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ABSTRACT 
The idea of sustainable management has recently gained growing attention in the agribusiness sector. This is mainly 
due to a widespread discontent with the industrialization of agricultural production and food processing and 
growing public pressure on agribusiness firms to implement more sustainable management practices. In this paper 
we present the results of an explorative empirical study of sustainability management in German agribusiness firms. 
The study shows that agribusiness firms have developed a broad understanding of sustainability management and 
perceive a multi-facetted spectrum of societal demands they have to meet. The most important arguments for 
implementing more sustainable management practices are that companies have to make sure that they are trusted 
by society in the long run and that the perception of a company by external stakeholders has become more and 
more important. The companies surveyed know quite a number of sustainability programmes and standards, but 
the number of companies that actually participate in these initiatives is much smaller. Nonetheless, the majority of 
the respondents feels that their company is more successful with regard to sustainability management than 
industry average. 
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1 Introduction 
Companies in the agribusiness sector are increasingly exposed to the public eye (JANSEN and VELLEMA 2004) 
and face growing pressure to move towards more sustainable management practices. This is mainly 
because the agribusiness sector is located at the crossroads of various societal conflicts. Some of the 
conflicts between agribusiness and society have a long tradition and often stem from disparities between 
consumers’ (or other stakeholders’) expectations and modern farm practices (BRUHN 2003). Intensive 
livestock production, for instance, is criticized for its high emissions, contributions to nutrients oversupply 
in areas with high livestock densities, long-distance animal transports, and low animal welfare standards. 
Conventional high-input arable farming is blamed for causing erosion, loss of biodiversity, pesticide 
residues, and nitrate emissions. Furthermore, monocultures and the high energy input of modern 
agriculture are criticized (JANSEN and VELLEMA: 2004). 

Other conflict areas have popped up in more recent times. Meat consumption and, thus, livestock 
production are perceived as major contributors to global climate change (EEA 2006). Furthermore, against 
the background of widespread famine in developing countries, activists regard the massive use of soy 
beans for livestock production in industrialized countries as unethical and a contribution to “virtual land 
grabbing” (STEINFELD et al. 1997). Soy bean production is also a major driver of the growing prevalence of 
genetically modified organisms (GMOs) in world agriculture (ISAAA 2011). Due to a widespread opposition 
against GMOs mainly in continental Europe (GRUNERT, BREDAHL and SCHOLDERER 2003), this development is 
observed with increasing ethical condemnation. Bioenergy is a comparatively new production sector but 
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has already lost much of its green and environmentally friendly image. Oil palm farming in Malaysia and 
sugar cane production in Southern America, for instance, are blamed for being eco-unfriendly due to land 
use changes including the cutting down of rainforest (CASSON 1999). Furthermore, the “food or fuel” 
debate is propelled by food price spikes on increasingly volatile agricultural markets which is considered 
to be mainly the outcome of growing bioenergy production in industrialized countries (TANGERMANN 2011). 
This non-exhaustive list could easily be complemented by references to other conflicts over, for instance, 
the major outlines of the Common Agricultural Policy in the European Union or food safety issues (JANSEN 
and VELLEMA 2004). 

Not only the agricultural sector but also upstream and downstream industries in the agribusiness sector 
face societal conflicts. Life science industries, for instance, are criticized for their biotechnology 
programmes contributing to the proliferation of GMOs and other controversially discussed practices such 
as cloning. Plant protection and fertilizer companies are being charged for systematically contaminating 
the environment (JANSEN and VELLEMA 2004). The food and beverage industries are blamed for deceiving 
consumers and promoting the consumption of too much fat, sugar, salt and alcohol and, thus, 
contributing to various health problems of modern societies such as obesity, coronary diseases, diabetes 
and alcohol abuse (SIMON 2006). Unfair trading practices at the expense of small-scale farmers in 
developing countries have provoked public debates (BACON et al. 2008. In work intensive industries such 
as the meat industry, even in industrialized countries such as Germany working conditions are often poor 
and various meat scandals have contributed to a bad industry image and a loss of consumer trust in food 
quality and safety (SPILLER et al. 2005). 

The perception of the wider public is not only increasingly critical and risk-conscious (HADDOCK 2005); the 
influence capacity of stakeholders is rapidly growing (GERLACH 2006) and protests, for instance against new 
investments into livestock production or bioenergy plants, have developed to an ever more professional 
level (BECKER and OPPERMANN 1994). Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as Greenpeace or World 
Wildlife Fund have accumulated much social capital and, thus, are trusted by most consumers to a much 
larger extent than industry representatives or scientists and use their good relations with the mass media 
for promoting their ideas and organizing protests against industry action (JÄCKEL and SPILLER 2006). 

It can be summarized that there is a “general discontent with the industrialization of agricultural 
production and food provision systems has put agribusiness and the food industry at the core of societal 
debates” (JANSEN and VELLEMA 2004: 4). This development has put pressure on the agribusiness sector in 
general and individual companies to avoid controversially discussed management practices and improve 
the sustainability of products and processes. In this sense it has repeatedly been argued that agribusiness 
firms must implement changes in the way they do their business to maintain their “license to operate” 
and their “license to deliver” to the ever more demanding markets in the post-modern societies of 
industrialized countries (VELDKAMP et al. 2008; HEYDER and THEUVSEN 2008). 

Only very little research has been done so far on how agribusiness firms perceive external pressures for 
more sustainability and how they react to external stakeholders’ (consumers’, customers’, 
nongovernmental organizations’ etc.) demand for more sustainable management practices. Existing 
literature tends to focus on specific aspects, for instance animal welfare (DEIMEL et al. 2010) or media 
coverage of societal conflicts around agribusiness (FEINDT and KLEINSCHMIT 2011; BÖHM, KAYSER and SPILLER 
2011). Therefore, a comprehensive understanding of sustainability management in agribusiness firms is 
still missing. 

Against this background it is the objective of this paper to highlight how agribusiness firms perceive 
external pressures concerning their sustainability, how they react to these pressures and how they have 
defined internal responsibilities for sustainability management. Furthermore, the paper sheds some light 
on the success and performance effects of sustainability management. In section 2 we introduce some 
basics about sustainability management, corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the CSR-performance 
relationship. Section 3 presents materials and methods and section 4 selected findings. In the final section 
we draw some conclusions and highlight future research directions. 

2 Sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility, and Performance 
The concept of sustainability has recently gained growing attention in the agribusiness sector (FRITZ and 
SCHIEFER 2008). „People, planet, and profit“ – this is the widely known trilogy of sustainability. It has been 
derived from the popular notion of sustainability as defined by the World Commission on Environment 
and Development: „Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs“ (BRUNDTLAND REPORT 1987). In 
1992, the UN Conference on Environment and Development declared sustainable development as a global 
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vision. The delegates identified economic efficiency, social justice and the protection of natural resources 
as basic and equally important principles. Therefore, economic, social and ecological sustainability are 
considered cornerstones of management practices which do not only aim at increasing profits and serving 
firm owners but take into account a broader range of stakeholder interests and societal issues (CRANE and 
MATTEN 2004). 

In a management context, sustainability is often referred to through a corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
approach. This concept has gained a prominent position in the general management literature (DE BAKKER, 
GROENEWEGEN and DEN HOND: 2005) despite some uncertainties about its exact definition and content 
(CARROLL 1999) and the prevalence of similar and in some cases overlapping concepts such as corporate 
citizenship, accountability or good corporate governance (HISS 2006). A multi-stakeholder dialogue 
conducted by the European Union has provided some clarification. It was concluded that CSR can be 
defined as a concept that on a voluntary basis integrates social and environmental demands into business 
operations and the relationships with firm stakeholders (EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2001). In a very similar way, 
the World Business Council on Sustainable Development defines CSR as a concept that embraces “the 
integration of social and environmental values within a company’s core business operations and to the 
engagement with stakeholders to improve the well-being of society” (WBCSD 2002). CSR, thus, means the 
responsibility of enterprises for the effects of their business operations on the environment, their 
employees and the wider society. 

Based on this conceptual understanding of CSR, CARROLL (1998) distinguishes between a firm’s economic, 
legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibility. An enterprise acts economically responsible, if it is offering 
socially desirable goods and services at fair prices. Through selling these goods and services, the 
enterprise secures employment and contributes to the wealth of society. Legal responsibility requires 
companies to act in compliance with laws. Ethical responsibility includes compliance with rules and values 
of a society even if they are not legally codified. Philanthropic responsibility stands for philanthropic 
actions of enterprises, for instance charitable giving or donation of voluntary labor. HEYDER (2010) sees 
these four aspects of a firm’s responsibility based on the fundament of the triple bottom line of 
sustainability which reflects a company’s economical, ecological and social performance (figure 1). CSR, 
thus, is a concept seeking to balance the economical, ecological, and social performance of an enterprise 
(LOEW et al. 2004; ELKINGTON 1994). 

 

Economic Legal Ethical Philanthropic
(corporate       

  citizenship)

Corporate Social Responsibility

         Triple Bottom Line of Sustainability (economical, ecological, social performance)                                          

 
Figure 1. Firm responsibilities and the triple bottom line of sustainability (HEYDER 2010) 

It has often been discussed in how far CSR activities and more sustainable management practices could 
have an influence on financial firm performance. Proponents of the neo-classical view of the firm, on one 
hand, are skeptical about this. They perceive the provision of employment and taxes and the 
maximization of shareholder value as the only social responsibilities companies have (FRIEDMAN 1970). On 
the other hand, behavioural theorists argue that it is in the enlighted self-interest of firms to undertake 
various forms of CSR. The benefits of taking a broader perspective that also includes ecological and social 
goals encompass enhanced reputation, stronger employee loyalty and legitimacy for firm operations 
granted by the wider public, governments, employees and other stakeholders (MOIR 2001: 17). Similar 
arguments can be deduced from the resource dependence perspective in organization theory and the 
stakeholder approach. Resource dependence theory argues that companies depend on critical resources 
owned by external parties, for instance suppliers, customers, or regulators, and that it is crucial to 
manage the dependencies stemming from these relationships (PFEFFER and SALANCIK 1978). Improving 
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business relations with critical third parties, for instance regulators or a powerful nongovernmental 
organizations, can require the implementation of more sustainable management practices. Stakeholder 
theory argues in a similar vein (FREEMAN 1984). Depending on a stakeholder’s potential for cooperation 
and threat potential (SAVAGE et al. 1991), it can be in the best interest of a company to improve the 
sustainability of its management practices and implement a more advanced CSR concept if this 
stakeholder expects a company to do this. 

Another theoretical strand takes a moral approach stressing social expectations. In this context a moral 
obligation is called for because companies are owners of resources and skills and, therefore, should 
participate in solving social problems. In particular, the reference to social legitimacy is noteworthy. MOIR 
(2001: 17) argues that there is “some form of social contract”. This perspective implies that there are 
social expectations that a legitimate business would conduct in a specific manner. A similar idea prevails 
in the neo-institutional approach in organization science. It assumes that companies are subject to 
economic as well as social expectations. It is hypothesized that meeting social expectations is essential for 
gaining legitimacy and the ongoing support by influential groups (MEYER and ROWAN 1977). This is the more 
important the more critically observed an industry is and the higher the expectations concerning firm 
behavior are. 

A multitude of empirical studies have tried to empirically investigate the performance effects of CSR. 
Some of these studies show that companies pursuing CSR strategies are more successful than others 
(ORLITZKY et al. 2003; MACKEY et al. 2007; CRAMER 2002). In line with the theoretical arguments outlined 
above, it can assumed that the better performance of enterprises that are regarded as acting responsible 
is due to better reputation, higher customer loyalty or higher legitimacy. Nonetheless, there are also 
studies that do not find a positive performance effect of CSR (MCWILLIAMS and SIEGEL 2000) but only 
positive effects on company reputation (HEYDER 2010). Due to additional costs of CSR, some authors even 
expect lower performance in firms behaving more sustainably. Finally it has also been argued that CSR is 
linked to past performance since only financially successful companies can afford CSR strategies (MCGUIRE, 
SUNDGREN and SCHNEEWEIS 1988). But high financial performance may also hamper CSR. BARNETT (2007: 
808), for instance, argues that CSR activities by firms with a very good corporate financial performance 
(CFP) could eventually be recognized critically because “excessive CFP indicates that a firm is extracting 
more from society than it is returning and can suggest that profits have risen because the firm has 
exploited some of its stakeholders in order to favor shareholders and upper management.” It can be 
summarized that the relationship between CSR and financial performance is complex and, thus, clear 
cause-effect relationships are difficult to examine. 

3 Material and Methods 
In order to answer the research questions outlined above, a comprehensive explorative empirical study of 
sustainability management in German agribusiness firms was conducted in collaboration with the 
University of Giessen and the Institute for Sustainable Management (ifnm), Bonn. Between March and 
August 2011, 142 firms from various agribusiness subsectors were surveyed through an online 
questionnaire. The study focused on perceived external pressure to improve the sustainability of products 
and processes, the development status of the firms’ sustainability management, the CSR measures 
implemented in the companies surveyed, and the success of sustainability management. Data analysis has 
started with univariate analyses with SPSS; additional bivariate and multivariate analyses will follow in the 
next phase. 

As most of the respondents (79.6 %) are responsible for sustainability in their company, a good quality of 
the answered questionnaires could be expected. The dominating industry sectors in our survey are 
retailers (14.2 %), slaughtering and meat processing (13.5 %), bakery products (10.3 %), fruit and 
vegetable processing (9.7 %), confectionary processing (9.0 %) and beverage processing (7.1 %). The 
missing 36.2 % belong to eight other subsectors, such as fishery products or milk processing. In reference 
to company size, the answers are widespread. We find 33.9 % small companies with an average business 
turnover below 10 mill. €; 32.2 % generate a turnover between 10 and 100 mill. €, and 33.9 % have an 
annual turnover of more than 100 mill. €. Regarding their internationalization strategies, most of the 
companies surveyed do business in Germany, Western Europe, and Eastern Europe including Russia. 
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4 Results 
Challenges 

Sustainability embraces ecological, economic and social aspects. This widely accepted view is – despite a 
slightly higher emphasis on ecological aspects – also shared by the companies in our survey (figure 2). The 
answers reflect a balanced understanding of sustainability management which has overcome the narrow-
minded view in microeconomics that the maximization of shareholder value is the ultimate company goal 
(FRIEDMAN 1970; RAPPAPORT 1986). Instead it is much more in line with approaches which propose that 
companies usually have (or should have) a broad goal spectrum including, but not restricted to, financial 
performance goals (HENRI 2004; KAPLAN and NORTON 1996). A clear majority also agrees that sustainability 
management is something beyond minimum legal requirements. This perception is in line with many 
definitions of sustainability management and CSR (for instance, EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2001). 

 
Figure 2. Aspects of sustainability management 

In line with their broad understanding of sustainability, the companies surveyed perceive a multi-facetted 
spectrum of societal demands they have to meet. It includes such diverse aspects as sustainable 
agriculture, labor conditions, consumer information and human rights (figure 3). The only topic that 
receives only moderate agreement is fair trade since this only affects traders and processors of tropical 
products such as cocoa or coffee (RAYNOLDS, MURRAY and WILKINSON 2007). 
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Figure 3. Societal demands faced by agribusiness firms 

According to the neo-institutional approach, companies are subject to external pressures from their 
economic and institutional environments (MEYER and ROWAN 1977). In a similar vein, stakeholder and 
behavioural theories point to the multitude of stakeholders companies have and which can – to various 
degrees – influence management practices (FREEMAN 1984; SAVAGE et al. 1991). This situation is also 
reflected in the companies’ answers to the question whom they consider to be their central addressees of 
sustainability management. Figure 4 reveals that the respondents perceive the need to meet the demands 
of various stakeholders. Employees, consumers, and future generations are most frequently mentioned. 
Interestingly, nongovernmental organizations are not major addressees of corporate CSR activities 
although these organizations are often described as „social change agents“ (SIMSA 2001) which have the 
power to strongly influence the management practices of companies through challenging their legitimacy 

 

 
Figure 4. Addressees of sustainability management 

The respondents mention various reasons why agribusiness firms tackle the issue of sustainability (figure 
5). The two central arguments are that companies have to make sure that they are trusted by society in 
the long run and that the perception of a company by external stakeholders has become more and more 
important. Both arguments reflect the pressures from institutional environments which the companies 
surveyed have to meet if they want to secure their “license to operate” and “license to deliver” (HISS 
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2006). The perceived demand to meet the requirements of important customers, for instance large 
retailers, to improve sustainability can be interpreted in a similar way. 

 
Figure 5. Reasons for improved sustainability management 

All in all it becomes clear that agribusiness firms face various challenges from manifold internal and 
external stakeholders. This raises the questions which concepts they apply to meet these challenges. 

Concepts 

Sustainability and CSR are new topics on the management agenda of agribusiness firms. 11.3 % of the 
respondents say they have not implemented any form of sustainability management as yet. Only 38.7 % of 
the firms surveyed have implemented sustainability management at least five years ago; 50 % did so 
within the last five years. Not surprisingly, only 68.3 % of the companies surveyed allocate budgets for 
sustainability management. The infant status of corporate sustainability management is also reflected in 
the development status of planning activities. The survey reveals that only 63 companies have already 
defined sustainability critieria and collect relevant information. A small minority of 29 companies grade 
their sustainability management systems as “advanced”. 11 companies have implemented a 
benchmarking process in order to compare their own sustainability management with other companies. 

Due to the various facets of sustainability, the companies surveyed have implemented diverse measures 
to improve their sustainability. Resource-efficient production, reduction and recycling of waste materials, 
and the abatement of greenhouse gas emissions are mentioned most frequently (figure 6). These 
measures have in common that they are characterized by complementarity between ecological and 
economic goals. More demanding sustainability concepts that could raise costs get less affirmation. 
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Figure 6. Sustainability management measures 

In the agribusiness sector certification systems have gained considerable importance over the last decade 
(HATANAKA, BAIN and BUSCH 2005; GAWRON and THEUVSEN 2009). Some of these systems aim at improving 
food safety, whereas the majority differentiates agricultural and food products by highlighting organic 
production, fair trade, higher animal welfare standards, regional production or other process 
characteristics (THEUVSEN and SPILLER 2007). Certification systems are also widely prevalent in sustainability 
management where they guarantee certain ecological or social standards. Many of these certification 
systems use labels to help companies to communicate their efforts to the wider public or other 
stakeholders. Other systems refrain from granting labels but assist companies in analyzing the 
sustainability of their products and processes (for instance, calculation of greenhouse gas emissions) or 
reducing or compensating negative ecological effects of company activities through, for instance, the 
buyout of carbon credits (THEUVSEN 2011).  

The companies surveyed know quite a number of sustainability programmes and standards. Fair Trade 
(124 respondents), ISO 14000/EMAS (85), Rainforest Alliance (83), Marine Stewardship Council (77), 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (65), the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (59), ISO 
26000 (53), Carbon Reduction Label (48) and the Business Social Compliance Initiative (42) are mentioned 
most frequently. The number of companies that already actively participate in one of these initiatives or 
have acquired a label is much smaller. ISO 14000/EMAS (31 respondents), Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (21), the Social Compliance Initiative (14), the ILO Convention (14), Fair Trade (14), the OECD 
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (13), Marine Stewardship Council (12), ISO 26000 (11) and the 
Global Reporting Initiative are mentioned by at least ten companies. 

Since external pressures from various stakeholders are major drivers of improved sustainability in the 
agribusiness sector, communication with these stakeholders is paramount. Communication through the 
internet is perceived as most appropriate. Printed environmental and social reports, once cornerstones of 
sustainability communication in many companies, are graded rather inappropriate (figure 7). These 
assessments reflect a general trend not only in the agribusiness sector to more heavily rely on electronic 
communication (HETTLER 2010). 
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Figure 7. Appropriateness of various media for sustainability communication 

Responsibilities 

Organization structures are influenced by various external (for instance, technological and market 
uncertainty, customer structure, competition) and internal (firm age, size, production technology, 
management philosophy etc.) contingency factors (SCOTT 2001). Where the responsibility for performing a 
specific task is located within a company and how much authority is granted to the organizational unit 
responsible for performing this task very much reflect the need for coordination with other tasks and the 
strategic relevance attributed to that task (FRESE, GRAUMANN and THEUVSEN 2012). 

Against that background, it is interesting to see that the companies surveyed have implemented diverse 
organizational solutions. 44.5 % account sustainability management a top management task (figure 8). 
This reflects a high strategic relevance attributed to this task. This relevance can only be met if CSR 
strategies are coordinated with other strategies, for instance competitive strategies or functional 
strategies such as purchasing and human resource management strategies. Furthermore, top 
management responsibility for sustainability management guarantees sufficient financial and 
management resources and sufficient assertiveness in intra-firm power struggles and against competing 
firm goals, for instance cost cutting. In this sense, attributing sustainability management to the top 
management team is a strong symbol that demonstrates the high relevance of this task to internal and 
external stakeholders and contributes to the development of a sustainability-oriented organizational 
culture (SCHEIN 2004). 

28.9 % of the companies have assigned sustainability management to the quality department (figure 8). 
This reflects the trend towards integrated quality management concepts which include various tasks 
closely linked to quality management such as waste management, safety-at-work management, hygiene 
management, or carbon dioxide management (THEUVSEN and FRIEDRICH 2012). 14.1 % have created an 
independent organizational unit for sustainability management. In such a central staff unit, the required 
competencies can be pooled so that a professional and company-wide task fulfillment is guaranteed 
(FRESE, GRAUMANN and THEUVSEN 2012). 10.1 % of the companies have assigned sustainability management 
to the marketing or the public relations department. On the one hand, this clearly reflects the need to 
communicate CSR activities to external stakeholders, for instance customers or the wider public. On the 
other hand, this solution evokes critical statements about CSR as a greenwashing of unsustainable 
products and processes (BAZILLIER and VAUDAY 2010). 
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Figure 8. Responsibilities for sustainability management (%) 

Performance 

The relationship between sustainability management or CSR and financial performance is heavily disputed 
(see section 2). Such disputes are difficult to resolve since corporate financial performance is a bottom-
line measure which is influenced by a multitude of determinants. Nobel prize winner Herbert Simon once 
compared the challenge of measuring the financial effects of specific management decisions to the task of 
determining the effects of a Minnesota spring shower on the water volume of the Niagara Falls (SIMON et 
al. 1954). Therefore, it is often necessary to evaluate corporate actions by reference to more operational 
sub-goals or indicators (FRESE, GRAUMANN and THEUVSEN 2012). 

Due to these difficulties, the respondents were first asked to assess the success of their company’s 
sustainability management activities. In order to do so, they were summoned to compare their own 
company’s sustainability management with the goals set, the top 5 companies in their industry and 
industry average. Figure 9 reveals that the majority of the companies surveyed claim to have a successful 
sustainability management which at least meets or even outperforms the defined benchmarks. This result 
can be due to a lack of representativeness of the study at hand or a systematic overestimation of the 
firms’ development status with regard to sustainability management. 

 
Figure 9. Success of sustainability management 
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5 Conclusions 
The empirical results show that agribusiness firms have started to react to growing discussions about the 
sustainability of their products and business processes by implementing sustainability management or CSR 
activities. In most of the companies surveyed sustainability management is still in its infancy. Anecdotic 
evidence from interactions with firms from various agribusiness subsectors show that many companies 
are still in a trial-and-error phase and which they seek to find out how to tackle sustainability issues. Many 
companies are, for instance, uncertain whether it is better to offensively communicate improvements 
with regard to the social or ecological sustainability of products and processes or to refrain from 
comprehensive communication with stakeholders. Therefore, it can be assumed that many companies will 
readjust their sustainability management approach after some time. 

This indicates that it could be useful to track the implementation of sustainability management concepts 
in the agribusiness sector over time and to see where the industry moves and whether a dominant design 
emerges. It could also be interesting to do more in-depth research into the contingency factors that 
determine the design of a firm’s sustainability management approach and its effectiveness and efficiency. 
Finally, a detailed analysis of the communication strategies agribusiness firms apply could be informative. 
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