and Lozano, 2020).

University students are the common factor in the equation balancing the objectives of academic institutions and companies. Academics, on the one side, aim to convey knowledge and cultivate skills while companies seek for trained and skilled executives. Furthermore, drawing on stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984), students are encountered as people—or otherwise stakeholders—that interact and share interests with both the academic institutions and the private or state-owned organizations. This “triangular” relationship calls for a strategic perspective of sustainability curricula. Companies increasingly include sustainable development goals and stakeholder orientation in their strategies. The next generation of quality, the so-called “societal quality,” (Deleryd and Fundin, 2020) along with the fourth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) on quality education have raised educational concerns to a higher level. To serve societal needs, higher education needs to adapt to the new orientation understanding sustainable development as the “golden thread” intertwining university systems (Lozano et al., 2013). The book of Sanders and Wood is a step in the right direction.

The values and principles of sustainable development are presented and discussed in “Foundations of Sustainable Business” through various lenses. The Introduction to Sustainable Business is followed by the Perspectives in the second chapter, where the business case for sustainability is identified based on a holistic view of companies within a social, environmental and economic context. In the next two chapters, sustainable leadership and legal frameworks for sustainability are presented. The role of finance and accounting in sustainability metrics is discussed in the fifth chapter. Risk management, marketing, supply chain management, and operations management are addressed in the last four chapters from the sustainability point of view. This stepwise process provides a roadmap for the teacher to gradually “initiate” students into the “mysteries” of sustainability.

As implied by their headlines, all the chapters of the book highlight the common subsets between key parts of a business administration curriculum with sustainability issues. Furthermore, teaching material raises awareness of students who are trained to become future business leaders. The authors are not being judgmental or passively negative to the past and current sustainability shortcomings, but they are rather focusing on what can and should be done by fostering a creative and active standpoint. Compared to other textbooks that either take a more loosely connected stance to management school curriculum (see e.g., Roorda, 2020) or are written for managers (Weybrecht, 2014) or are case-based (Lenssen and Smith, 2019) or industry and IT-focused (see e.g., Pettinger, 2020), Foundations of Sustainable Business stays close to the business school curriculum while providing key sustainability insights.

The complexity of the sustainability topic is tackled with the aid of examples, case studies, definitions, call-out boxes, figures, tables, links to websites, and other digital media resources. In addition, social media references have enriched the second edition of the book. The learning objectives, stated at the beginning of each chapter, are concise and pertinent to the addressed topics. A narrative based on a well-known relevant case introduces readers to the core theme of each chapter. Readers are offered real-life cases and examples aiming to cultivate key sustainability problem-solving competencies, at the same time, in line with the reference framework of Wiek et al. (2011). For instance, in Chapter 2 there is a letter from the former Ph.D. student to her supervisor asking for advice on a water contamination issue.

Using economic terms and tools, such as the externalities and the Kuznets curve, the environmental and social perspectives are integrated with economic growth and complement the core ethics, responsibility, and sustainability themes meeting the needs of a broad business higher education curriculum, as emphasized by Stough et al. (2021). Despite the overall comprehensive content of the book, some topics need clarification to improve comprehension. One of these challenging topics is risk materiality, which is a rather ambiguous concept. Indeed to quantify and calculate risk is a challenging endeavor. In this regard, there are two algebraic formulas in the sixth chapter of the book for the risk level and for the magnitude of harm. These formulas may mislead the inexperienced reader to perceive risk quantification as a simple procedure.

Another challenge in the book is the legal particularities of the sustainable business case. The authors lend to the content of the fourth chapter an excellent knowledge on pertinent laws, such as the United States Sarbanes-Oxley Act for the protection of investors and the European Union's regulation for the registration and control of chemical substances (REACH). However, sometimes the reader feels that the legislation on companies' sustainable operations is US-focused. For instance, the EU regulatory framework on company law and corporate governance is missing. Nevertheless, the authors invoke the standards and the guidelines provided by the International Organization for Standardization and the United Nations policies and norms, offering a global perspective to the book.

Overall, the textbook suits well within a modern business curriculum. In more words, the authors manage to tackle the complexity of corporate sustainability following a transdisciplinary approach. The managerial and the global insights, the short stories on leadership and ethical decisions accompanied by recalls of movies, like Erin Brockovich, and real-life cases, such as the Deepwater Horizon oil spill and the Fukushima nuclear power plant accident, attract the interest of the students and emphasize critical meanings. The references at the end of each chapter are up-to-date directing to sources of additional information that allows a more detailed analysis in each aspect of the business case for sustainability. In conclusion, the book is an excellent roadmap for beginners, whether undergraduate or postgraduate students, who look for a wide-scope coverage of the sustainability topic.
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