
https://doi.org/10.1177/10860266231210610

Organization & Environment
 1 –41

© The Author(s) 2023

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions 

DOI: 10.1177/10860266231210610
journals.sagepub.com/home/oae

Special Issue: O&E Review Issue

Varieties of Time in Business 
Sustainability Research: An 
Integrative Review and Research 
Agenda

Matilde Morales-Raya1 and Pablo Muñoz2,3

Abstract
In this article, we tackle the lack of clarity in the conceptualization and substantive use of time 
in business sustainability research. We do so by means of an integrative review that synthesizes 
172 papers published over the last 20 years across seven subject areas within business and 
management research. From our review, we developed a typology that highlights three primary 
categories that differentiate various conceptualizations and uses of time in business sustainability 
literature: (a) temporal resourcing, (b) temporal structuring, and (c) temporal prospecting for 
sustainability. The typology organizes a body of literature that remains scattered, provides 
conceptual clarity, and opens avenues for future empirical research and theorization in the space.
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Introduction

Research at the intersection of organizations and the environment has come a long way since the 
triple bottom line term was coined (Elkington, 1994). Facing the limitations of normative frame-
works defining sustainability efforts based on their impact on the bottom line, Slawinski and 
Bansal (2015, p. 532) advanced the definition of business sustainability by combining present 
ambitions and future needs, that is, “the ability of firms to respond to their short-terms financial 
needs without compromising their (or others) ability to meet their future needs.” In their view, 
there was discontent with how conventional approaches to business sustainability discount the 
future (P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014; P. Bansal & Knox-Hayes, 2013; A. Kim et al., 2019), 
which is essential as we try not to compromise “the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development [WCED], 1987).
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Time is central in the above definition, introduced as a social contract between generations 
where each generation holds the planet in trust for the next (Weiss, 1984). Through this lens, 
business sustainability ought to keep its eyes on the present as well as in the future, always con-
sidering social equity, short- and long-term thinking, and the inevitable trade-offs between using 
resources now or later (P. Bansal, 2005). Time is thought to be unique to business sustainability 
(P. Bansal & Song, 2017) and considered to be instrumental to differentiating business sustain-
ability from other related constructs such as CSR (P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014), environmental 
management, shared value, and the triple bottom line.

Not surprisingly, research on time has been growing in the past decade (P. Bansal, Reinecke, 
et al., 2022; T. Bansal, Crilly, et al., 2022), across a wide range of settings and under different 
conceptions and uses of time. In business sustainability research, time has been considered in the 
examination of thinking modes, organizational goals, strategies, environmental performance, 
environmental ethics, financial returns, business models, sustainable venturing processes, and 
organizational responses to climate change, among others. Inevitably, conceptions of time vary 
across contexts and experiences, leading to different categories, types, and ways of rationalizing 
and operationalizing time in business sustainability. This leads to ambiguity, contradictions, and 
thus a lack of clarity in how time is conceptualized and used in business sustainability scholar-
ship. To resolve this issue, in this article, we ask: How has time been conceptualized and utilized 
in business sustainability research? Answering this question is important because of its centrality 
in business sustainability scholarship and potential influence on future developments in the field. 
In its expansion, research on time in business sustainability will benefit from conceptual clarity 
and organization.

To answer this question, we set out to organize the literature using an integrative review 
that synthesizes 172 papers published over the last 20 years across seven subject areas within 
business and management research. Drawing on Ancona et al.’s (2001) work, we observed 
the data and organized our review using three anchors: conceptions of time, activities relat-
ing to time, and actors relating to time. From our review, we developed a typology that 
highlights three primary categories that differentiate various uses of time in business sustain-
ability literature: (a) temporal resourcing, (b) temporal structuring, and (c) temporal pros-
pecting for sustainability. These categories emerge from six dimensions that are salient in 
time and business sustainability literature, namely, assets, liabilities, process, pace, scope, 
and scale.

Our work offers three contributions to literature. First, we offer a typology of time in busi-
ness sustainability, which allows for organizing the various uses of time in business sustainabil-
ity research while offering a more holistic understanding of a multi-layered and plastic concept. 
By presenting time as resourcing, structuring, and prospecting, we provide clarification in a way 
that is sensitive to the past, present, and future use of time in business sustainability and the 
temporal overlaps between them. In this way, our typology organizes a so far scattered litera-
ture, provides clarity, and can guide future empirical research and theorization in the space. This 
typology stems from an observation of six salient dimensions involving continuums (e.g., less 
to more time resources and slow to fast pace), which shed light on key sources of ambiguities 
and tensions relating to time in business sustainability research, necessary as we move toward 
construct development and operationalization. Second, our stage-wise analyses allowed us to 
identify conceptions of time in business sustainability from an observation of actors and actions 
across organizational levels. This analysis offers the reader a way of mapping the three concep-
tions of time back into the life of organizations and the different organizational spaces in which 
time is used and affects sustainability decisions. Third, we offer an agenda for future research, 
comprising three overlapping avenues: (a) construct development and operationalization, (b) 
continuums, tensions, and temporal ambidexterity, and (c) temporal preferences in business 
sustainability.
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Time and Business Sustainability: Promises and Shortcomings

Time is the piece that differentiates business sustainability from other related constructs such as 
CSR, corporate citizenship, and even the corporate triple bottom line (P. Bansal & DesJardine, 
2014; P. Bansal & Song, 2017). In the spirit of the UN’s “Our Common Future,” business sustain-
ability allows organizations to think about and make decisions about the present without compro-
mising their and others’ ability to meet their future needs. It does become a central part of 
organizational ability, through which organizations can respond to their short-term financial 
ambitions without losing sight of long-term implications and needs (Slawinski & Bansal, 2015).

While CSR and corporate citizenship rely on moral imperatives and the firm ability to choose 
the more accepting decisions that balance the competing demands of various stakeholders, sus-
tainability focuses on the balance between organizational and macrosystems over time without 
assuming individual moral responsibilities (P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014). The triple bottom 
line is defined as the firm’s ability to manage its financial, social, and environmental goals, but it 
also looks solely into accountability and responsibility and thus neglects time (P. Bansal & 
DesJardine, 2014).

Research on time and sustainability has been growing over the past decades (e.g., DesJardine 
& Bansal, 2019; Hahn et al., 2015; Morales-Raya & Bansal, 2015; Sharma & Jaiswal, 2018; 
Slawinski & Bansal, 2012, 2015). Some studies have studied firms’ temporal perspectives on 
organizational responses to climate change (Slawinski & Bansal, 2012) and started to open a 
research conversation on the potential pervasive effects of organizational speed on organizational 
mishaps (Morales-Raya & Bansal, 2015). From here, other studies have focused on how firms 
attend to the temporal tension between alternative temporal options, such as short-term and long-
term orientations. For example, Slawinski and Bansal (2015) found that firms that juxtapose the 
short-term and long-term also confront the tension between business and society. DesJardine and 
Bansal (2019) found that negative evaluations will shorten organizational time horizons more 
than positive evaluations will lengthen them.

Despite the advances, Good and Thorpe (2020) argue that sustainability management litera-
ture is fragmented, and time and temporality are at the core of the problem. Previous review 
research (see Appendix A) has brought some common understanding of the definitions, mea-
sures, and theories used to study sustainability (Montiel & Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). Scholars 
have also paid increasing attention to time in organizations and made efforts to bring coherence 
to the field. For example, Mosakowski and Earley (2000) examined the time assumptions in 
strategy research. Ancona et al. (2001) mapped the conceptions of time, the activities, and the 
actors relating to time. Berends and Antonacopoulou (2014) focused on the time dimensions of 
organizational learning, and Shipp and Jansen (2021) reviewed subjective time and how it is 
experienced in organizations.

Sustainability is a rich domain to develop time-based research (P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014), 
yet there is a lack of theorization at the intersection of the two concepts, and none of the reviews 
above have compressively tackled the problem and developed a solid ground to conduct future 
research and theorization.

There have been repeated calls for more research at the intersection of time and business sus-
tainability. In the context of operations and supply chain management, Klassen and Hajmohammad 
(2017) call to embrace the plasticity of time and argue that multiple perspectives of time are 
needed to advance research in this area, including temporal orientation (i.e., short-, medium- or 
long-term), temporality (i.e., time experienced as “clock time” or as “process-time”), and tempo-
ral conflict. P. Bansal, Reinecke, et al. (2022) share Klassen and Hajmohammad’s (2017) con-
cerns. However, their call is also one of uniformity. They call for more research on the mechanisms 
that can help organizations to slow down, organizational metrics of success associated with 
macro socio-ecological systems (not only limited short-term capital markets), alternative 
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temporalities that can overcome the short- and long-term dichotomy, and the analysis of means 
and mechanisms that realign the rhythms and temporalities of business systems with socioeco-
logical systems. In this article, we embrace these calls and seek to organize the literature and 
provide clarity around how time is conceptualized and used in business sustainability 
scholarship.

Research Methodology

Integrative Review Approach and Selection Procedure

The organization of time research in business sustainability requires synthesizing knowledge 
across sub-disciplines, which calls for an integrative review approach (Torraco, 2016). First, we 
run a search in the Web of Science (WoS) database from 2000 to 20221 based on 64 selected 
journals (3/4*) included in the Association of Business Schools’ Academic Journal Guide (ABS 
AJG, 2021). For our integrative review, we included journals across 12 domains (i.e., 
Entrepreneurship and Small Business Management, General Management, Ethics, and Social 
Responsibility, Human Resource Management, and Employment Studies, Innovation, 
International Business and Area Studies, Management Development and Education, Organization 
Studies, Psychology [Organizational], Regional Studies, Planning and Environment, Sector 
Studies, Operation Management, Strategy). Several recent integrative review studies have used 
the same selection procedure, for example, Gamble & Muñoz’s (2022) examination of value 
detraction among non-profit organizations, Redgrave et al.’s (2022) review of the relevance and 
impact of business schools, and Thomas and Tee’s (2022) integrative conceptual framework on 
generativity. The categories included in the ABS AJG list cover most of the research spectrum 
conducted by scholars involved in schools of business, management, or economics (Gamble & 
Muñoz, 2022). This list is broad, yet unique to business and management research. It allows us 
to include disciplines that might seem not relevant to the examination of time, such as manage-
ment development and education. These disciplines are relevant, however, because they reveal 
whether and how time is incorporated into the sustainability paradigm underlying business school 
education. Similarly, tourism journals are relevant because of the impact of tourism activity on 
sustainability. They reveal whether and how time is incorporated into the sustainability paradigm 
dominating tourism. The ABS AJG is therefore an appropriate and relevant ranking of journals 
for our research purposes.

To identify relevant articles, we searched for the term “sustainab*” in combination with “time 
OR timing OR tempo* OR rhythm OR speed OR synchronicity.” The term “sustainab*” captures 
the various forms used to refer to sustainability such as “sustainability,” “sustainable develop-
ment,” “sustainable strategies/ practices,” “business sustainability,” “environmental sustainabil-
ity” (Montiel & Delgado-Ceballos, 2014) and “sustainability management.” We intentionally 
focused on sustainability and discarded certain terms, such as corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) and environmental management. Previous research has argued that although sustainability 
and CSR are related concepts, they are different and one of the differences relies on the notion of 
time that is embedded in the concept of sustainability (e.g., P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014; P. 
Bansal & Song, 2017). The inclusion of CSR or environmental management would have 
expanded the scope of the review, potentially jeopardizing our chances to offer a structured rep-
resentation of the literature. Our focus on sustainability is therefore an important boundary condi-
tion in our review.

The term “time” captures “time perceptions” and “time perspectives.” Since organizational 
time is a multidimensional construct, the term “tempo*” captures temporal dimensions such as 
temporal depth, temporal linearity, and temporal direction (Berends & Antonacopoulou, 2014) as 
well as temporal focus, temporal distance, temporality, and temporary. We also added the terms 
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“rhythm,” “speed” and “synchronicity” (Berends & Antonacopoulou, 2014) to capture different 
aspects of time in relation to sustainability. Our selection of search terms for both time and busi-
ness sustainability followed the identification of the most recurrent keywords used in both semi-
nal and well-cited papers in the space. Particularly, the selection of “rhythm,” “speed,” and 
“synchronicity” stems from the fact that these concepts have been distinctively explored by rel-
evant papers across disciplines (e.g., P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014; P. Bansal & Knox-Hayes, 
2013; Feola et al., 2015; Muñoz & Cohen, 2017; Pinto, 2016; Slawinski & Bansal, 2015). Judged 
by citation numbers, these concepts appear to be opening new conversations around time in busi-
ness sustainability research. Collectively, the papers identified allowed us to pull a set of papers 
that is broad enough in terms of phenomena and bodies of literature and narrow enough in terms 
of their relevance to business sustainability research. At the same time, they set boundary condi-
tions for our study. We stress that the interpretation of our findings should take into consideration 
our search strategy and criteria.

To further expand the horizons of our search, we explored alternative search terms. We used 
two new combinations “sustainab*urgency” and “sustainab*pace.” The search yielded two nar-
row sets of 26 and 35 papers, respectively. Only two2 papers were relevant to our research ques-
tion but were already captured by our search strategy above. These terms led to papers on power, 
legitimacy, and necessity, examining, for example, “The Urgency and Necessity of a Different 
Type of Market . . .,” which is not linked to a substantive use of time in business sustainability. 
In some cases, time is used as an expression or connector in abstracts, for example, “Over time, 
their vision of Fair Trade . . .” In others, it is used as an adjective to qualify a type of call for 
action, for example, “The Grand Challenge of Human Health: A Review and an Urgent Call for 
Business-Health Research.” Our search process yielded 1,053 results. In a subsequent step, we 
applied further inclusion and exclusion criteria, detailed in Figure 1.

First, we filtered the results by the type of document focusing solely on “articles,” “reviews,” 
“notes” and “letters,” through which we reduced the sample to 972 articles. Second, we reviewed 
the abstract and introduction of each paper to make sure that the article selected explores both time 

Keyword research in database
1053

Total of articles, reviews, notes or 
letters
1033

Total after abstract and introduction 
review

166

Relevant articles included in 
the review

172

Inclusion criteria: 
Articles added manually based on 

cross-references

Exclusion criteria: 
Papers that are NOT articles, 

reviews, notes or letters

Exclusion criteria: 
Papers that a. do not consider time
in relation to sustainability or b. do 
not deal with the mechanisms
through which time influences
sustainability, or c. treat time as a
context

Figure 1. Review Process.
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and sustainability. We excluded papers that referred to time but did not analyze time in relation to 
sustainability or did not relate to the mechanisms through which time influences sustainability. We 
also excluded studies that referred to time as a context. This analytical process resulted in a sample 
of 166 papers. In the final stage, we conducted a manual search of relevant articles published in 
management journals and widely cited by the papers in our sample, which were not captured by 
the search procedure (i.e., P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014; Hart & Milstein, 2003; Morales-Raya & 
Bansal, 2015; Ortiz-de-Mandojana & Bansal, 2016; Reinecke & Ansari, 2015; Slawinski & 
Bansal, 2012). This final step yielded a sample of 172 papers (Appendix B).

To guide our analyses, we group these papers into seven broad subject areas, following their 
classification in JCR: Environmental studies, tourism, ethics, and social responsibility, organiza-
tion studies, general management, innovation, and sector studies. Our decision to recategorize 
the subject areas was based on the observed distribution of topics and journals. In the ABS AJG, 
Environmental Studies, and Tourism are not considered independent domains.

The number of studies published in these subject areas remained relatively stable for 10 years 
and then grew significantly from 2016 onward (see evolution in Figure 2). The spike in research 
interest from early 2014 (considering research and publication cycles) may be attributable to fac-
tors, such as (a) the maturity of business sustainability research as a field of research, which 
prompts a deeper conceptual and empirical engagement with difficult-to-grasp concepts; (b) the 
growth and recognition of specialized journals as leading outlets within business and manage-
ment research, such as Organization & Environment and Business Strategy and the Environment; 
and 3. The international expansion of research organizations, for example, the Network for 
Business Sustainability, GRONEN, and AOM ONE, have actively promoted the need to engage 
with time and temporal tensions in business sustainability research and practice.3 These factors 
are not only relevant from a methodological point of view but also shed light on the timeliness of 
the phenomenon under examination.

Out of the seven subject areas reported, four of them, that is, environmental studies, tourism, 
ethics, social responsibility, and organization studies account for 80% of the published papers in 
the 20 years. These are distinct subject areas, thus offering a well-balanced sample of papers. 
Tables 1 and 2 show the sample subject areas and distribution and the 32 journals included in this 
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Morales-Raya and Muñoz 7

Table 1. Sample Domains and Distribution.

Subject area # Papers Distribution (%)

Environmental Studies 62 36
Tourism 36 21
Ethics and social responsibility 20 12
Organization Studies 16 9
General management 19 11
Innovation 12 7
Sector studies 7 4

Table 2. List of Journals Reviewed (N = 172).

Journal Number

Business Strategy and the Environment 25
Journal of Sustainable Tourism 25
Journal of Environmental Management 20
Journal of Business Ethics 11
Global Environmental Change-Human and Policy Dimensions 9
Organization & Environment 8
Tourism Management 8
Business & Society 6
British Journal of Management 4
International Journal of Operations & Production Management 4
Journal of Rural Studies 4
Research Policy 4
Business Ethics-A European Review 3
Journal of Management Studies 3
Journal of Vocational Behavior 3
Production and Operations Management 3
Academy of Management Journal 3
Annals of Tourism Research 2
Environment and Planning A 2
Human Relations 2
Journal of Business Venturing 2
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 2
Journal of Operations Management 2
Organization Science 2
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 2
Strategic Management Journal 3
Environment and Planning D-Society & Space 1
Harvard Business Review 1
Journal of Management 1
Journal of Product Innovation Management 1
Journal of Travel Research 1
Journal of World Business 1
Strategic Organization 1
Organizational Dynamics 1
Strategic Management Journal 1
Academy of Management Executive 1
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study. Four main journals (10+ papers) cover 50% of the sample: Business Strategy and the 
Environment (#25), Journal of Sustainable Tourism (#25), Journal of Environmental Management 
(#20), and Journal of Business Ethics (#11), which are representatives of the subject areas reported 
above. Organization & Environment appears as the sixth most important journal in the list, with 
eight papers published between 2013 and 2021, beginning with Bansal and Knox-Hayes ’s semi-
nal work: The time and space of materiality in organizations and the natural environment.

Categorization and Prioritization

To retain its integrative nature, we decided not to drop any further papers from the final sample 
of 172 included in our review. Although some papers did not provide a strong theoretical connec-
tion between sustainability and time, they could potentially complement our examination and 
explanations. Therefore, instead of applying further exclusion criteria, we proceeded to catego-
rize our sample using four prioritization criteria. We ranked the papers in a continuum from 1 to 
4, with 1 being completely aligned with the topic of interest and 4 only tangentially aligned with 
the topic. Category 1 includes papers that explore and theorize time in business sustainability 
directly, for example, A. Kim et al.’s (2019) work on present-time perspective and sustainable 
development or P. Bansal and Knox-Hayes’s (2013) paper that explores intertemporal tensions in 
business sustainability. Category 2 includes papers whose findings are linked to some aspects of 
time such as short-term strategy, long-term investors, or short-term debt. Category 3 includes 
papers in which time is considered as either duration or timing, for example, the time it takes to 
adopt agroforestry in subsistence agriculture (Jerneck & Olsson, 2013). Papers in Category 4 
include time and business sustainability, but the relationship between the two is not explicitly 
stated. While papers in Categories 3 and 4 do not explore time and business sustainability directly, 
they tackle related topics such as tensions, paradoxes, environmental performance, adoption of 
climate strategies, incentives, operational efficiencies, and consumer decision-making, which are 
useful to inform the development of a more complete picture of the problem space.

Data Analysis

For our analyses, we considered the papers within these four categories in tandem. Papers 
included in Categories 1 and 2 (#92) were considered first for the main analysis and data structur-
ing. Papers in Categories 3 and 4 (#80) were considered as complementary material to help to 
make sense of and/or strengthen our findings and emerging argumentation. This sample prioriti-
zation step proved helpful on several occasions. For example, based on articles included in 
Category 1, we found studies that explored whether holding shares over time affects decision-
making and governance for sustainability (Mio et al., 2020) and analyzed how “time as money” 
(time stocked through monetization) influences environmental decisions (Whillans & Dunn, 
2015). As we explain below, time as a resource can enable action but also be a constraint to take 
action. Several papers in Category 3 allowed us to expand our explanation. They show that time 
constraints were one of the factors that prevented sustainability managers from acting upon envi-
ronmental degradation (Kitsikopoulos et al., 2018) and constituted a barrier to the adoption of 
sustainable initiatives (Collins et al., 2010) and in the monitoring and evaluation of volunteer 
tourism organizations’ projects that could facilitate sustainable and responsible tourism planning 
(Steele et al., 2017).

Stage 1: Data Familiarization. We began our review by looking at Categories 1 and 2, which 
included a summary of key findings and reflections on key research insights. Here, we paid par-
ticular attention to empirical studies and meta-analyses focused, for example, on relationships 
between time and a range of organizational-level outcomes such as environmental performance, 
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financial performance, and executive remuneration. We also looked at a range of conceptual 
papers discussing frameworks, models, and metrics for the inclusion of time in business sustain-
ability activities, offering, for example, frameworks to think about and assess the role of short-
termism and uncertainty avoidance in organizational inaction on climate change. Finally, we 
examined a selection of qualitative studies exploring issues such as future-oriented innovation 
strategies, organizational resilience, and cognitive frames.

Stage 2: Coding of Time Dimensions. In this stage, we used open and axial coding to explore how 
the literature depicts people’s and organizations’ understanding and use of time. This allowed us 
to break down the data into discrete parts and then draw connections between emerging descrip-
tive codes. Using open coding, we noticed that time in sustainability is seen as a collection of 
conflicting aspirations and decisions, where time can be envisioned, planned, and experienced 
differently. Literature refers to time as something that can be stored and later used by organiza-
tional actors, enabling and constraining actions. Organizational activities can be performed rap-
idly or slowly and can be of short or long duration. The latter are salient in, for example, the pace 
of consumption (slow/fast) or length of visits in sustainable tourism (short/long). Time can be 
conceptualized linearly or circularly, as evident in, for example, the structuring of production and 
recycling initiatives. We also noticed alternative time horizons, for example, short-term and long-
term, relevant to decision-making and organizational strategies.

We then proceeded to use axial coding to connect and abstract these insights. For example, if 
time can be monetized and used as an asset, we understand that time is a resource that influences 
decision-making. Similarly, if the speed of implementation of a project shapes sustainability 
actions, we understand that the pace of a given activity structures how time is organized in the 
present, which in turn creates variance in sustainability outcomes. From here, we derived the fol-
lowing six dimensions of time in business sustainability.

Temporal assets refer to the stock of units of time that can be consumed, saved, or transferred. 
Mio et al. (2020) examine the stock of time through the lens of loyalty shares. They explore 
whether holding shares over time affects decision-making and governance for sustainability. 
Time can also be stocked through monetization. Here, Whillans and Dunn (2015) show how 
“time as money” influences environmental decisions. Temporal constraints involve the temporal 
limits facing organizations in relation to sustainability actions. Kitsikopoulos et al. (2018) found 
that time constraints were one of the factors that prevented sustainability managers in South 
Africa from further reduction of environmental degradation. Lack of time was also found to be a 
barrier to adopting sustainable initiatives in a sample of New Zealand businesses (Collins et al., 
2010), to monitor and evaluate volunteer tourism organizations’ projects what could facilitate 
sustainable and responsible tourism planning (Steele et al., 2017), and to greening musical festi-
vals in the events sector (Mair & Laing, 2012).

Process pertains to temporal organizing and refers to the structuring of time in the present, 
along which actions and change are organized. Mazé et al. (2016) emphasized the role of time 
structuring during combined audits when farmers are involved in several private agri-environ-
mental certifications. Pace also pertains to temporal organization and refers to the speed of 
occurrence of actions in the present. Esteban and Dinar (2013), for example, showed that the time 
of implementation of policy interventions can play a crucial role in achieving sustainable ground-
water management. While process and pace allow for organizing actions and decisions in the 
present, they equally create affordance for planning activities, which is what the next two dimen-
sions deal with.

Scope refers to the distance of temporality, which delineates the temporal action space and sets 
expectations for the future. Temporal scope defines when future actions will or ought to happen 
and with what effects. Scale is equally future-oriented and refers to the volume of time allocated 
to future activities, which defines how long future actions will or ought to take, e.g., short vs. 
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long duration. Scope and scale have implications for sustainability. Hang et al. (2019), for 
instance, found that the causality between environmental performance and financial performance 
depends on the time horizon. In that sense, Wu et al. (2018) demonstrated that to fully realize the 
potential related to sustainable practices firms need to be focused on the long term.

Stage 3: Conceptions of Time. In the third stage, we aggregated the six dimensions considering the 
role they play in the life of the organization while paying attention to when those aspects of time 
are situated. Resources and constraints are placed in the past and can either enable or constrain 
action. They represent the accumulated stock of time assets and liabilities that organizations 
have, facilitating and restricting what organizations can do. As such, we label this combination 
as Temporal resourcing for sustainability. Processes and pace refer to how businesses organize 
sustainability actions around time, in the present. We call these two dimensions Temporal struc-
turing for sustainability. Finally, scope (temporal action-space) and scale (temporal horizons—
short- and long-term) lay the ground for the envisioning and planning of future possibilities. We 
call this Temporal prospecting for sustainability. Combined, these three constructs constitute a 
typology that highlights three primary categories that differentiate various uses of time in busi-
ness sustainability literature. We summarize our analytical process in Table 3, including illustra-
tions from the literature, research insights, coding, dimensions, and conceptions.

Stage 4. Articulation of Conceptions of Time. To make sense of how the conceptions of time mani-
fest in the literature and better structure the presentation of our findings, we followed Ancona 
et al. (2001) and looked at instances where time is considered in the life of the organization, 
including organizational actors, external stakeholders, and the actions they perform. There are 
four organizational spaces where literature on business sustainability engages with time. First, 
sustainability governance where time is analyzed, for example, as part of CEO incentives and the 
temporal orientation of the board of directors. Second, sustainability behavior, where we observe, 
for example, consumers making slow/fast consumption decisions or individuals with short/long 
investment mindsets. Third, sustainability assessment involves models and metrics that organi-
zations use to, for example, evaluate adaptation strategies and climate change scenarios. Finally, 
sustainable innovation involves systems and components involved in e.g., new green product 
development. We use these four spaces for the sole purpose of guiding the articulation of our 
findings, which we argue offer organization scholars a more intuitive way of understanding the 
role that temporal resourcing, structuring, and prospecting play in the life of an organization.

Findings

Temporal Resourcing for Sustainability

Temporal resourcing for sustainability refers to the accumulated stock of time assets and con-
straints, which both enable and restrict sustainability decisions and actions across governance, 
behavior, assessment, and innovation.

As an accumulated asset, time influences the life of organizations as it pertains to sustainabil-
ity. It affects leadership and managerial decision-making. Mio et al. (2020) looked at the effect 
of loyalty shares on short-termism [governance]. Loyalty shares award investors that hold the 
shares for a specified long period with grant extra dividends or voting rights. The authors found 
that loyalty shares decrease earnings management and then be considered as one corporate gov-
ernance mechanism to reduce short-termism. Long-term-oriented shareholders could encourage 
firms to focus on the long term due to the weight of their shares. In this sense, time becomes an 
organizational resource that can be managed to contribute to sustainability [governance]. In this 
vein, for example, time as an asset has been found to positively affect creativity and efficiency 
[innovation], both linked to sustainability outcomes.
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Tang (2010) argues that the allocation of sufficient time is a key factor in this direction [gov-
ernance]. He offered an analogy around driving cars, arguing that driving sensibly and steadily, 
regulating the speed up or down hills, and maintaining the momentum takes more time but is 
crucial to fuel efficiency. The cumulative effect of people driving in this way could make a dif-
ference in reducing global warming. Similarly, developing creative ideas take time. Managers 
need to allocate unstructured time for creative thinking and innovation. Creativity also requires 
maintaining momentum to gather ideas and avoid interruptions and long, frequent, and large 
meetings. Under time pressure most people do not have time to think about gas efficiency and 
creative thinking is jeopardized. In the context of sustainability, the author posited that time to 
think and time to take action are common factors of success.

In family businesses, Olson et al. (2003) found that success relies on the role of time in strate-
gies [governance]: Family processes and how the family reduces family tensions and responds to 
disturbances. They show that, during hectic times, the two strategies that were associated with 
higher revenues and higher levels of owners’ perceived success consist of sleeping less and real-
locating that time to the business (instead of reallocating time from the family to the business) 
and hiring temporary help to manage additional demands. These strategies contribute to the sus-
tainability of a family business which implies both business success and family functionality. 
Dou et al. (2019) found something similar in their analysis of a firm’s family ownership in China, 
having a positive effect on proactive environmental strategies.

Time as an asset also affects employees’ perceptions and actions [behavior]. In organizational 
settings, viewing time as money can influence environmental decisions. For example, people are 
less likely to engage in pro-environmental behaviors when they are paid by the hour (Whillans & 
Dunn, 2015), as this form of compensation makes the economic value of time noticeable so that 
people see their time as money and are more aware of the opportunity costs and trade-offs linked 
to environmental behavior. The monetization of time is particularly critical in consumer behav-
ior. Landon et al. (2018) argue that the willingness to sacrifice monetized time to choose sustain-
able products is one of the dimensions that reflect the intent of people’s pro-sustainable behaviors. 
However, there is a downside to the monetization of time. When time is considered solely as a 
resource and integrated as performance, cost, or just-in-time, systems tend to produce short-
termism in organizations (Klassen & Hajmohammad, 2017), thus affecting sustainability out-
comes. As sustainability focuses on the long-term consequences, the authors argued that 
sustainability brings the necessity of considering time more broadly, not only clock time.

Time can also be a liability for sustainability. Tunn et al. (2021) found that the duration of use 
(i.e., stock of time available to use) influences the perceived importance of some service systems, 
preventing consumers from prioritizing businesses that decouple the satisfaction of consumers’ 
needs from environmental impacts [behavior]. Higham et al. (2022) show that time is malleable 
and affects sustainable consumption, showing how time was mobilized in airlines’ marketing 
communications to generate a sense of resource scarcity and urgency [governance]. The lack of 
time, however, can hinder sustainable organizational behaviors. In tourism, for example, the 
monitoring and evaluation [assessment] of projects support sustainable and responsible tourism 
planning [governance]. Similarly, in volunteer tourism organizations, the lack of time is an 
important barrier to engaging in monitoring and evaluating their projects (Steele et al., 2017). 
Time as a resource and constraint is regularly factored in the development of sustainability 
assessment frameworks and metrics [assessment]. In the assessment of sustainable tourism, for 
example, Torres-Delgado et al. (2021) argue that time constraints and limited human and techni-
cal resources are the main obstacles to including sustainability indicators in decision-making and 
planning.

The consequences of a lack of time can also question the sustainability of certain organiza-
tional actions and events because of their temporary or “pop-up” quality. This is vivid in the case 
of The Ice Hotel (Pinto, 2016), which is completely constructed of ice and snow. It is an example 
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of a temporary organization that involves people working together on complex tasks for a limited 
period of time [governance]. Its construction takes place under time pressure because of the tem-
perature required, which is determined by the season, and it thus has a short-term purpose. Due 
to time constraints, every Ice Hotel experiences a short cycle of birth-death-rebirth and it is thus 
considered a disposable-by-design organization [innovation]. Although it is argued that the 
melted ice has no negative impacts on the environment, the single-use nature of the Ice Hotel 
does indeed promote unsustainable behavior.

Whether an accumulated stock of time is an asset, or a liability depends on the temporal marker. 
Nyberg et al. (2018) examined the use of scales in environmental political contestation in the U.K. 
shale gas industry. They argued that climate change is a physical phenomenon that operates at a 
planetary scale while human responses are linked to national, regional, and organizational processes 
in which actors prioritize actions linked to short-term interests. The reference point chosen affects 
how people see time availability and thus fits shared interests across spatial (e.g., local vs. global) 
and temporal scales (e.g., short-term vs. long-term), which can result in prompt or delayed action on 
climate change. A similar temporal mismatch was captured by Mee et al. (2008) in their analysis of 
the UN’s Global Environment Facility. Here, economic activity and environmental change have dif-
ferent temporal markers in their contribution to sustainable development, hence the perception of 
having or not having sufficient time to tackle complex problems such as climate change, biodiver-
sity, or the degradation of aquatic systems will largely depend on the marker chosen.

Temporal Structuring for Sustainability

Temporal structuring for sustainability pertains to how businesses organize sustainability actions 
around time, in the present. It combines process (i.e., sequential structuring of time, along which 
actions and change actions are organized) and pace (i.e., the speed at which sequential structuring 
unfolds), which lay the ground for current sustainability decisions and actions.

In terms of the organization of process, time provides structure to sustainability decisions, 
actions, and change. Time can be structured through cycles and timeframes in the firm, which 
influences sustainability. For example, Vigneau et al. (2015) studied the impact/ processes and 
consequences of compliance with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standard on the firm’s 
sustainability practices [governance]. They found that substantive standard adoption of GRI 
[assessment] can have unintended consequences for sustainability management practices includ-
ing the change in the temporal structuring of sustainability management. Their findings showed 
that reporting pressures from the annual reporting cycle shortened some projects and limited the 
capacity to create a plan for a long-term sustainability strategy [governance]. All changes together 
lead the firm to document and translate its sustainability activities into a report instead of assess-
ing sustainability performance and improving sustainability activities. Similarly, in the cruise 
lines’ reporting behavior, De Grosbois (2016) found that failure to specify time frames and the 
source of information reported on websites negatively affect sustainability reports [assessment] 
in terms of how meaningful the assessments of their impacts or performance were.

Other studies have analyzed the role of time on how firms should engage in business sustainabil-
ity through organizational frames4 [governance]. For example, Mazutis et al. (2021) adopted a spa-
tiotemporal perspective of organizational sustainability frames (OSFs) development. They explored 
how “sense of time” and “sense of place” in organizations -cultural assumptions that have been 
altered by globalization and digitalization- shape OSFs. The authors developed a typology of OSF 
development and theorized propositions on how an organization’s cultural differences in the sense of 
time and place interact to form these OSFs. They also argued that all types of OSFs are needed to 
address global sustainability challenges. Transactional OSFs provide quick solutions for specific 
sustainability issues but need to be combined and countered by organizations with Systems OSFs. 
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Systems OSFs allow for addressing complex sustainability challenges that require considering the 
long-term impact of firms’ actions on the natural environment over time and space. The Communitarian 
OSF focuses on local sustainability issues of one community but overlooks global challenges. In 
contrast, the Cosmopolitan OSF does not consider the unique context of place but applies universal 
standards to sustainability challenges. DesJardine and Bansal (2019) took a cognitive perspective to 
evaluate how external evaluations organize the organizations’ time horizons and sustainability out-
comes. They show that negative evaluations (“sell” recommendations from financial analysts) short-
ened organizational time horizons and that positive evaluations (“buy” recommendations) lengthened 
them but to a lesser extent. Interestingly, this relationship was moderated by other time-related vari-
ables including the timing of the downgrades, the sequencing of the evaluations, and short-term 
ownership.

The narrative plays a similar role to frames in the temporal structuring of sustainability. Vijay 
(2015) studied the temporality aspect of urban planning in the case of the 2012 Olympic Games 
in London. The author analyzed the discourse of planners, officials, consultants, and administra-
tors about the benefits of hosting the Olympics. He identified three temporal concepts including 
legacy, sustainability, and regeneration. He argued that these concepts ignored the unsustainabil-
ity of this giant 2-week sporting event. He further posited that the use of these concepts in the 
rhetoric simply attempted to mitigate the temporariness (poor temporal structuring) of the present 
through narratives of a neoliberal future. Language is at the core of the latter. Here, S. Kim and 
Filimonau (2017) investigated the effect of language on the pro-environmental attitudes of tour-
ists. They identified Korean as a language that explicitly marks future events (strong future time 
reference or strong FTR language) in opposition to Mandarin (weak FTR language). They found 
that good knowledge of the environmental impacts of tourism did not translate into high pro-
environmental attitudes for Korean speakers (strong FTR language) while it did for Mandarin 
(WTR language). This phenomenon is called language relativity. In sum, the right temporal 
structuring can have positive effects on sustainability. Barton (2011) emphasizes that if business 
leaders shift their organizations’ structure and incentives to focus on the long term, sustainable 
growth will begin to appear on the horizon.

The Organization of Pace. The speed at which sequential structuring unfolds is central to sustain-
ability. In their examination of temporal developments of corporate sustainability [governance], 
Hörisch et al. (2020) found a relationship between the pace at which organizations engage in 
business sustainability and the feedback that the firm receives on sustainability issues. This influ-
ences the firm’s level of awareness of the consequences that environmentally and socially (un)
sustainable development has for the firm. This is important as organizations do not achieve the 
same level of business sustainability at the same time and pace. Speed can also be problematic. 
Morales-Raya and Bansal (2015) studied the downsides of organizational speed. In an analysis 
of the beverage industry, the authors argue that greater speed could contribute to more mishaps 
because firms that move too fast tend to experience temporal myopia, miss the obvious, and 
stymie their learning [behavior]. In an assessment of how additive manufacturing (AM) impacts 
social sustainability in the mass apparel industry’s supply chains, Hohn and Durach (2021) found 
that retailers are expected to use the increased production speed and heightened market competi-
tion to enforce faster fashion cycles and lower purchasing prices [behavior]. This is unsustain-
able, providing a grim outlook for future working conditions at the production stage. They 
showed that new digital technologies can intensify speed rather than improve existing social-
sustainability issues in the current production systems [management].

Speed also affects consumer behavior and business sustainability [behavior]. In looking at 
consumers’ willingness to pay for low-carbon products Liu et al. (2017) found that the 
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willingness-to-pay behavior was influenced by the delivery speed consumers’ patience and the 
level of satisfaction. In short, customers will replace low-carbon products if they are not satis-
fied with the speed.

In tourism, sustainability outcomes are particularly sensitive to pace. Higham et al. (2013) empha-
size that the psychology of travel speed/time can foster and impede change in behavior toward sus-
tainable tourism [behavior]. In general, travelers prefer the fastest mode of transport and will consume 
greater distances depending on the speed that they can afford. Dickinson et al. (2013), for example, 
examined the role of time in travel behavior (rural campsites in the United Kingdom) and identified 
that the desire for time fluidity, daily and place-related rhythms, and the control of time influence pro-
environmental travel behavior. Their findings showed that tourists face tensions with clock time as 
well as several competing forms of time that ultimately result in choices of modes of transport to travel 
that are less sustainable. As a consequence of the speed/time/distance landscape, more tourists travel 
further distances to visit more distant places and stay shorter periods of time [behavior].

To counter the above, Lumsdon and McGrath (2011) argue in favor of slow travel and provide 
an analytical framework [assessment] that shows the components of a slow travel holiday. The 
authors identify that slowness is one of the core attributes of slow travel, which relates to the per-
ception and use of time. Slow travel alludes to slow down regarding travel, distances (shorter ones), 
and activities (enriching the travel experience) in route and at the destination. The authors con-
cluded that slow travel is a mindset about travel that emphasized lack of speed than slowness itself.

Speed is also relevant in the management of socio-ecological systems (SES). Ferrara et al. 
(2016) argue that there is a time lag between policy development, implementation, and observ-
able changes in natural capital and this is at the core of mismatches between temporal speeds and 
spatial scales, which in turn affects SES sustainability [governance]. To counter these issues, they 
propose a multiway approach to identify the central fast and slow variables in the evolution of a 
forest and shrubland [assessment]. These new variables are central to monitoring their interlink-
ages over time and space and providing a better understanding of resilience in these types of 
agroforestry systems. Slowness is also relevant for improving the outcomes of certification. Park 
and Cha (2019) found that firms that moved slowly to obtain the certification, decouple more 
because they looked for the symbolic benefits of signaling conformity and legitimization and 
were not motivated to engage in the actual implementation of that technology. On the contrary, a 
business that rushes to certify tends to overcommit to unachievable targets, affecting both finan-
cial and environmental performance (Muñoz et al., 2018).

In investment, there is an assumption that the acceleration in investing increases market rev-
enues and in turn inflates costs. This is problematic as it triggers time compression and thus 
impacts sustainability outcomes. Hawk and Pacheco-de-Almeida (2018) studied the time-cost 
elasticities of compressing time in oil and gas global investment projects. Their findings do not 
negate the existence of time compression diseconomies5 (TCDs) but indicate that TCDs are not 
an active constraint for most of the projects examined. TCDs are still expected to kick in for high 
levels of time compression; however, most firms insufficiently accelerate their investments and, 
thus, do not experience a time–cost tradeoff.

Speed has proven relevant to sustainable innovation. Juntunen et al. (2019) incorporated the 
notion of temporality in the acquisition and use of external knowledge into new product develop-
ment [innovation] to boost sustainability performance. The authors found three stakeholder inte-
gration strategies leading to high sustainability performance [governance]. The timing of 
acquisition was at the core of all three. This also applies to the complex processes of industrial 
transformation [innovation], which can be affected by the rapid response of incumbents to win-
dows of opportunity (Steen & Weaver, 2017). Here, speed is not necessarily harmful, as it posi-
tively contributes to sustainability transition processes.
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Temporal Prospecting for Sustainability

Temporal prospecting for sustainability refers to the envisioning and planning of future possibili-
ties for business sustainability. In its definition, it combines temporal scope and temporal scale. 
Whereas the former establishes the temporal horizons of future activity and its action space, the 
latter defines the amount of time involved in future activities. In envisioning and planning, the 
definition of when something will happen and how long things will take has a clear impact on 
sustainability outcomes.

In terms of the prospection of scope, time and long-term values are central elements to the 
notion of business sustainability (P. Bansal & DesJardine, 2014). Several studies have adopted 
a temporal view of leadership regarding aspects of sustainability. For example, Ortiz-de-
Mandojana et al. (2019) analyzed CEO time perspectives [governance] and found that CEOs 
with a longer time perspective are more likely to invest in environmentally responsible tech-
nologies [innovation], which is fostered by shorter career horizons, higher organizational 
ownership, and less short-term compensation. Galbreath (2017) also adopted a temporal view 
of the board of directors and its effect on CSR [governance]. He argued that insiders of the 
board of directors have temporal orientations that are more short-term in nature because they 
experience short-term pressures to demonstrate financial results and advance in their careers 
which results in a lower likelihood to prioritize the longer-term time horizons needed for CSR 
decisions. This is consistent with Maas and Rosendaal’s (2016) study of CEOs’ executive 
compensation [governance], through which most of them end up pursuing short-term targets. 
Short-term targets harm a firm’s environmental and social voluntary initiatives, which can be, 
however, attenuated by forms of compensation linked to environmental and social metrics 
[assessment].

Overall, the variance between environmental performance and financial performance can be 
largely explained by the organization’s time horizon (Hang et al., 2019). Through a meta-
analysis of 142 studies, Hang et al. (2019) show that, in the short run, financial resources can 
increase a firm’s environmental performance. However, the effects disappear in the long run. 
Conversely, increasing environmental performance has no short-term effect on corporate 
financial performance, whereas a firm significantly benefits in the long term. Paetzold and 
Busch (2014) focused on the decision-making process of private investors toward sustainable 
investing and found that one of the dominant barriers that prevent engagement in sustainable 
investing is a short investment time horizon in combination with the perception of high invest-
ment volatility.

Organizational time horizons have also a positive impact on investment horizons (DesJardine 
& Bansal, 2019) and innovativeness. In banks, for example, short- and long-term are constantly 
at odds since incentive structures oriented to short-term financial performance hinder the adop-
tion of long-term socially responsible investment practices (Risi, 2020). The author found that 
short-term investment mindsets and habits that are distant from sustainability were the two 
mechanisms that hindered the adoption of proactive and reactive socially responsible investing 
(SRI) practices for both banks and insurance companies. Not surprisingly, the adoption of pro-
active SRI was also fostered by a long-term risk and investment mindset, long-term relation-
ships with customers, and incentive structures oriented to sustainability. In terms of innovation, 
Longoni and Cagliano (2018) showed that an organization’s time perspective is critical in 
explaining the organization’s degree of sustainable innovativeness and improvement of the tri-
ple bottom line. Klassen and Hajmohammad (2017) and Pederneiras et al. (2022) discuss at 
length the implications of simultaneous short and long-term orientations in supply chain man-
agement. While a long-term perspective is desirable for sustainability, the uncertainties involved 
change the temporal horizon of organizations to focus on the short term instead. Slawinski and 
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Bansal (2015) similarly recognized tensions between the short- and the long-term within busi-
ness sustainability and tackled the question of how firms attend to this tension. They examined 
the responses to climate change of five oil and gas firms operating in Alberta’s oil sands. They 
found that firms that adopt practices focused on short-term efficiency to climate change, polar-
ized the short term and the long term and eluded the intertemporal tension. They identified that 
the polarization of time led to temporal myopia through three mechanisms: commensuration of 
the climate change issue with economic tools, reduction of the attributes of the issue, and the 
narrowing of the solution space.

In response to the above, researchers have focused on time strategies to better manage busi-
ness sustainability. For example, Hahn et al. (2015) argue that corporate sustainability tensions 
occur within a temporal and spatial context. The authors provide a framework [assessment] that 
allows managers to acknowledge those tensions and explore strategies to manage them. To spe-
cifically overcome the tension between the short- and long-term in corporate sustainability, the 
authors suggest adopting acceptance strategies, which involve complementary practices that are 
financially beneficial in the short term with practices that avoid detrimental economic, environ-
mental, or social impacts in the long run.

To deal with the short-/long-term tension in practice, researchers have developed assessment 
frameworks, tools, and models that consider the long- and the short-term to evaluate sustainabil-
ity practices and policies (e.g., Hafezi et al., 2021; Isley et al., 2015; Varela-Ortega et al., 2011). 
For example, Hafezi et al. (2021) developed an integrated dynamic assessment framework to 
evaluate coral reef conditions (continuously degraded by unsupervised and uncontrolled tourism) 
under different adaptation strategies and climate change scenarios, and their economic impacts. 
They argue that a sustainable intervention adaptation strategy was the best option to maintain 
coral reef ecosystems and secure the long-term economic benefits derived from coral reef ser-
vices for the local communities. Although this strategy implied lower short-term economic 
returns because of high initial capital investments and income reduction due to fishing and tour-
ism limitations, it was the best strategy considering both ecological and economic criteria over a 
long-term period.

Others have considered time horizons in the assessment of sustainable interventions. For 
example, Coleman et al. (2017) used time horizons for temporal categorization of a stakehold-
ers’ intervention list [assessment] on adaptative solutions to address water pollution accentu-
ated by climate change in the Lake Champlain Basin. The interventions were clustered as 
short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term depending on when they would be likely imple-
mented. The authors observe that there was a prevalence of shorter-term implementation hori-
zons and suggest that this could be explained by the difficulty in adaptation planning, as the 
longer the time horizons the higher the uncertainty and the perception that acting is urgent to 
resolve water quality issues. In the context of climate change, as seen in the case above, many 
businesses are not aware of intertemporality, more specifically how short- and long-term 
changes impact their business outcomes and they do not plan their response to changing cli-
mate conditions (Craig, 2019).

Public sector organizations seem to suffer from the same bias toward short-termism. Weddfelt 
et al. (2016) investigated the role of municipalities in managing environmental challenges in 
Sweden. They found differences in the way municipalities’ environmental visions were devel-
oped and implemented to address those challenges as well as in the concepts of an environmental 
strategy. One of the factors that explained these differences was the time horizon employed for 
their visions. Their findings showed that small municipalities tended to have a shorter time hori-
zon than medium and large municipalities. The frequency for updating their environmental strat-
egies also varied depending on the document and even within the same municipality.
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The latter results in repeated calls to focus on the long term. In this vein, Barton (2011) warned 
about the dangers of the short-term approaches of quarterly capitalism and advocated for long-
term capitalism, which implies a shift in how we view value and the role of business in society. 
P. Bansal, Reinecke, et al. (2022) echo this call stressing the need for alternative temporalities 
that overcome the short- and long-term dichotomy.

In terms of the prospection of scale, taking sufficient time to do something increases the likeli-
hood of achieving sustainability outcomes. Mazziotta et al. (2016) investigated the optimal allo-
cation of resources into alternative conservation actions in the boreal forest in Finland. They 
found that when a longer time perspective is adopted, unconventional decisions may make sense, 
such as allocating resources to an inexpensive conservation action that has the potential to pro-
duce high ecological value in the future.

In a different vein, Dengler (2008) studied the relationships between the time it takes to build 
social capital, political capital, and sustainability. He examined one type of collaboration in the 
Governor’s Commission for a Sustainable South Florida that can occur in an environmental gov-
ernance regime: the inclusion of a consensus of powerful sectional interests through a collective 
action organization. The author found that the allowance of time for building social capital among 
stakeholder groups—facing litigations and competing priorities—was a key quality of the com-
mission representatives to achieve a consensus position. Similarly, Rao-Nicholson et al. (2019) 
found that social strategies (i.e., engagement with policymakers via constituency building, shar-
ing information and financial resources) and political strategies (i.e., ethical and responsible 
engagement with the business context) that take time better enable firms to improve performance 
and establish legitimacy. In contrast, faster political strategies that focus solely on improving 
firms’ performance have the inconvenience of being subject to political fluctuations.

Discussion

Time is a central element that allows us to differentiate the domain of business sustainability 
from other related areas, such as corporate social responsibility, shared value, and the triple bot-
tom line. Present and future have become explicit in the definition of business sustainability as 
firms are required to respond to their short-term financial needs without compromising their (or 
others) ability to meet their future needs (Slawinski & Bansal, 2015). Not surprisingly, research 
on time has been growing in the past decade, with scholars looking at a range of issues, including 
for example, cognition, organizational goals, strategies, environmental performance, environ-
mental ethics, financial returns, and business models.

Much has been learned from previous research on time and business sustainability, but this 
expansion has forged different conceptions of time, which vary across contexts and experiences. 
This prior research in turn has led to different categories, types, and ways of rationalizing and 
operationalizing time. The inevitable result is that time in business sustainability has become an 
elusive concept, which is common in emerging research areas where inconsistencies and contra-
dictions in the conceptualization and use of a key concept are likely to surface.

To tackle this issue, we conducted an integrative review of time in business sustainability 
looking at 172 studies published over the last 20 years across seven subject areas. We focused on 
conceptions of time, as well as activities and actors relating to time. Through this lens, we identi-
fied six dimensions of time in business sustainability, which we grouped to develop a typology 
that highlights three primary categories that differentiate various uses of time in business sustain-
ability literature: (a) Temporal resourcing, (b) Temporal structuring, and (c) Temporal prospect-
ing for sustainability. We offer a summarized view in Table 4.

Our typology allows us to map out and provides clarity around the various conceptualizations 
and uses of time in business sustainability research while enabling a more holistic understanding 
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of a multifaceted and plastic concept. By presenting time as resourcing, structuring, and pros-
pecting, we offer clarification in a way that is sensitive to the past, present, and future use of time 
in business sustainability. Temporal resourcing refers to time assets and liabilities that facilitate 

Table 4. A Typology of Time in Business Sustainability.

Facets Temporal resourcing Temporal structuring Temporal prospecting

Conceptualizations 
of time

Accumulated stock of time 
assets and constraints, 
which enables and 
restricts sustainability 
decisions and actions 
across governance, 
behavior, assessment, 
and innovation.

The present organization 
of business 
sustainability, which 
guides current 
sustainability decisions 
and actions, across 
governance, behavior, 
assessment, and 
innovation.

The envisioning and 
planning of future 
possibilities for 
business sustainability, 
across governance, 
behavior, assessment, 
and innovation.

Uses of time Organizations can . . .
. . . Take stock of temporal 

assets and limitations 
to define the scope of 
possibilities for business 
sustainability

. . . Organize temporality 
in the present by 
defining the speed 
of occurrence of 
actions or the kind 
of sequences used to 
connect decisions and 
actions.

. . . Set the temporal 
horizon of future 
activities or define 
volume of time 
allocated to future 
activities.

Components Accumulated assets 
cumulative temporal 
resources.

Accumulated 
constraints cumulative 
temporal restrictions.

Organization of 
process Temporal 
arrangement of 
sequences of actions.

Organization of pace 
Temporal organization 
of speed.

Prospection of scope 
Temporal horizon of 
future activities.

Prospection of scale 
Volume of time 
allocated to future 
activities.

Examples Assets. Loyalty shares 
award investors that hold 
the shares for a specified 
long period with grant 
extra dividends or voting 
rights.

Constraints. In volunteer 
tourism organizations, 
the lack of time is an 
important barrier to 
engaging in monitoring 
and evaluating their 
projects.

Process. Failure to 
specify time frames 
negatively affect a 
meaningful assessment 
of impact.

Pace. Greater speed 
in sustainability 
decision-making could 
contribute to more 
mishaps because firms 
that move too fast tend 
to experience temporal 
myopia.

Scope. CEOs with 
a longer time 
perspective are 
more likely to invest 
in environmentally 
responsible 
technologies.

Scale. When a longer 
time perspective 
is adopted, 
unconventional 
decisions make 
sense, leading to high 
ecological value in the 
future.

Implications for 
sustainability 
practice

The accumulation of 
temporal resources that 
enable sustainability 
action creates 
affordances for circular 
processes and slow 
decisions and actions.

The organization of 
circular processes and 
slow practices that 
sustain sustainability 
action creates 
affordances for long-
term envisioning and 
planning.

Long-term envisioning 
and planning that 
prioritize sustainability 
action create 
affordances for the 
future accumulation 
of enabling temporal 
resources.
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and constrain sustainability actions. Temporal structuring shows how businesses can organize 
such sustainability actions around time, delineating processes and pace. Temporal prospecting 
delineates temporal action spaces and horizons to lay the ground for the envisioning and planning 
of future possibilities. In the presentation of the typology, we were able to identify actors and 
actions. This typology offers the reader a way of mapping the three constructs into organizational 
life and the different organizational areas that construct it, which can provide future research with 
more detailed guidance on how to use the constructs across levels.

We believe our review and typology open three interesting avenues for future research that 
could potentially bring further clarity to the conceptualization and use of time in business sus-
tainability scholarship. A natural first step involves typological refinement, construct develop-
ment, and operationalization, so that future research can substantially engage with the phenomenon 
across organizational spaces. Since each conception contains a unique continuum, a second step 
involves tackling the inherent tensions between the two sides of the continuums: short versus 
long, slow versus fast, and so on. Tensions between long-term and short-termism have been 
explored, but we are only scratching the surface of the other five dimensions. The continuums 
reveal contrasting time orientations and alternatives, which can be embraced by organizational 
actors. Organizations can decide to align remuneration to short-term targets or long-term goals or 
promote fast or slow consumption. Short/long and fast/slow are alternative time preferences, 
which are assumed to lead to alternative sustainability outcomes. Future research should explore 
these preferences and whether and under what circumstances those preferences that are assumed 
to enable sustainability (long, slow, circular, etc.) actually do. In the following section, we unpack 
our proposed agenda for future research.

Research Agenda to Advance Time in Business Sustainability 
Research

Construct Development and Operationalization

The first avenue for future research involves typological refinement, construct development, 
and operationalization. Our typology offers three conceptions of time in business sustainability, 
each exposing several continuums (see descriptive coding in Table 3). In the way the literature 
was organized, we believe temporal resourcing, structuring, and prospecting for sustainability 
should naturally evolve into constructs so that business sustainability can engage with the phe-
nomenon substantively. These constructs can help us make sense of how time is used differently 
across organizations and explore how the different articulations of time and temporal prefer-
ences enable decision-making, more or less conducive to sustainability outcomes. Through the 
several continuums the typology contains (e.g., slow to fast, short to long), the conceptions can 
capture variance, which can be measured, and meet sufficient criteria for both convergent and 
discriminant validity. To make these future constructs useful for research, they need to be opera-
tionalized, which will require paying attention to the continuums they have emerged from and 
then the contexts and experiences where time in business sustainability is to be assessed. This is 
because different temporal, contextual, and experiential markers change the evaluation and use 
of time as it pertains to business sustainability decisions and actions. Construct development 
and operationalization can also assist organizations in their understanding of how different uses 
of time can affect sustainability strategies, planning, and outcomes. This can facilitate conversa-
tions and enable better decision-making.

Inevitably, there are temporal overlaps between conceptions. Temporal resourcing can 
create affordances for temporal structuring and the latter can create affordances for temporal 
prospecting. This is an interesting modeling opportunity, where three conceptions can be 
part of a broader model of time in business sustainability, with the affordances they create 
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acting as connecting elements. Yet the points where one creates affordances for the other 
necessarily create fuzzy spaces in between constructs. More work will be needed to refine 
the delineation of constructs, especially if they are to be situated as part of a broader theoreti-
cal model.

Continuums, Tensions, and Temporal Ambidexterity

The second avenue for future research involves temporal tensions and tension reconciliation. Our 
research reveals several continuums, ranging from, for example, less to more time resources and 
slow to fast pace. Some of them exist in sharp contrast. Tensions are known, yet the capacity to 
reconcile short- and long-term tensions at once (e.g., Slawinski & Bansal, 2015) is still a nascent 
area of research. This capacity of reconciling time horizons is referred to as temporal ambidexter-
ity, which we identify as a promising avenue for future research to explore how firms can harmo-
nize the short- and the long-term in different cultural contexts and industries and identify 
strategies that firms can apply for this reconciliation.

Slawinski and Bansal (2015) identified firms capable of engaging in practices that support 
diverse temporal perspectives by juxtaposing short-term and long-term aspects of decision-
making on climate change. In doing so, these organizations did confront the intertemporal 
tension. The mechanisms that contributed to temporal ambidexterity included the involvement 
of multidimensional data, preservation of issue attributes, and the broadening of the solution 
space to tackle these issues. Beckett et al. (2022) refer to this as ambitemporality, that is, the 
capacity to inhabit multiple temporalities at once. This approach enabled organizations to shift 
the temporal horizon of the communities they worked with from short-term to long-term, 
enabling both the community and the business to grow. For example, for tea producers in East 
Africa, the present time was seen as a “long present” rather than a moment in time (A. Kim 
et al., 2019). As a result, organizations did not perceive the present as a trade-off with the 
future but identified the present as an extended duration and recognized connections among 
processes. New evidence to advance knowledge on temporal ambidexterity will help managers 
overcome the dominant trade-off thinking in business sustainability and will offer firms further 
possibilities to move sustainable development forward.

From our typology, we identify two other spaces where temporal ambidexterity can be 
explored, at the level of process or speed. New research can explore how organizations com-
bine linearity and circularity in decision-making and actions. Some authors suggest including 
learning cycles within the frame of the projects (Bell & Morse, 2005). On one hand, organiza-
tions that favor a cyclical time perspective develop broader responses to climate change in 
terms of the breadth and impact on stakeholders (Slawinski & Bansal, 2012). Heuer (2012) 
also tackled the linear versus nonlinearity challenge regarding ecosystem management in 
addressing environmental sustainability. He argued that organizational fields are intercon-
nected because of the dynamic intertemporal and inter-spatial characteristics of the natural 
environment. These time and space characteristics influence the development of a circular 
approach to dealing with ecosystem management. However, the natural environment has no 
temporal delimitations and is not bounded while the organizations and actions contributing to 
sustainability are bounded and are required to be linear in time. Research has been very scarce 
in suggesting forms to overcome this mismatch (e.g., Bell & Morse, 2005). Future research 
would significantly benefit from studying the interconnectedness among natural and organi-
zational processes so that both can be in alignment and support each other.

The duality of timing between slow and fast actions for sustainability has also been very pres-
ent in the literature. Recent research has challenged the implicit idea that slow is best and shown 
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that fast can be positive for sustainability in some cases (e.g., Porter et al., 2020; Walker et al., 
2015). However, this evidence is still very limited. A fruitful area of research would be to study 
how these slow and fast qualities manifest and are reconciled within the firm (i.e., decision-mak-
ing, internationalization, product development, CEO turnover, etc.) and the consequences thereof 
in terms of sustainability across industries. Future research would also benefit from the study of 
organizational speed and its outcomes for sustainability. Although there is some evidence of the 
downside of speed in relation to organizational mishaps (Morales-Raya & Bansal, 2015), organi-
zational speed is still needed to prompt action facing climate change. Speed ambidexterity becomes 
a promising area of research.

Temporal Preferences in Business Sustainability

A third avenue for future research pertains to the apparent ideology and morality of time in 
business sustainability. The literature appears to take an ideological stance concerning time 
preferences in business sustainability. Literature tends to favor one temporal horizon over the 
other in business sustainability. Overall, long-term thinking and acting are deemed better for 
sustainability than short-term thinking and acting. In the Norwegian maritime sector, for 
example, Saether et al. (2021) stress the relevance of long-term orientation for green innova-
tion. They found that a long-term orientation can lead to green innovations and green strate-
gies, which are linked to emissions reduction. In terms of process, the literature suggests that 
there are conducive and non-conducive ways of structuring processes in business sustainabil-
ity. A circular process is deemed to be better for sustainability than linear processes. Bell and 
Morse (2005), for example, focus on the contradiction between “linearity” (bounded tempo-
rality) and “circularity” (unbounded temporality). Sustainable development projects are time-
bounded and tend to emphasize linearity using indicators to measure the achievement of 
defined goals, purpose, activities, and outputs at the end of the project. However, sustainabil-
ity cannot be time-bounded as it is not a project and has no end, it thus implies “circularity.” 
In terms of pace, the literature suggests that there are correct and incorrect lapses of time to 
do something in business sustainability. Slow decisions and actions are better for sustainabil-
ity than fast decisions and actions. This is evident in the cases of sustainable investment, 
sustainable tourism, and pro-environmental consumer behavior.

We argue that a more critical reflection is needed here because contradictions still exist in 
the literature. Evidence suggests that, in certain situations, fast action and linearity ought to 
be preferred for sustainability outcomes. Likewise, circularity implies an unbounded con-
ception of time leading to uncertainty in the execution of projects. Linearity facilitates plan-
ning and the delivery of outputs. Finally, there are areas where fast action is better for 
sustainability than slow action. In their analysis of an environmental initiative “Save Our 
Oceans,” Porter et al. (2020) identified robust action as an approach to address grand chal-
lenges, as it allows diverse stakeholders to engage with novel ideas and provides structure to 
support stakeholders’ interactions, maintain diverse stakeholders’ views, and support stake-
holders’ actions to create solutions that are flexible and adaptive to the changing environ-
ment. Walker et al. (2015) came to a similar conclusion in their analysis of temporal 
orientation and corporate environmental performance (CEP). They found that a short-term, 
sudden, and reactive approach was related to strong CEP.

Two separate research efforts will be needed. First, a critical reflection and conceptual 
development around the ideology of time in business sustainability. Second, an empirical effort 
to elucidate whether, when, and under what conditions are “slow, circular, and long” effec-
tively better for sustainability than “fast, linear, and short.” But perhaps most interestingly, 
evidence showing when and under what conditions the opposite is true.
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Notes

1. We run different preliminary searches with alternative cut-off dates. The first of these preliminary 
searches started in 1995. However, we found that it did not add much value in terms of number of 
papers. Using 2000 as a cut-off date offered a balanced sample, with sufficient coverage, yet narrow 
enough to specifically collect papers on sustainability and time.

2. Mapping ecosystem services provided by wetlands at multiple spatiotemporal scales: A case study 
in Quebec, Canada; Reconfiguring aviation for a climate-safe future: Are airlines sending the wrong 
message?

3. See, for example, https://nbs.net/long-term-thinking-in-a-short-term-world/
4. Organizational frames can be understood as the collectively constructed set of knowledge and beliefs 

about an information domain that influences how choices are made in organizations (Andersson & 
Bateman, 2000; Cornelissen & Werner, 2014; Hahn et al., 2015).

5. “The additional costs incurred by firms seeking to quickly reach a given level of an asset stock when this 

stock could be accumulated more economically over a longer period of time” (Cool et al. 2016, p. 1).
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