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Abstract
Purpose — The purpose of this study is to extend the knowledge on sustainable organisational learning (OL)
in sustainable companies.

Design/methodology/approach — Sustainability is examined from an OL perspective and was based on
Edward’s integral cycle of learning. An in-depth analysis of the literature was carried out, and a list of OL
characteristics, such as openness to new ideas and participative policymaking, were compiled. To identify
which OL characteristics are used for sustainability, a multiple-case study was designed for sustainable
companies operating in the food and beverage industry.

Findings — This study found a wide variety of sustainable practices, such as experimentation and
information-sharing systems, related to learning processes, and learning leadership appears to be the least
developed dimension. It was also found that sustainable companies learn through social rather than reflective
learning, in relationships with internal and external stakeholders, and by concrete actions to implement
environmental and social impacts.

Originality/value — This study is one of a few that explore sustainable OL and contributes to categorising
OL characteristics that sustainable companies use to facilitate and support sustainability in the mid-long term.

Keywords Organisational learning, Sustainability, Case study, Experiential learning,
Learning orientation, Learning process, Stakeholders’ engagement, Leadership

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Over the past few years, companies have become more committed to sustainability-related
activities. They have sought to include several sustainability features in their strategy and
decision-making processes with the aim of gaining a competitive advantage (Johnson and
Schaltegger, 2016; Jansson ef al., 2017; Ritala et al., 2018).

However, to incorporate sustainability features in a company’s business model a business
learning process (Jamali, 2006) that involves the identification of learning dimensions applied to
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environmental and social issues is necessary. A management orientation supporting continual
adaptability and learning, leads to a better linkage among the three pillars (i.e. economic,
environmental and social) of sustainability (Jamali, 2006). Such an orientation should seek to
improve not only economic benefits like income generation but also to satisfy sustainability
needs through a continuous learning approach to strategy.

Despite the acknowledgement of the will and the need for organisational learning (OL)
for enhancing sustainability, a literature gap exists in how the concepts of learning
organisation and sustainability may be combined in a constructive manner to understand
the modes of learning sustainability. The focus of this study is sustainable OL in sustainable
companies, and the objective is to understand how companies learn to become sustainable.

To understand how sustainability practices could be assimilated in an organisational
environment, this study focuses on the integral cycle of learning (Edwards, 2005, 2009). The
study’s framework attempts to review past literature, which examines OL dimensions. This
paper contributes to previous research on OL characteristics and learning sustainability (Haugh
and Talwar, 2010; Wilson and Beard, 2014) and adds to knowledge in the field by approaching
sustainability as a systematic business process (Jamali, 2006). The study’s analytical framework
can be applied to analyse a company’s sustainability practices. For this reason, it was required
that case companies have sustainability certifications. This helps investigate the OL
characteristics in environments that are ready to cultivate and stimulate sustainability practices.

The structure of the paper is as follows. Firstly, an in-depth analysis of the literature is
attempted to the compile a list of OL characteristics, such as openness to new ideas and
participative policymaking, and they are grouped them into three dimensions: learning orientation;
learning process; and learning leadership. Then, a multiple-case study was designed with three
sustainability certified companies operating in the food and beverage industry. For each case
study, all practices related to sustainability were analysed and mapped according to the
framework. Suggestions for future research and possible business implications conclude the paper.

Literature review

To address the aim of this study, a literature review was conducted in the field of OL to identify
how companies learn sustainability. Firstly, sustainability is discussed within the OL
perspective. Secondly, OL and the learning dimensions are specified. Thirdly, the analytical
framework, based on the present knowledge of the topic, is presented. It lists the OL
characteristics that occur within each learning dimension.

Orgamisational learning and sustainability

The literature on how companies learn sustainability deals with both OL and sustainability (Haugh
and Talwar, 2010; Wilson and Beard, 2014). It propounds that organisations tend to adopt a short-
term focus and act expediently in terms of decision-making (Smith and Sharicz, 2011). However, it can
be argued that effective learning for sustainability lies in OL characteristics, such as employee
participation, the learning climate, systematic employee development, constant experimentation and
learning reward systems (Jamali and Sidani, 2008). Sustainability has, thus, been attained by changing
internal processes, OL and employee mindsets (Pourdehnad and Smith, 2012). For instance,
customisation can lead to a sustainable process and product innovation through OL (Vos et al, 2018).
Specific training and development tools could be used to learn about sustainability, such as codes of
conduct, impact measures, company Vvisits and employee volunteering opportunities (Haugh and
Talwar, 2010). If integrated into a systematic business process (Jamali, 2006), OL dimensions lead to
consolidated sustainability learning. Nonetheless, as acknowledged by Wilson and Beard (2014),
among others, academic research requires further mvestigation to understand how learning and
sustainability practices function in companies. Although the literature indicates that sustainability



learning could be facilitated by several practices, it is not known whether companies develop specific
types of learing or cultivate multiple OL dimensions. To help close the gap, this study outlines an
analytical framework, based on past literature on OL dimensions.

Organisational learning and learning dimensions

OL is one of a number of approaches to learning organisation. As acknowledged by
Ortenblad (2018), past studies have struggled to find a common definition of learning
organisation, leading to the co-existence of at least four of these: learning at work; climate for
learning; OL; and learning structure. With such a multifaceted concept, the organisation
may be categorised as a facilitator, a learning unit or the ends to the learning process
(Ortenblad, 2018). For this reason, some authors have adopted an overlapping definition
(Senge, 1990; Pedler ef al., 1991; Watkins and Marsick, 1997). For the purpose of this study,
the authors adhere to the idea of the organisation as a learning unit, and thus to the concept
of OL (Ortenblad, 2018). This is defined “as a change in the organisation’s knowledge that
occurs as a function of experience” (Argote, 2011, p. 440).

Following studies in experiential learning (Kolb, 1984; Mainemelis ef al, 2002), the
learning process is defined as “a cycle of active physical engagement, conceptual reflection,
cultural interpretation and social validation that, through multiple iterations, can result in
knowledge and insight in individuals and social collectives” (Edwards, 2009, p. 196).
Edward’s model, called the “integral cycle of learning”, operates within two dimensions:
individual vs relational; and abstract vs concrete experience. Consequently, four types of
learning occur, each characterised by different learning skills: reflective, behavioural, social
and cultural learning. Table 1 illustrates these dimensions.

The typology classifies and thus explains learning through sets of dichotomous learning
skills. However, academics have not yet successfully applied such typology to the concept of
OL in business practices. A framework of such an analysis of OL dimensions and
characteristics is presented in the following section.

Analytical framework

Over the past 20 years, several authors have investigated OL dimensions in companies
(Watkins and Marsick, 1997; Moilanen, 2001, 2005; Garvin et al., 2008; Zhou et al., 2015).
They tended to collect and compare selected papers based on their own categorisation of
learning dimensions. Given the fragmentation of what is already known on the topic, the
objective of the literature review was to establish a single framework based on multiple past
studies and provide a richer analysis. This is illustrated in Table 2. It classified OL
characteristics in three dimensions: learning orientation; learning processes; and learning
leadership. For each dimension, several sub-dimensions were identified, with each sub-
dimension explained in depth in the text below. Complete reference lists throughout the text
are cited in Table 2.

Learning types Learning dimensions Learning skills

Reflective learning Individual — abstract experience Observation and reflection
Behavioural learning Individual — concrete experience Active physical involvement
Social learning Relational — concrete experience Testing and validating
Cultural learning Relational — abstract experience Sense-meaning/making

Source: adaptation from Edwards (2009)
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281 Dimensions Sub-dimensions Characteristics References
)
Learning  Learning orientation — Learning culture Jamali (2006), Wilson and Beard
orientation contextual (2014)
Learning approach to Moilanen (2001, 2005), Jamali
strategy (2006), Wilson and Beard (2014)
18 Learning orientation — Openness to new ideas ~ Damanpour (1991), Sinkula ef al.
individual (1997), Verona (1999), Moilanen
(2001, 2005), Akgun et al. (2007),
Garvin et al. (2008), Zhou et al.
(2015)
Appreciation of Garvin et al. (2008)
differences
Time for reflection Garvin et al. (2008)
Presence of creative Jamali (2006)
tension
Psychological safety Baer and Frese (2003), Garvin
et al. (2008) Zhou et al. (2015)
Learning orientation — Promotion of dialogue ~ Marsick and Watkins (2003),
collective/relational and inquiry Yang et al. (2004), Garvin et al.
(2008), Wilson and Beard (2014),
Tortorella et al. (2015)
Empower of team Garvin (1993), McGill and
orientation and Slocum (1993), Hult ef al. (2003),
collective vision Marsick and Watkins (2003),
Yang et al. (2004), Jamali (2006),
Tortorella et al. (2015), Zhou
et al. (2015)
Learning  Learning processes — self- Continuous training and Marsick and Watkins (2003),
processes  development (individual- development Yang et al. (2004), Bryan (2006),
focused) Jamali (2006), Hansson (2007),
Garvin et al. (2008), Wilson and
Beard (2014), Tortorella et al.
(2015), Zhou et al. (2015)
Reward flexibility Wilson and Beard (2014)
Learning processes — internal Experimentation Hedberg (1981), Pedler et al.
structure (structure-focused) (1989), Senge (1990), Leonard-
Barton (1992), Garvin (1993),
Naman and Slevin (1993),
Slocum et al. (1994), Goh (2001),
Moilanen (2001, 2005), Jamali
(2006), Garvin et al. (2008), Zhou
et al. (2015)
Enabling flexible Wilson and Beard (2014)
structure
Formative accounting  Jamali (2006), Wilson and Beard
control (2014)
Information collection Day (1994), Slater and Narver
(1995), Zahra and George (2002),
Garvin et al. (2008), Zhou et al.
(2015)
Enabling information Huber (1991), Walsh and Ungson
Table 2. sharing systems (1991), Simon (1991), Marsick
Framework on OL and Watkins (2003), Yang ef al.
characteristics (continued)




Dimensions Sub-dimensions Characteristics References

(2004), Jerez-Gomez et al. (2005),
Jamali (2006), Wilson and Beard
(2014), Tortorella et al. (2015),
Zhou et al. (2015)

Learning processes — Participative Jamali (2006), Wilson and Beard
stakeholders’ engagement policymaking (2014)
(network-focused) Connect the Marsick and Watkins (2003),
organisation to its Yang et al. (2004), Jamali (2006),
environment Garvin ef al. (2008), Wilson and
Beard (2014), Tortorella et al.
(2015)
Learning Strategic leadership for learning Provision of strategic Sagie and Koslowsky (2000),
leadership leadership for learning ~ Moilanen (2001), Marsick and

Watkins (2003), Yang et al.
(2004), Moilanen (2005), Jamali
(2006), Antonacopoulou and
Chiva (2007), Garvin et al. (2008),
Tortorella ef al. (2015), Zhou

et al. (2015)
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Table 2.

Dimension 1 — learning ovientation

Learning orientation includes all the characteristics that foster the build-up of a supportive
learning environment. These characteristics, which have been identified in previous studies,
are grouped according to the level of support at which they operate: contextual; individual;
or relational.

Moilanen (2001, 2005), Jamali (2006) and Wilson and Beard (2014) describe the contextual
level, as that which establishes a learning culture (providing the values behind openness,
experimentation, improvisation and continuous learning) and a learning approach to
strategy (to develop knowledge to support business strategy).

Learning orientation can also refer to the individual level, which involves characteristics
such as openness to new ideas and appreciation of differences (Damanpour, 1991; Verona,
1999; Akgun et al., 2007), in which both novelty and different opinions are valued. This is
directly connected to psychological safety (Baer and Frese, 2003; Zhou et al., 2015), that is,
the organisational characteristic with which employees feel free to make mistakes, ask for
explanations and talk about problems. Another feature of learning orientation at the
individual level entails both the presence of creative tension (Jamali, 2006) and time for
reflection (Garvin et al.,, 2008), which refers to the time for reviewing work and avoiding the
stress of overwork.

Finally, learning orientation entails a collective and relational sub-dimension in the form
of the promotion of dialogue and inquiry (Yang ef al., 2004; Tortorella et al, 2015), as well as
the empowerment of team orientation and collective vision (Garvin, 1993; McGill and
Slocum, 1993; Hult et al, 2003), which foster the exchange of ideas and views among
individuals and help create the joint vision of a collaborative work place.

Dimension 2 — learning processes

Learning processes group OL characteristics according to the focus of concrete business
practices: individual; structural; or network. In the first sub-dimension, learning processes
focus on individual self-development through initiatives of continuous training and
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development, a concept that is referred to by several studies of the framework previously in
this paper (Bryan, 2006; Hansson, 2007). This feature considers the provision of resources
and facilities, encouraging the self-development of employees and could be accompanied by
reward flexibility, such that employees are rewarded for providing new ideas (Wilson and
Beard, 2014).

Learning processes, however, are mainly driven by a focus on the internal structure of
the organisation and take diverse forms. Two examples are the systematic collection of
information (Day, 1994; Slater and Narver, 1995; Zahra and George, 2002) and formative
accounting control (Jamali, 2006; Wilson and Beard, 2014), both of which are designed to aid
learning and decision-making. The adoption of such information sharing systems with the
support of technology is instrumental in enhancing the processes of learning within the
organisation (Huber, 1991; Simon, 1991; Jerez-Gomez et al, 2005). Other characteristics
include experimentation (Hedberg, 1981; Leonard-Barton, 1992; Goh, 2001), which entails
processes of creativity and generative learning and the adoption of a flexible structure for
the business organisation (Wilson and Beard, 2014).

The third focus of learning processes is the network, which refers to stakeholders’
engagement. Examples include, participatory policymaking, which involves all
stakeholders (Jamali, 2006; Wilson and Beard, 2014), or establishing a connection between
the organisation and its environment, to make organisational boundaries permeable and
enable learning from customers, suppliers, competitors and the local community in general
(Yang et al., 2004; Garvin et al., 2008).

Dimension 3 — learning leadership

Researchers have unanimously recognised the relevance of leadership support in stimulating
OL (Sagie and Koslowsky, 2000; Antonacopoulou and Chiva, 2007). Strategic leadership for
learning is a major dimension, which provides support for learning orientation and learning
processes in reinforcing and encouraging the previously discussed dimensions. It follows that
the role of managers and directors is critical in providing conditions for enabling OL.

Methods

The following section on the methodology, outlines how the research was designed
(Research design), how the sample was selected (Sample), and how the data was collected
(Data collection) and analysed (Data analysis).

Research design

The research attempts to expand knowledge on sustainable companies in terms of the
above-mentioned OL characteristics. A multiple-case study approach was considered
suitable for this study, for the very reason that it sets out to describe how sustainable
companies adopt OL characteristics in incorporating sustainability. Such a methodology is
descriptive, explanatory and exploratory (Yin, 1993; Wilson and Beard, 2014). Although
other studies, such as that of Wilson and Beard (2014), used a single case study (i.e. Marks
and Spencer) to outline the characteristics of a sustainable learning organisation, a multiple-
case study approach is not uncommon such studies.

Sample

The case companies were chosen based on their fitness, distinctiveness and revelatory
nature (Siggelkow, 2007; Yin, 2003). Specifically, three case studies (see “Description of the
case studies”) that have sustainability certifications were selected to investigate the OL



characteristics in environments that are ready to cultivate and stimulate sustainability
practices. The companies belong to the food and beverage sector, the second most active
Italian sector in the adoption of sustainability practices and adherence to the United Nations
Global Compact Initiative. Within the group of sample companies, team leaders in charge of
corporate social responsibility (CSR) were interviewed, as they were aware of sustainability
practices in the companies.

Data collection

Data collection took place throughout 2017 and used both primary and secondary sources.
The primary sources of information comprised three interviews with managers of the case
companies. Each interview lasted approximately 2h each (one-time events). One of the
researchers conducted and recorded the interviews, which were structured in three parts: the
first was general in scope (e.g. “Could you sum up the main facts of your company?”; “What
are your main strategies?”). The second was concerned with OL (e.g. “Do you deliver any
actions to prompt learning in the company?”). The third was concerned with sustainability
(e.g. “What are the main sustainability practices in the company?”; “How is sustainability
achieved in the company?”).

The secondary sources were case companies’ materials, such as their business reports,
sustainability reports, ethical codes, company websites and press releases. Useful
information was judged to be that dealing with adopted sustainability practices. This was
done to verify whether actions taken by the examined companies complement the managers’
statements during the interviews.

Data analysis

The data analysis was based on both interview transcripts and secondary sources. The
analysis adopted thematic coding of the collected information (Gibbs, 2007) with reference to
the framework of analysis shown in Table 2. That is to say, the sustainability practices were
analysed in terms of recognised OL dimensions and characteristics. Each practice was
matched with one or more OL characteristics to position the practice within the OL
characteristics framework. The ordering of the OL dimensions was also used to guide the
description of the findings.

Case studies

Case A is a joint-stock company that conducts manufacturing, bottling, importing and sale
of beer. The company evaluates the environmental impact of its product with the life cycle
assessment (LCA) tool. This company integrates environmental and social sustainability
into its business. Despite being new in many aspects, the strategy is based on the concept of
“contributing to a better society” to make beer production a more sustainable process. It is
based on the belief that economic activities must promote approaches like circular economy
to improve production practices. The company has chosen to report priorities following the
beer life cycle: water, energy and emissions (production process); health and safety
(particularly of the people who produce and market beer); and responsible consumption
(respect for consumers).

Case B produces high-quality coffee, which is marketed across the world. Case B
places the creation of shared value for stakeholders at the centre of its work and
believes in the two fundamental values of excellence and ethics. It considers
sustainability to be at the very heart of its mission. This case seeks to achieve the
needs of the present without compromising the possibility for future generations to
satisfy their own needs. The company objectives are economic (pursuing economic
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sustainability through the concept of shared value creation with stakeholders);
environmental (pursuing environmental sustainability through the concept of
respect, which translates into the principles of not polluting, not wasting and using
renewable resources); and social (pursuing social sustainability through the concept
of growth, knowledge-creation and self-realisation).

Case C currently has the largest presence in the beverage industry in Italy and is
one of the leading companies internationally. It conducts its activities in a coherent
and synergistic way to achieve the ultimate goals of the company: improving the
quality of life and contributing to creating a healthier future. The company
contributes to the creation and support of the 17 sustainable development goals
defined by the United Nations. This case carries on various activities in the field of
sustainability, such as the daily monitoring of the sources and the surrounding
ecosystem and the promotion of educational activities on the correct use of water.
Taking care, of water resources, for Case C, means not only protecting the
surrounding ecosystems but also building an open dialogue with its reference public
to disseminate information on this resource.

Findings and discussion

The literature review provides a framework for OL characteristics (Table 2). As the
aim of this study is to understand sustainable OL in sustainable companies,
sustainability practices of each case study have been analysed and mapped according
to the framework and its dimensions (i.e. learning orientation, learning processes and
learning leadership). Table 3 collects the practices, which are described in the text
below. In this way, the analysis furthers our understanding of how OL occurs.

Sustainability practices in learning orientation

The case studies develop sustainability practices at the contextual level, promoting
both a learning culture and a learning approach to strategy with specific reference to
environmental-related issues. Nonetheless, each case approaches sustainability
practices differently at both individual and collective levels. Case A ignores
initiatives at an individual level entirely, whereas Cases B and C apply them
infrequently at best; initiatives for innovation and talent reward are prevalent.

In addition, there are few examples of a collective learning orientation through the
promotion of dialogue, inquiry or empowerment of teams and collective vision. The
few examples include the formalisation of exchange moments among employees and
programs to foster their sense of belonging to the company. Case C organises a
hackathon for developing innovative solutions and boosting team building. Case A
seeks to promote dialogue between the organisation and the employees through
internal communication systems, which are also useful for reporting safety issues. In
conclusion, the results show that, although a great deal of importance is given to
practices related to a contextual learning orientation, there are few initiatives at an
individual and collective learning level.

Sustainability practices in learning processes

Most of the examined sustainability practices pertain to learning processes and focus
mainly on internal structure and networking. Practices of self-development are
mostly connected to training for both professional development and environmental
and safety issues. Examples of observed practices for employee self-development and
training include engagement of a development planner and the application of a
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Table 3.
practices

Multiple case study
sustainability

analysis on OL
characteristics and
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70:20:10 learning and development model. The 70:20:10 formula represents 70%
challenging assignments (learning by doing), 20% developmental relationships
(learning by networking) and 10% courses (learning by training) (Rabin, 2014). From
the environmental sustainability perspective, Case C organises training courses for
truck drivers on safe and less-polluting driving. Value is given to human resources
through training with specific corporate training schools. However, there are few
examples of social sustainability related to rewarding employees, and it is done using
financial and social benefits.

Many sustainability activities focus on experimentation. This includes research
and development activities with a specific interest in circular economy principles and
the development of systems to reuse and recycle. Although all the experimentation
practices take diverse forms, the label of “system development for energy/materials
reuse” includes internal structure practices such as the acquisition of only renewable
energy sources, the switch to paperless offices, weight-reduction systems, heat and
water reuse systems and less-polluting machinery. Examples of experimentation can
also be viewed from a consumer perspective. This includes the creation of packages
using organic materials in Cases A and C and the development of less-polluting
products in case A. All the cases practise sustainability by applying flexible
structures in resource usage and in continuous improvement of the production
process.

All the cases formalise and structure analysis systems via formative accounting control,
such as supplier and risk management systems and/or LCA, use systems of monitoring and
measurement of materials, production, risk, safety and enhancement of information
collection and sharing. In Case A, this sub-dimension also includes the formalisation of
sharing systems with/among employees. Examples of information-sharing systems are
supplier management systems, sourcing risk management systems and environmental
management systems.

Finally, stakeholder engagement takes several forms in each case study.
Participative policymaking is rather rare when compared to the establishing a
connection between the company and its environment. Indeed, in Case A, it is limited to
research partnerships with universities and research institutions. However, ethical
concerns appear to be well established and diverse in all cases. Case C relies on
responsible and ethical practices mostly by applying an ethical code of stakeholders. In
the other cases, practices are addressed to environmental sustainability through the
training of stakeholders, monitoring of company impact and the use of renewable
energy sources. Additional references are connected to the involvement of institutions
and the community in their sustainability practices, rather than a focus on production
and suppliers. In conclusion, the common point of interest in stakeholder engagement
appears to be connected CSR, especially with regard to marketing and the supply chain.
On the one hand, suppliers are selected and even awarded according to quality and
sustainability criteria; on the other, consumers are trained and monitored through
sustainability campaigns.

Sustainability practices in learming leadership

From the analysis of the case studies, only Case B specifically involves managers, that
is, only Case B trains managers in environmental policies and objectives.
Interestingly, no other practices entail any distinction between employees and
managers, and there is an absence of any other reference to leadership roles to support
sustainability.



Final overview and discussion

With reference to Edwards (2009) framework, several differences emerge from the
case studies. Even though the three companies have similar businesses, they adopt
and develop sustainability in diverse modes and with different subjects, tools and
purposes.

Case A mainly builds its sustainability practices on social learning, with most of its
initiatives focussing on concrete and relational experiences. For instance, the company has
adopted a system for reducing the resources used and reusing energy and materials. It also
encourages cultural learning in its sustainability practices, as in the case of its ethical code
for stakeholders but does not show much interest in fostering either reflective or behavioural
learning.

Case B implements all types of learning covered in Edwards (2009) typology. The
company develops sustainability practices in reflective, behavioural, social and
cultural learning, showing both individual and relational as well as both abstract and
concrete practices. For instance, the empowerment of employees’ talent contributes to
enhancing reflective learning, while proposals for safety improvement by employees
reflect an individual and concrete learning mode and thus indicates behavioural
learning.

Case C shows an extended range of learning types (behavioural, social and cultural) in its
sustainability practices. The presence of inter-functional teams for innovation implies a
social learning mode, where relational and concrete actions are characteristics of the teams’
activity. The presence of a development planner for employees’ skill development is indeed
an example of an individual and concrete experience, which is related to behavioural
learning.

In conclusion, sustainability practices are well-developed by all case studies
through social learning, especially in their adoption of concrete and relational
experiences. In addition, cultural and behavioural learning are widely diffused. Less
development, however, is evidenced in reflective learning within sustainability
practices. Thus, understanding how sustainable companies learn sustainability
reveals not only how different modes occur but also how specific OL dimensions are
supported by certain practices.

Conclusions and implications

The purpose of this study is to expand the knowledge on sustainable OL in sustainable
companies. Though its analytical framework of learning dimensions and the case studies of
certified sustainable companies, this study outlines the ways in which the concepts of OL
and sustainability intersect in the real business world. The case studies mainly focus on
learning processes and social learning. Although the diffusion of sustainability practices is
evident in all the companies, their approaches to learning differ according to their respective
business experiences. Reflective learning is, for instance, seen in all cases as rather
undeveloped.

It is often argued that organisations focus mainly on short-term results (Smith and
Sharicz, 2011). However, following the recommendation of Smith and Sharicz (2011),
this research has embraced a long-term and comprehensive view, that values of
shared leadership, self-managed teams and learning should be instilled in an
organisation. This study contributes to broadening Jamali’s (2006) view that solid OL
dimensions guarantee a more adequate means to face sustainability challenges and
provide insight into implementing a practical application of sustainability in the OL
context, as called for in Haugh and Talwar (2010) and Wilson and Beard (2014).
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This study was descriptive in aim and, as such, is subject to some limitations.
Firstly, the use of case study methodology, by its very nature, limits the possible
generalisations of the results and produces context-dependent knowledge. Secondly,
the framework could have drawn from different past research than the ones proposed
here. Thirdly, companies may concretely develop additional sustainable initiatives
without specifically intending to. Reporting sustainable initiatives, for instance, could
exclude some routines and unstructured processes of the company.

To overcome such limitations, a future research agenda should contemplate the
use of mixed methods that will deepen the development of sustainability practices
from the OL perspective. In such a way, it is possible to extend the understanding of
the preliminary results presented in this study. Moreover, the theoretical framework
could further develop and encompass specific organisational characteristics for
sustainability. Finally, a key research objective could address the lack of structured
development in strategic leadership in the learning of sustainability practices.

This study provides a systematic collection of sustainability practices within a
theoretical framework in OL. It thus contributes to the field of knowledge on OL by
analysing sustainability in three case studies. This allows us to examine how sustainable
companies have incorporated sustainability and helps us jointly address OL and
sustainability.

Implications for practice and policies may address initiatives to support reflective
learning, which appears to be the least developed facet among the companies. Practical
implications target organisational self-assessment through both the framework of analysis
and the collection of actual examples by sustainable companies.

In conclusion, this study is one of a few that explore sustainable learning in companies
and contributes to recognising and categorising the OL characteristics of companies that
facilitate sustainability in the mid- to long-term period.
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