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Abstract: Despite the significant body of knowledge on corporate sustainability 
practices, complex ecological problems continue to worsen. 
Companies are both drivers of sustainable problems and potential 
solutions providers (cf. Bansal and Hoffman, 2011).  Research in the 
natural science domain indicates that environmental challenges are 
systemic in nature and arise from complex nested ecological 
processes that are directly related to how societies produce and 
consume resources. Yet most of the empirical research on corporate 
sustainability does not adopt a systems approach and focuses 
narrowly on single-issue topics such as toxic releases or carbon 
emissions (Whiteman et al., 2013).  A key opportunity in corporate 
sustainability research is for studies to integrate systemic knowledge 
from the natural sciences.  A useful example is the Planetary 
Boundaries framework developed by 28 leading international authors 
which identifies nine essential ecological processes that delineate a 
safe operating space for humanity (Rockström  et al., 2009).  This 
framework has received widespread attention from the scientific, 
political and business communities.  To date, there has been little 
empirical research on the role of companies and industries within a 
number of these key boundaries (see Whiteman et al., 2013 for an 
extensive review of the literature).   
 
The research shall engage with the emergent new strategy of the 
World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD), a 
CEO-level organizations with 200 member companies, as they 
incorporate Planetary Boundaries into their Vision 2050 and 2020 
business solutions. The proposed PhD research will undertake 
detailed case studies on how the Planetary Boundaries concept is 
being used to make sense of and develop business strategies to 
resolving complex environmental challenges with a particular focus 
on freshwater use and atmospheric aerosol loading (Weick et al, 
2005; Whiteman and Cooper, 2011).   
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Requirements of 
candidate: 

Master degree: Yes 
 
Background:  

 At least an MSc, MA or MPhil degree in business or 

economics, or from related fields to sustainability. 

 Excellent results in first degree/graduate study. 

 Explicit interest in and motivation for scientific research in 

corporate sustainability. 

 Experience with qualitative research preferred.  

 
IELTS Grade: 7.0 (minimal 6.0 per component) 
or 
TOEFL: 100 (minimal 20 per component) 
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Supervisor 
information: 

Prof. dr. Gail Whiteman gwhiteman@rsm.nl (Promoter)   
Dr. Steve Kennedy skennedy@rsm.nl (Daily Supervisor) 
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