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1. Research rationale 

The concept of sustainability, despite its contested meaning (Williams und Millington 2004), has become a 

pivotal “boundary object” (Star und Griesemer 1989) in climate governance, facilitating collaboration 

across diverse social settings. It is mobilized across various societal domains—from science and the 

corporate world to activism—each drawing on different vernacular interpretations. These interpretations 

vary, particularly in how they relate sustainability to prosperity and economic growth. While some see 

sustainability as uniting environmental responsibility and prosperity by further ensuring economic growth 

(Ekins 2002) others highlight a fundamental contradiction in that relationship. From this latter perspective, 

achieving environmental sustainability requires rejecting economic growth as the sole pathway to 

prosperity, necessitating a new understanding of what prosperity entails (Jackson 2009). Understanding the 

nexus between these three concepts—sustainability, prosperity, and growth—is therefore critical in 

unpacking how different interpretations of sustainability are formed and interrelated. 

While debates around how we should define and achieve sustainability—such as whether growth is 

compatible with it—remain highly relevant, this project shifts focus. Rather than engaging in normative 

discussions, it examines how sustainability is constructed, with a particular emphasis on the power dynamics 

that render some conceptions more enduring and influential than others. Specifically, this research 

investigates vernacular interpretations of sustainability held by various actors (e.g. Archer 2022; Lippert et 

al. 2015; Freidberg 2013). By doing so, it seeks to empirically uncover the values and practices embedded 

in particular constructions of sustainability. 

This approach also holds normative potential: by analysing how theoretical concepts unfold in practice, it 

can expose cases where dominant interpretations may fall short of delivering on their promises. Moreover, 

this allows us to identify the embedded values, assumptions, and politics that underpin these 

interpretations—an essential step for developing a robust critique, especially in light of the evolving nature 

of sustainability practices.  

Drawing inspiration from ethnographic methods, this project “studies up” (Souleles 2018), focusing not on 

marginal or alternative enactments of sustainability, but rather on the corporation as a central actor in 
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capitalist organisation and, by extension, in contemporary society. Observing how sustainability is 

interpreted and enacted by such powerful actors is especially important, as they may wield greater influence 

in shaping future notions of sustainability. Consequently, this project explores hegemonic versions of 

sustainability and asks: Whose sustainability is being enacted and whose prosperity is being ensured 

2. Methodology 

This research adopts an ethnographically inspired case study approach (Watson 2012), focusing on a 

medium-sized cleantech corporation. Given its industry focus, the company maintains a distinct relationship 

with the climate crisis and, in this sense, already embodies a particular version of sustainability. 

The study follows the corporation’s process of implementing the Corporate Sustainability Reporting 

Directive (CSRD)—a policy that itself promotes a specific interpretation of sustainability. Within this 

process, video recordings of key meetings involved in doing sustainability are collected as central data. 

These meetings revolve around the sustainability manager, who not only plays a central role in the CSRD 

implementation but also serves as a key figure in this research, embodying the core agent managing the 

corporation’s environment (Lippert et al. 2015).  

3. Expected results 

The expected results may include insights into the ongoing contestations around the meaning of 

sustainability, revealing how different interpretations come into conflict during the implementation of the 

Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD). The process appears as a negotiation over which 

version of sustainability becomes dominant—a struggle to establish a shared narrative that enables action 

but is shaped by underlying power dynamics. 

This project will likely identify which versions of sustainability gain traction and which remain marginal, 

shedding light on how capitalist-compatible interpretations often become hegemonic. However, these are 

not uniform and may draw on varied ideological foundations. 

The research also explores the role of quantification in corporate sustainability practices, contributing to 

ongoing critical discussions around how enumeration shapes what counts as sustainable. In doing so, it will 

provide a nuanced view of the ethical implications of sustainability reporting (Espeland und Yung 2019).  

An important expected outcome is a clearer view of how prosperity is implicitly defined and enacted within 

corporate sustainability practices. The research highlights how dominant interpretations often tie prosperity 

to economic growth, sidelining social and ecological dimensions. By asking whose prosperity is being 

ensured, the study opens space for more inclusive and just visions of sustainability that move beyond 

growth-centred visions of the good life.  
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