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Within the framework of the Research Project “SUstainable Markets eMERge” (SUMMER)
 68 cases of sustainability innovations from the business world were analyzed. The study revealed six typical search and discovery pathways for corporate sustainability innovations:

1. Sustainability as the dominant goal to be achieved for the innovation process: The starting points of this emergence path are demands and sustainability problems (e.g. the overfishing of fish stocks) that key players as governments, non-governmental organizations or visionary entrepreneurs, perceive as unacceptable. Meeting demands or removing grievances as an explicit contribution to a sustainable development form the dominant goal to be achieved and help shape this over the entire course of its realization.

2. Sustainability as an integral corporate goal and strategic success factor: As opposed to the first path of emergence, sustainability does not represent a dominant, highest-priority objective, but is rather integrated as an important and formally equal element into a corporate-political goal. Sustainability is seen by the relevant power promoters as a strategic success factor, represents a normative specification, and is checked and reflected upon by various methods and instruments (e.g. life cycle assessments) over the course of the innovation process.

3. Sustainability potential as a “coincidental” discovery in the ongoing development process: Whereas with the first two emergence paths, explicit sustainability goals accompany the innovation process from the start, sustainability considerations bear fruit only after the development process has begun.  Participants “discover” and/or realize over the course of a development process that the desired solution would make a recognizable contribution towards sustainable development.

4. Sustainability standards as a possible correction in the ongoing innovation process: As in the case just described, sustainability aspects appear in the consciousness of the innovating actors only after the innovation process has begun.  But as opposed to the “coincidental” discovery of a positive potential for sustainability, sustainability considerations here take on a prominent and success-relevant role as a result of lacking enforceability and due to public criticism and stakeholder pressure.

5. A retroactive attribution of sustainability and its use as a sales argument: Yet another way towards sustainability innovation is found in those innovation processes during which sustainability requirements or goals have not played a noteworthy role.  In these cases, it is realized in hindsight, i.e. upon market introduction or even in the course of diffusion, that the product or service also has environmental advantages.

6. Sustainability as an “invisible hand”: In the sixth and last path of emergence, sustainability aspects are found in the consciousness of the innovating actors neither before, during, or after the innovation process.  A sustainability contribution seems to be created through the “invisible hand” of the given public policy and technological conditions.  A potential for sustainability or a realized contribution towards sustainable development is perceived only by external observers (scientists, etc.).  For example, electronic market places that facilitate trade of used consumer or investment goods can be interpreted as a contribution towards extended product usage life.

The paper will present the identified six typical pathways for sustainability innovations. Furthermore it will discuss its implications for the framing and managing of corporate innovation processes. The SUMMER results show that two company competencies are central here: First, corporate context management, and second, the capacity to systematically shape the communication processes and personal encounters needed for successful creation of actor cooperation and networking (actor interactions).
� SUMMER was funded by the German Federal Ministry for Education and Reserach and was carried through from 2001 to 2005.





