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ABSTRACT
In strategy research, there is a consensus that strategy making resides on a continuum from
planned to emergent where most strategies are made in a mixed way. Different contingency
factors have been suggested to explain the factors that influence strategymaking. Sustainability
research seems to overlook most of this development and assumes instead that sustainability
strategies are made in a purely planned way. We contribute to a better understanding of the
role of different strategy making modes for sustainability in three ways. First, we point to the
bias towards planned strategy formation in sustainability research. Second, we propose a
new contingency factor to help explain sustainability strategy making based on the nature of
the problem addressed. Third, we discuss strategy making for different types of sustainability
problems. We argue that planned strategy making is expected for salient and non-wicked
problems while emergent strategy making is likely for non-salient and wicked problems.
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Introduction

IN STRATEGY RESEARCH, TWO MAIN PERSPECTIVES ON THE FORMATION OF STRATEGIES EXIST: THE FIRST SCHOOL UNDER-

stands strategy making as a planning task while the other argues that strategies are often unplannable but
emerge from practice (e.g.Mintzberg and Waters, 1985). By now, there is a consensus that strategy making
resides on a continuum from planned to emergent strategy making, where most strategies are made in a mixed

way. Various sets of contingency factors have been suggested to explain the influences on the strategy-making mode,
i.e. on whether strategies are made in a more planned or a more emergent way.

Yet, in the corporate sustainability literature it is most commonly assumed that sustainability strategies are made
in a planned way. Research on corporate sustainability seems to overlook the debate on different modes of strategy
making as well as the idea of a continuum between planned and emergent strategy making. This is particularly
remarkable because planned strategies are most appropriate for comparatively straightforward and controllable
contexts (Hart, 1992; Regnér, 2003). However, many sustainability researchers agree that sustainability is a
complex, if not ‘wicked’ problem (Frame, 2008), implying that controllable contexts are not overly likely. In
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addition, the nature of the problem that a strategy seeks to address is usually not taken into account as an influence
factor on strategy making.

In order to fill these gaps, we argue for conceptualizing sustainability strategy making in the context of the
planned–emergent continuum. Furthermore, we introduce the nature of the problem addressed as a new contin-
gency factor to help explain sustainability strategy making. To illustrate this contingency factor, we discuss strategy
making for four types of sustainability problem. We argue that planned strategy making is expected for salient and
non-wicked problems, while emergent strategy making more is likely for non-salient and wicked problems.

The fact that sustainability research turns a blind eye to emergent strategy making hinders a better understand-
ing of the strategy-making processes as well as the successful implementation of more sustainable practices. While
our focus on the nature of the problem as a novel contingency factor for strategy making might offer interesting
insights for strategy research beyond the specific case of sustainability, our main contribution is to add to a better
understanding of the role of different strategy-making modes in the context of corporate sustainability. We alleviate
the bias of the sustainability strategy literature towards planned approaches and discuss strategy making for differ-
ent types of sustainability problems. Beyond our contribution to research, sustainability practice might be improved
if emergent strategy making is facilitated in companies, in addition to the more traditional strategic planning.

This article is organized as follows: the following section starts by briefly reviewing the debate between planned
and emergent strategy making, as well as the contingency factors that have been proposed to determine both
strategy-making modes. In the next section we outline the current discussion on sustainability strategy making
and develop two propositions on which kind of sustainability problem induce planned or emergent strategy making.
The fourth section discusses four types of exemplary sustainability problem with regards to the likelihood of
planned or emergent strategy making, and presents a third proposition about problems that are both wicked and
salient. We conclude by highlighting the contribution of this paper and by suggesting avenues for future research.

Two Opposed Views of Strategy Making

According to Johnson et al. (2011, p. 3), strategy is ‘the long-term direction of an organisation’. Mintzberg (1978)
defines strategy as a ‘pattern in a stream of decisions’ that consists of both planned and emergent elements. We
draw on both definitions because it is important for the purpose of this research to keep in mind that strategy
usually contains both planned elements as well as unintended, emergent elements. Hence, strategy is understood
as the long-term direction of an organization consisting of both planned and emergent elements.

Strategy research tends to focus on either strategy content or process (Rajagopalan et al., 1993). We position
ourselves in the process camp because it is our goal to better understand how sustainability strategies are made.
Strategy making is the process through which a strategy develops, be it by planning or out of practice. The question
how exactly strategies are made has been debated for decades in the literature by two main schools of thought: the
planned and the emergent strategy-making schools. In the following, we outline both approaches as well as the
consensus that has been established, and the contingency factors developed to explain when strategies are planned
and when they are emergent.

We discuss the continuum of planned and emergent strategy making by emphasizing the two extremes: (purely)
planned versus (purely) emergent strategy making. We do not imply that these extremes are likely manifestations of
strategy making. Using the extremes illustrates the continuum in between, notwithstanding that the extremes are
actually rather unlikely to occur.

Planned Strategy Making

The strategic planning literature has its roots in the work of Lewin, who describes change processes in his three-step
model as consisting of unfreezing, moving, and refreezing (Lewin, 1947). This rather static understanding of
organizational change is still at the core of many more recent approaches (Burnes, 2004). Ansoff coined the term
strategic planning in the 1960s (Ansoff, 1965; Martinet, 2010). Based on observations of actual strategy making
in leading large companies in the 1950s, Ansoff argues that strategic decisions are ‘made through an

324 F. Neugebauer et al.

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment Bus. Strat. Env. 25, 323–336 (2016)
DOI: 10.1002/bse



organization-wide systematic strategic planning process’ (Ansoff, 1987, p. 505). Strategic planning is understood as
a well structured process consisting of two separate steps: first, goals are deduced from a vision and a strategy is
planned; second, the strategy is implemented throughout the organization in order to reach these goals. The
leadership of top management is crucial for strategic planning (Hart, 1992) because it is the top management’s task
to plan strategies and to implement them in a top-down manner.

The role of strategic planning in companies continues to be debated. Maritz et al. (2011) find that companies do
still plan their futures, which implies that strategic planning is still a relevant issue in management research (see
also Tsai et al., 1991). On the other hand, it has been shown that strategic planning with its assumption of rational
decision making is inconsistent with managerial reality and fails in practice (Herbert, 1999; By, 2005).

Emergent Strategy Making

One of the main critics of the planned approach to strategy making is Mintzberg, who argues that strategy formu-
lation cannot be separated from strategy implementation (Mintzberg, 1994; see also Mintzberg, 1978). He suggests
that strategy making consists of both deliberate and emergent elements and that the purely planned strategy is the
unlikely extreme of a wide continuum (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985). The idea of emergent strategies is that, within
an organization, strategy emerges out of practice in a bottom-up or undirected way. Even though many attempts of
emergent strategy making might fail, some are successful in changing the company’s overall direction. Emergent
strategy making is ‘most likely to emerge at a level where managers are directly in contact with new technological
developments and changes in market conditions, and have some budgetary discretion’ (Burgelman, 1991, p. 246).
In this view, strategic decision making is an ongoing and rather inductive change process (Hendry, 2000; Regnér,
2003). It can be rather incremental and path-dependent, as strategies are continuously modified (Whittington,
1996; Jarzabkowski, 2004) and thereby become accepted within the organization (Lowe and Jones, 2004;
Papagiannakis et al., 2013).

The emergent approach to strategy making is not without its critics either. For instance, Carter et al. (2008) argue
that it is just as top-management oriented as the planned approach, and others criticize that it still lacks coherence
(Idenburg, 1993; By, 2005). According to Idenburg (1993, p. 136), the emergent perspective on strategy ‘leaves the
door wide open for all kinds of irrational mechanisms’. Nonetheless, many scholars argue that the emergent
approach is particularly relevant for practice (e.g.Hendry, 2000; Lowe and Jones, 2004; Maritz et al., 2011).

Contingency Factors

It appears to be widely accepted that emergent and planned strategy making complement each other (Burgelman,
1983a, 1983b; Chaffee, 1985; Burgelman, 1991). This implies that ‘superior emergent processes have some elements
of deliberate strategy embedded in them’ (Jett and George, 2005, p. 408), and vice versa. Many authors agree that
strategy can be made in both a planned and an emergent way and that real-world strategies usually contain elements
of both. For instance, Idenburg (1993) and Chaffee (1985) argue that the different styles of strategy making comple-
ment each other; and Lowe and Jones (2004) state that the outcomes of a strategy-making process are a product of
both conscious and unconscious decisions. Hence, we proceed on the assumption of a continuum between planned
and emergent strategy-making modes. Different contingency factors have been suggested to explain when planned
or emergent strategy making becomes more likely (Hart, 1992; Rajagopalan et al., 1993; Elbanna, 2011). The
contingency factors established in the strategy literature can be grouped into four categories, namely the company’s
environment, the organization itself, decision-specific aspects and management-specific aspects (Table 1 provides
an overview).

Environment
The first set of factors covers the company’s environment, i.e. the market where the company sells its products, the
industrial sector to which it belong and the institutional setting in the region where it operates. This environment is
described on a continuum from stable (or simple) to turbulent (or complex), and from munificent to hostile (Hart,
1992; Rajagopalan et al., 1993; Papadakis et al., 1998; Barbuto, 2002; Hutzschenreuter, 2006; Elbanna, 2011).
Planned strategies are expected in rather stable environments and emergent strategy types in turbulent
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Contingency factors More planned if… More emergent if… References

Environment
Market/industry/institutional setting stable, certain, simple,

hostile
turbulent, uncertain,
complex, munificent

Barbuto (2002); Hart (1992);
Hutzschenreuter (2006)

influence acknowledged, direction unclear Simons and Thompson (1998)
National culture influence acknowledged, direction unclear Elbanna and Child (2007); Lok

et al. (2010); Papadakis and
Barwise (1998); Simons and
Thompson (1998)

Location center (headquarters) periphery (divisions) Regnér (2003)
Stakeholder power high stakeholder power lower stakeholder power Elbanna (2011)

Organization
Company size big small Elbanna (2011); Elbanna and Child

(2007); Papadakis and Barwise
(1998); Stone et al. (1999)

small big Barbuto (2002); Hart (1992);
Hutzschenreuter (2006); Stone
et al. (1999)

influence acknowledged, direction unclear Hickson et al. (1986); Li and Hu
(2008); Papadakis and Barwise
(1998); Rajagopalan et al. (1993)

Stage of development influence acknowledged, direction unclear Hart (1992); Hutzschenreuter
(2006); Li and Hu (2008);
Rajagopalan et al. (1993)

Type of ownership influence acknowledged, direction unclear Elbanna (2011); Li and Hu (2008);
Papadakis et al. (1998);
Papadakis and Barwise (1998);
Simons and Thompson (1998)

Availability of organizational slack scarce abundant Rajagopalan et al. (1993)
Past and current performance high performance low performance Burgelman (1991); Elbanna (2011);

Elbanna and Child (2007);
Hutzschenreuter (2006);
Papadakis et al. (1998);
Papagiannakis et al. (2013);
Rajagopalan et al. (1993)

Past and current business strategies successful unsuccessful (need for
new strategies)

Papagiannakis et al. (2013)

traditional innovative Hart (1992)
influence acknowledged, direction unclear Hutzschenreuter (2006);

Rajagopalan et al. (1993)

Decision-making process
decision urgency and time required influence acknowledged, direction unclear Rajagopalan et al. (1993); Simons

and Thompson (1998)
decision complexity and uncertainty influence acknowledged, direction unclear Astley et al. (1982); Rajagopalan

et al. (1993); Simons and
Thompson (1998)

(Continues)
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environments (Hart, 1992; Barbuto, 2002). Companies in rather uncertain environments increase the decision-
making speed (Hutzschenreuter, 2006), which might make planned strategy more likely. In a hostile environment,
planned strategies might be more likely because they allow companies to react faster (Hart, 1992; see also Slawinski
and Bansal, 2012); however, higher risks might also slow decision making down (Schilit and Paine, 1987). There has
not been much research on the influence of munificence/hostility on strategy making (Rajagopalan et al., 1993;
Elbanna and Child, 2007) and results are contradictory (Elbanna, 2011).

Organization
The second set of factors concerns the organization itself and includes factors such as the size of the company (see,
e.g., Hart, 1992; Elbanna and Child, 2007; Elbanna, 2011), its stage of development (see, e.g., Hart, 1992;
Rajagopalan et al., 1993), the type of ownership (see, e.g., Papadakis and Barwise, 1998; Li and Hu, 2008; Elbanna,
2011), the availability of slack resources (Rajagopalan et al., 1993), present and past performance (see, e.g.,
Burgelman, 1991; Papagiannakis et al., 2013), and present and past strategy (see, e.g., Hart, 1992; Papagiannakis
et al., 2013). Size has been researched relatively well, but results are contradictory: some expect small companies
to have planned strategies (Hart, 1992; Barbuto, 2002), some argue that larger organizations have a tendency to plan
more (Stone et al., 1999) and others suggest that size does not make a difference at all (Hickson et al., 1986;
Papadakis and Barwise, 1998; Li and Hu, 2008). Mature companies tend to have less planned strategies than those
in an early stage of development (Hart, 1992; Li and Hu, 2008). A more innovative business strategy is likely to
coincide with more emergent strategy making (Hart, 1992). If past strategies were unsuccessful, new alternatives
are more likely to emerge (Papagiannakis et al., 2013), which might foster emergent strategy making. When
performance declines, pressure grows and strategic renewal through emergent strategies is more likely (Burgelman,
1991). Specific aspects of a national culture, e.g. the importance of hierarchy, might be conducive to planned strategy
making (Lok et al., 2010), but there are no conclusive results regarding tendencies toward planned or emergent strat-
egies. Further factors have been suggested, although the exact nature of their influence remains unclear. These are
for example the overall level of risk faced by the company and internal power structures (Rajagopalan et al., 1993),
organizational culture, impact of upward influence and employee involvement (Simons and Thompson, 1998).

Decision-Making Process
Third, decision-specific factors are suggested to be particularly important influences on the strategy-making process
(Papadakis et al., 1998). Commonly suggested factors are decision complexity, uncertainty, urgency and the
perception as threat or opportunity (Dutton, 1986; Rajagopalan et al., 1993; Papadakis and Barwise, 1998; Simons

Contingency factors More planned if… More emergent if… References

Political nature of the decision:
perception as threat or opportunity

threat opportunity Dutton (1986); Elbanna (2011);
Papadakis and Barwise (1998);
Schilit and Paine (1987); Simons
and Thompson (1998)

Decision-maker characteristics
Personal characteristics of top
management team or CEO

influence acknowledged, direction unclear Elbanna (2011); Hambrick (2007);
Papadakis et al. (1998);
Papagiannakis et al. (2013);
Simons and Thompson (1998)

Demographics of top management
team or CEO

influence acknowledged, direction unclear Elbanna (2011); Papadakis et al.
(1998); Simons and Thompson
(1998)

Management team characteristics influence acknowledged, direction unclear Schwenk (1984, 1995)

Table 1. Contingency factors to explain strategy making

(Continues)
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and Thompson, 1998; Sharma, 2000; Delmas and Toffel, 2004; Elbanna, 2011). Other factors include decision
frequency and time required (Rajagopalan et al., 1993; Papadakis and Barwise, 1998; Simons and Thompson,
1998). It has been argued that low decision complexity enhances decision-making speed (Astley et al., 1982). Issues
perceived as threats and unfamiliar problems are addressed more rationally, i.e. by more planned strategy making
(Elbanna, 2011; Nooraie, 2011). These arguments suggest that both threatening and unfamiliar issues tend to lead
to more planned strategies. Dutton (1986) argues that the more issues are perceived as threats, the more resources
are devoted to their solution and the higher the centralization of control. Thus, perception as a threat might induce
more planned strategy making. However, research addressing the influence of decision-specific factors on the
strategy-making process remains under-developed. While many authors argue for the relevance of particular factors,
a discussion of which factors enhance the probability of planned or emergent strategy, respectively, is largely absent.

Decision-Maker Characteristics
Fourth, decision-maker characteristics (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) are suggested to play an important role for
strategy making. The following three sets of factors are commonly suggested: first, demographics including man-
agers’ age, gender, educational background, tenure and past experience (Hitt and Tyler, 1991; Papadakis et al.,
1998; Simons and Thompson, 1998; Elbanna, 2011); second, personality characteristics such as personal values, risk
propensity, need for achievement, social conditioning and aggressiveness (Papadakis et al., 1998; Simons and
Thompson, 1998; Elbanna, 2011; Papagiannakis et al., 2013); and third, team characteristics including team
heterogeneity and turnover rate of team members (Schwenk, 1984, 1995). One implication of the research is that
managers’ tenure makes planned strategies more likely because managers with high tenure tend to be more
conservative (Elbanna, 2011). Beyond tenure, there are few suggestions concerning whether other factors enhance
or decrease the likelihood of planned or emergent strategy making (Rajagopalan et al., 1993; Papadakis et al.,
1998; Simons and Thompson, 1998), and existing studies have yielded mixed results (Papadakis and Barwise,
1998; Elbanna, 2011). Although the personal characteristics of managers are recognized and discussed a lot, it is
unclear how they influence the likelihood of planned or emergent strategy making.

Strategy Making for Sustainability

We now turn to the formulation of sustainability strategies. Sustainability is understood as a societal problem that
highlights intra- and intergenerational justice as well as ecological limitations (WCED, 1987) and to which
companies can contribute positively and negatively (Jennings and Zandbergen, 1995). Research on sustainability
strategy overlooks one of the most important developments in strategy research of the last decades, namely the
discussion on whether and when strategies are made in a more planned or a more emergent way. In order to
address this blind spot and to contribute to a better understanding of sustainability strategy making, we suggest
widening the perspective of sustainability strategy research to the entire continuum from planned to emergent
strategy making, rather than limiting itself to one extreme (Hendry, 2000; Maritz et al., 2011). We propose the
nature of the problem, in terms of the problem’s wickedness and salience, as a new contingency factor to explain
where sustainability strategy making is positioned on this continuum.

Sustainability Strategy Making: the State of the Debate

Two of the most common topics in the literature on corporate sustainability strategy are the classification of sustain-
ability strategies on a range from proactive to reactive (see, e.g.,Welford, 1998; Rhee and Lee, 2003; Jeswani et al.,
2008; Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010) and the identification of drivers of sustainability strategies (see, e.g., Enroth,
2007; Harris, 2007; Papagiannakis et al., 2013). However, the making of sustainability strategies is hardly ever
addressed. Instead, many authors implicitly assume that sustainability strategies are first planned and then imple-
mented top down. For instance, Banerjee (2002) states that sustainability strategies require the integration of
sustainability targets into ‘strategic planning’, and Roome (1994) also refers to ‘strategic planning’ when emphasiz-
ing the strategic role of R&D for the environment. The frequent emphasis on top management (Prakash, 2001; Lee
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and Ball, 2003; Harris, 2007; Kaldschmidt, 2011; Maritz et al., 2011) suggests the same. Similarly, Cherp et al.
(2007) argue that research on SEA (strategic environmental assessment) lags behind the developments in strategy
research and is still largely influenced by the ideas of the planning school. Sustainability balanced scorecards (Figge
et al., 2002) are another example of planned strategy making where sustainability strategies are derived and
implemented in a top-down planning process (Dias-Sardinha et al., 2007; Hansen et al., 2010).

By contrast, emergent strategy making is advanced by organizational members initiating and shaping sustainable
practices and projects rather than top management (Sharp and Zaidman, 2010), which corresponds to a strategy-as-
practice perspective (Jarzabkowski, 2004). The literature on sustainability champions also takes on such a more
emergent perspective. In general, champions are individuals who are particularly committed to advocating and
advancing a particular goal or project within their organization (Howell and Higgins, 1990; Noda and Bower,
1996; Markham, 1998; Anderson and Bateman, 2000). ‘[T]hey identify with the idea as their own, and with its
promotion as a cause, to a degree that goes far beyond the requirements of their job’ (Schön, 1963, p. 84). Noda
and Bower (1996, p. 189) describe how ‘[e]ntrepreneurial managers can and actually do develop independent
strategic premises based on their visions and intentions’ and communicate them to top management in a
bottom-up process. As champions aim at advancing strategic topics bottom up, they might thereby create or advance
emergent strategies. In particular, sustainability champions are individuals who ‘believe that environmental issues
are a top priority and who possess environmental knowledge and skills’ (Anderson and Bateman, 2000, p. 549).
They are found to play important roles in fostering sustainability strategies (Prakash, 2001; Enroth, 2007; Harris,
2007; Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011; Taylor et al., 2012). In his study of environmental championing in technolog-
ical innovation projects in four firms, Markusson (2010) finds that private life environmental commitments and
personal pro-environmental attitudes play an important role for individuals to promote and shape environmental
aspects in their daily professional decision making. Firms sometimes seek to facilitate such bottom-up sustainability
initiatives by creating spaces for employee-driven projects. For instance, so-called green teams are self-organized,
grass-roots and cross-functional teams where employees initiate sustainability projects in their organizations, which
in the cases of eBay and Intel have shaped the energy and carbon strategies of these firms (Fleischer, 2009). While
these sparse examples from the literature tentatively cover the emergent perspective, they do not offer a comprehen-
sive discussion of the making of sustainability strategies.

The Nature of Sustainability: Wickedness and Salience

Sustainability is a difficult problem for companies to address because the range of challenges arising from the goal
of sustainability is very complex, has societal impacts and is of a long-term nature. If stakeholders successfully draw
attention to particular sustainability problems, these problems become highly relevant for companies. We expect
that these characteristics of sustainability problems will play an important role for whether sustainability strategies
are formulated in a planned or an emergent manner. Therefore, we now develop the contingency factor ‘nature of
the problem’.

The concept of wicked problems is useful for describing sustainability (see, e.g., Frame, 2008). Following the
definitions by Rittel and Webber (1973), wicked problems cannot be fully understood, potential solutions are un-
known and there is no right and wrong, but rather good and bad. Trying to solve a wicked problem changes it
and can have unforeseen consequences. Furthermore, wicked problems are unique, i.e. experience from other
problems does not help solve a wicked problem, and they are intertwined with other problems. Finally, wicked
problems have social consequences that make those trying to solve them responsible for social impacts of attempted
solutions. In addition, there is no way to find out in advance if a solution will work.

Three aspects of wickedness are highlighted for the case of sustainability: its complexity, its societal impacts and
its long-term nature. First, concerning complexity, most authors agree that sustainability is extremely complex.
According to Anderson and Bateman (2000, p. 549), ‘[t]he widespread consequences of environmental issues
may far exceed those of many other corporate issues’. Second, with regards to societal impacts, we draw on
Rotmans’ description of such problems as ‘deeply rooted in our societal structures and institutions, and […] closely
interwoven with manifold societal processes, so that they cannot be solved in isolation’ (Rotmans, 2006, p. 36).
Furthermore, they are ‘caused by fundamental flaws in our societal systems’ (Rotmans, 2005, p. 4). Third, due to
its reference to future generations a long-term orientation is inherent to sustainability (WCED, 1987). Well known
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studies such as the IPCC reports (IPCC, 2013) or the Stern Review (Stern, 2007) address very long periods of time,
with scenarios often covering the next 100 years. These time periods are uncommonly long for strategic planners in
the political and private sector (Chaffee, 1985; Burgelman and Grove, 1996; Slawinski and Bansal, 2012).

In addition to wickedness, salience is a helpful concept to better understand sustainability problems. Drawing on
Mitchell et al. (1997), a sustainability problem is salient (1) if powerful stakeholders are able to influence companies
to address the problem, (2) if solving the problem is generally seen as desirable and in line with societal norms and
values and (3) if the problem requires immediate attention and is of critical importance to stakeholders. To illustrate,
climate change as a sub-issue of sustainability is powerful because it has powerful stakeholders such as the
UNFCCC, it is legitimate in that hardly anyone denies its importance, and it is urgent as acting late becomes more
and more expensive (Stern, 2007). In contrast, overpopulation is an urgent problem because it accelerates the
overexploitation of natural resources but measures to reduce population growth are often illegitimate because
having (many) children is seen as desirable in most cultures. Furthermore, there are no powerful stakeholders
pushing for a global reduction of birth rates.

In this context, it is important to emphasize the difference between the nature of the problem and other
contingency factors, including the decision-making process and the environment. Decision processes might be
simple although the underlying problems are complex. For example, as soon as child labor is generally considered
inacceptable, decision making about child labor can be very simple even though it represents a complex problem.
Similarly, even if a company’s environment is complex the sustainability issue addressed might be simple. For
instance, a company in a complex environment such as highly competitive energy markets under high regulatory
uncertainty (Hoffmann et al., 2009) might still address a comparatively simple sustainability problem such as
CO2 reduction. Although some authors argue that problem-specific factors matter for strategy making (e.g. Dutton,
1986; Eesley and Lenox, 2005; Boal and Meckler, 2010) there has not been a systematic discussion of the influence
that the nature of the problem might have on the strategy-making mode.

To sum up, the nature of the problem that is to be addressed by a sustainability strategy is described by (1) the
problem’s wickedness, i.e. its complexity, its social relevance and its long-term nature, and (2) its salience, i.e. its
power, legitimacy and urgency. We argue that in addition to the contingency factors discussed above, the nature
of the problem will influence strategy formation. More precisely, we expect that the extent of wickedness and
salience will affect whether strategies are more likely to be made in a planned or an emergent way.

Sustainability Strategies on the Continuum

We argue that wicked sustainability problems tend to be addressed by emergent strategies. First, planned
approaches to strategy making are prevalent in stable environments, i.e. in comparatively straightforward and
controllable contexts (Hart, 1992; Regnér, 2003). A wicked problem does not provide such a context but rather
comes with a complexity that is difficult to manage with a planned approach. This is due to two cognitive biases
in planned strategy making (Das and Teng, 1999). Strategic planners tend to have objectives when entering the
strategy-making process. These objectives are based on hypotheses of possible future developments and are likely
to influence the strategy making. Thus, the manager risks not solving the problems at hand. Furthermore, strategic
planning creates an illusion of manageability because the seemingly rational process makes managers believe that
the risks are lower than they actually are (see also Mintzberg, 1994). If planned strategies for wicked problems are
not successful in addressing these in the long run, they might become more unlikely. Second, emergent strategy
making allows for organizational learning (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985), which is likely to play an important role
in the case of poorly understood wicked problems. Third, in order to better understand wicked problems and to
better be able to address them, it might be necessary to go into more depth and consider details. In particular, social
impacts often have local impacts and are easier to address if the strategy making happens close to where the impacts
are felt (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985), i.e. not at the center of the organization but at its periphery (Regnér, 2003).
Finally, because emergent strategy making is driven by internal motivation, e.g. by champions, rather than by
external pressure (Burgelman, 1991; Prakash, 2001), emergent strategy making is more likely in the case of wicked
problems.

For instance, a highly wicked sustainability problem of low salience such as biodiversity loss is very difficult to
address with a planned strategy because of the high level of uncertainty – it is impossible to define corporate targets,
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not least because the unit of measurement is not clear, and they would be impossible to monitor as the factors
involved in rendering species extinct are poorly understood. However, at a lower level, e.g. in the development of
a product for a particular market, it might be possible to consider particular ecosystems and the potential impacts
of the product.

Proposition 1. The more wicked a sustainability problem, the more likely it is addressed by emergent strategy making.

We argue that salient problems tend to be addressed by planned strategies since the three aspects of
salience make planned strategies more likely. First, salient problems pose threats to companies because
powerful stakeholders can put companies under pressure and force them to react (Aaltonen and Sivonen,
2009; Ackermann and Eden, 2011). In order to avoid damage from stakeholder activities such as boycotts,
companies engage with their stakeholders and integrate them into decision-making processes (Wheeler and
Sillanpää, 1998; Morsing and Schultz, 2006). For this purpose, coordinated activities such as lobbying, stake-
holder forums and the publishing of reports (Roloff, 2008; Aaltonen and Sivonen, 2009) are frequently used
instruments. A problem with powerful stakeholders is more likely to be addressed by such planned strategies,
rather than by emergent ones.

Second, the legitimacy of the problem is high if it is in line with societal norms and values. Again, in order to
avoid reputational damage, companies engage with stakeholders by using tools of corporate communication (Brad-
ford and Garrett, 1995). Additionally, as suggested by Chattopadhyay et al. (2001) and Staw et al. (1981), companies
facing a threat tend to focus on controllable activities in order to regain control. Such activities include the issuing of
press releases and entering into agreements such as the Global Compact, for example. Consequently, highly legit-
imate problems make planned strategies more likely as well.

Third, the urgency of the problem puts the company under pressure to react immediately and to communicate its
activities to address the problem (Siomkos and Shrivastava, 1993). Here, planned strategy making is more likely,
too, because planned strategies are developed more quickly than emergent strategies. For example, the strategic
decision about signing a code of conduct can be made very quickly at the top management level and does not need
time to emerge bottom up.

In addition, Dutton (1986) argues that decision-making authority tends to be centralized to enable the company
to better deal with salient issues. A centralized decision-making process relies on planned strategy-making modes,
since emergent strategy is by definition ‘not driven by central intention’ (Mintzberg, 1990, p. 176). Furthermore,
salient problems are addressed with more resources (Dutton, 1986; Lotila, 2010), which might enable a company
to launch potentially costly stakeholder dialogues or communication campaigns, for instance.

To provide an example, the goal of increasing energy efficiency is often addressed by setting centralized goals and
by planning and implementing a strategy top down throughout the company. Companies aiming at improving
energy efficiency have the clear goal of analyzing their energy consumption and finding ways to reduce it. Well-
defined means and ends are good prerequisites for planned strategy making (Maritz et al., 2011), hence a company
dedicated to improving its energy efficiency would be expected to set a company-wide reduction target and
implement this goal throughout all levels of the organization.

Proposition 2. The more salient a sustainability problem, the more likely it is addressed by planned strategy making.

Discussion

We argue that the two dimensions of the nature of a problem, wickedness and salience, influence the strategy-
making mode in opposite directions on the continuum between planned and emergent strategy making –

wickedness enhances emergent strategy making while salience makes planned strategies more likely. Figure 1
shows four schematic types of sustainability problem. The triangles in Figure 1 symbolize that these four kinds
of problem are extreme cases and that most real-world problems are likely to be situated somewhere in between.
In the following, we concentrate on problems that are both wicked and salient. We first address the question of what
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strategy-making modes are likely under which circumstances. Second, we reflect on whether the most likely
strategy-making mode is also the most appropriate one. Finally, in a third proposition we suggest that wicked and
salient problems are likely to be addressed by both kinds of strategy making, with the planned approach dominating.

Type II and type III problems have already been discussed above: type II problems, i.e. salient non-wicked
problems, are expected to be addressed by planned strategies, while type III problems, i.e. wicked non-salient
problems, are more likely to be addressed by emergent strategies. Since wickedness and salience have opposing
impacts on the strategy-making mode, the question is what strategy making would look like for problems that are
both wicked and salient (type IV).

For such problems we expect to observe two competing tendencies. On the one hand, mounting external pres-
sure is likely to favor the development of planned strategies. On the other hand, emergent strategies are likely to
come about as well because (highly wicked) sustainability problems motivate champions to engage in emergent
strategy making (Prakash, 2001). There is a high level of agreement that both forms of strategy making are usually
present in companies, complementing each other (Mintzberg and McHugh, 1985; Mintzberg and Waters, 1985;
Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2008). Hence, we assume that in the case of a wicked-and-salient sustainability problem both
strategy-making modes are present. Furthermore, we expect top management to plan an umbrella strategy
(Mintzberg and Waters, 1985) in order to be able to communicate swiftly on the company’s response to the problem
(needed in particular for legitimate and urgent problems) and that sets limitations for emergent strategy making. In
particular, if the problem is very urgent, we expect planned strategy making to dominate over emergent strategy
making, because emergent strategy making is unlikely to be fast enough to address the problem. In such cases,
the development of a planned strategy might not leave much room for emergent strategy making at the same time.
Planned strategy making might also crowd out emergent strategy making because it is pushed top down throughout
the hierarchy and is therefore backed up by formal power.

The recent scandal on labor conditions, including child labor, in Bangladesh is an example for a wicked and
salient problem. It is wicked because the business model of the textile industry is built on low labor costs and cannot
be changed easily, but has complex social implications in the countries of production. It became salient when the
companies that had been producing at the Rana Plaza building, which collapsed in April 2013, were exposed in
the press (Cooper, 2013; Kernaghan, 2013). Companies were quick to react to the criticism, trying to prevent further
reputational damage, e.g. Gap by denial (Jamieson, 2013) and Joe Fresh by proactivity (CBC News, 2013). These
reactions represent planned sustainability strategies, launched by the top managements of the affected companies.
We would expect any emergent strategy making happening at the same time to be pushed back by this rise of
strategic planning.

Figure 1. Problem types and different modes of strategy making
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Although both planned strategy-making and emergent processes contribute to the development of a sustainabil-
ity strategy (Pestre et al., 2008) both kinds of strategy making may be problematic for wicked-and-salient problems.
If a strategy for such a problem is planned, it has a high likelihood of failure because the issue’s complexity might
not be adequately addressed. Yet, if a strategy for such a problem is left to emerge, it might well take too long to
address the problem in time and the strategy might be inadequate for communicating on the problem, since
emergent strategies are often only recognized as strategies in hindsight. Overall, as soon as strategic planning
crowds out emergent strategies, the company runs the risk of the planned strategy failing to solve the problem
which is not only a salient but also a wicked one. More problem-specific strategies are needed, which are more likely
to develop in an emergent way and locally. Therefore, we argue that emergent strategy making has an important role
to play in the case of type IV problems. Planned strategies enable companies to react appropriately to a rise in
salience, but solely relying on planned strategies risks not addressing the problem.

Proposition 1. A sustainability problem that is both wicked and salient is likely to be addressed by planned and
emergent strategy making, with planned strategy making dominating.

For type I problems, i.e. problems that are neither wicked nor salient, it is debatable if specific strategies will be
observed. A simple problem that is not salient is more likely to be perceived as a non-problem, for which strategy
making is not necessary. The widespread use of CFCs before the 1970s serves as an example for a type I problem:
it was neither a salient problem yet nor was it wicked, since the solution was relatively simple (Prins and Rayner,
2007; Sunstein, 2007). At that time, CFCs were a non-problem from a corporate perspective, for which probably
no strategy making happened.

To conclude the discussion, we point to the limitations of our article. While we introduce the nature of the
problem as a new influence factor on the mode of strategy making, we expect that this factor will interact with
the other factors discussed in the literature. Discussing these interactions is beyond the scope of this paper but
represents promising areas for future research. For example, ‘an uncertain environment, which is also munificent
(e.g. high growth industries in initial stages of industry evolution) is very different from an uncertain environment,
which is far less munificent’ (Elbanna, 2011, p. 21). This is an important point, implying that the nature of the
problem alone cannot explain the strategy-making mode used to address sustainability problems. Rather, we propose
that the nature of the problem complements other factors and should be considered in addition to the factors
discussed above. As another limitation, we do not consider the time dimension. Sustainability strategy making is
a dynamic process, hence it is possible that planned strategy making becomes more emergent over time
(Papagiannakis et al., 2013), or vice versa. It is also possible that some aspects of the strategy are more planned while
others are more emergent at the same time (Slawinski and Bansal, 2012).

Conclusion

This paper makes two contributions. First, it draws attention to an important gap in the sustainability strategy
literature, namely the lack of consideration for the debate between the strategic planning school and the emergent
strategy school. We suggest that sustainability strategy research would benefit greatly if it recognized that sustain-
ability strategies are not necessarily made in a planned way and that a more realistic understanding of sustainability
strategy making can be obtained if the entire continuum from planned to emergent strategy making is taken into
account. Second, we develop a new contingency factor to explain how the nature of the problem influences the
strategy-making mode in the context of sustainability strategies. We argue that, in addition to the four sets of factors
proposed by former studies, sustainability strategy making is affected by problem-specific factors, namely the
wickedness and the salience of the sustainability problem to be addressed. While high levels of wickedness tend
to elicit emergent strategies, high levels of salience increase the likelihood of planned strategy making. We believe
that such a better understanding of the making of sustainability strategies has important implications for firms,
policy makers and NGOs. By carefully analyzing the problem at hand, firms can critically review the suitability of
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their decision-making processes in the context of sustainability. For policy makers and NGOs our argument offers
additional insights into the way in which firms will respond to regulatory or stakeholder pressures.

There is a range of questions that future research on strategy making could address. First, the four contingency
factors that we identify are largely under-specified and their influence on whether planned or emergent strategy
making is more likely is still unclear. Second, the new contingency factor ‘nature of the problem’ might be relevant
beyond the sustainability realm as well. Future research could investigate whether the nature of the problem is
relevant for the making of other kinds of strategy. Third, it is safe to assume that the different contingency factors
interact with each other. Notwithstanding that considering all these interactions and mediating effects would be a
very ambitious project, studies considering at least some of them would greatly improve our understanding of what
influences strategy making. Finally, testing the three propositions empirically would be a logical next step and would
potentially make a great contribution to our understanding of sustainability strategy making.
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