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ABSTRACT
Institutional entrepreneurs abound in sustainability. Although the hybridity and balance of economic, social, and environmental 
goals have received scholarly attention, we still know little about how these institutional entrepreneurs approach the new norm 
where business organizations favor social and environmental sustainability over economic sustainability. We examine an estab-
lished resource-constrained institutional entrepreneur and how this organization enacts a new norm in its attempt to challenge 
the dominant one. Drawing on data from a qualitative case study about an outdoor apparel retailer, we examine how the business 
enacts the norm “sustainability comes first.” This norm is based on two principles: (1) challenge, which alludes to being different, 
and (2) candor, which alludes to being open. We deliver novel insights about how a business organization can prioritize social 
and environmental sustainability.

1   |   Introduction

The fast fashion industry exerts profound adverse effects 
on both societal structures and the environment (Shourkaei 
et al. 2024). Socially, it is characterized by the systemic exploita-
tion of labor, particularly in the Global South, where workers 
are often exposed to hazardous conditions, insufficient wages, 
and limited labor rights protections (Niinimäki et  al.  2020; 
Sendlhofer and Lernborg 2018). Environmentally, the industry 
is a major contributor to global ecological degradation, account-
ing for approximately 8%–10% of global carbon emissions and 
consuming extensive water resources (United Nations Climate 
Change 2018). The production of a single cotton shirt requires an 
estimated 2700 L of water (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2017). 
Moreover, the accelerated production–consumption model 
inherent to fast fashion generates substantial textile waste, the 
majority of which is disposed of in landfills or incinerators, 
thereby releasing harmful pollutants into the environment 

(United Nations Environment Programme  2018). At the same 
time, the global consumption of apparel is expected to increase 
from 62 million tons per year in 2020 to 102 million tons in 2030 
(Niinimäki et al. 2020). These challenges underscore the neces-
sity for a paradigm shift toward sustainable fashion systems as 
well as the presence of institutional entrepreneurs to mitigate 
these significant social and environmental impacts.

Institutional entrepreneurs are central to changing societal 
norms (Greenwood et al. 2002) because, in their role as change 
agents, they “initiate institutional change and actively participate 
in the implementation of these changes” (Battilana et al. 2009, 
68). Also, institutional entrepreneurs have been studied in the 
context of grand societal challenges (Argyrou et al. 2023; George 
et al. 2016; Vedula et al. 2022). Some studies focused on the con-
text of the fashion industry and demonstrate that business orga-
nizations can be understood as institutional entrepreneurs when 
attempting to change the unsustainable practices in the fashion 
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industry (Egels-Zandén  2017; Sendlhofer and Lernborg  2018; 
Shourkaei et al. 2024).

We observe a trend in the institutional entrepreneurship lit-
erature to examine successful cases of institutional change 
focusing on (socially) skilled and resourceful actors (Abdelnour 
et al. 2017; Lounsbury and Crumley 2007; Micelotta et al. 2017), 
instead of more modest efforts by rather resource-constrained 
actors (cf. Arenas et al. 2020). Within social or sustainable entre-
preneurship, the focus is on new ventures that emerge to address 
sustainability challenges, instead of older small- and medium-
sized enterprises embracing sustainability. Furthermore, most 
studies tend to be conducted after the institutionalization process 
has already happened (Powell et al. 2012); we know relatively lit-
tle about the institutional entrepreneur prior to the institutional 
change taking place. Finally, scholars have explored the insti-
tutional work of entrepreneurs and hybrid organizations trying 
to balance several, often contradictory, objectives (cf. Battilana 
and Lee 2014; Pache and Santos 2021), with less focus on actors 
trying to change dominant norms.

In contrast, this study is about an established firm acting as 
an institutional entrepreneur moving to a new norm prioritiz-
ing social and environmental sustainability over economic sus-
tainability (Markman et al. 2016; Markman and Krause 2016). 
Examining an institutional entrepreneur's perceptions about 
prevalent norms and their enactment of underlying sustain-
ability principles provides an excellent context to explore an 
important, yet underdeveloped area in institutional entrepre-
neurship and business sustainability (Arenas et al. 2020; Klarin 
and Suseno  2023): the perspective of established resource-
constrained actors challenging dominant norms. Thus, our 
research question is as follows: How do established resource-
constrained institutional entrepreneurs enact their principles in 
challenging a dominant norm?

We conduct a qualitative case study to examine the real-life 
context of an institutional entrepreneur aspiring to initiate a 
normative change in its institutional environment (see Lincoln 
and Guba  1985). The studied firm is a small Swedish fashion 
company representing a suitable example of an organizational 
perspective on the attempt to solve planetary problems through 
prioritizing social and environmental sustainability over eco-
nomic sustainability (Brammer et al. 2019; George et al. 2016). 
This study offers rare insights into the inside of an institutional 
entrepreneur's work, given the common access difficulties to the 
internal perspectives of business organizations.

The institutionalized norm that the institutional entrepreneur 
at hand is aspiring to change is “profit over sustainability” and 
consists of manifold routines dominating the global fashion 
industry, such as linear production systems of garments, chem-
ical pollution, worker well-being, or short-lived garment use 
(Bailey et  al.  2022; Brydges  2021). The present study thereby 
answers the recent call for more research into business orga-
nizations that are different from the broader for-profit organi-
zations (Klarin and Suseno  2023). Notably, the case company 
faces important resource constraints, such as limited economic 
leverage (e.g., organizational size and product order volume) 
and limited physical capital (e.g., dependency on suppliers and 
restricted information about and access to materials). Studying 

the organization at hand uncovers principles that are integrated 
in traceable managerial processes that in turn may function as a 
“spokesperson” for actors who do not possess an own voice (e.g., 
nature) (George et al. 2016).

Furthermore, this study's findings propose practical impli-
cations for managers at resource-constrained firms. We sug-
gest two distinct principles (challenge and candor) that can be 
deployed by these managers when mobilizing an innovative 
norm beyond organizational boundaries.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. First, a lit-
erature overview outlines the role of resource-constrained insti-
tutional entrepreneurs and how the development of new norms 
can be understood in institutional entrepreneurship. Then, 
insights into the empirical focus of this study are provided: 
Sustainable entrepreneurs. The article continues with a method-
ology section, justifying the selected study approach to conduct 
interviews at the focal case company. This is followed by a pre-
sentation and discussion of findings that give rise to two novel 
key principles that are formed (challenge and candor) within 
the organization. These two principles are used to mobilize the 
new norm, “sustainability comes first.” This article ends with 
conclusions, suggestions for future research, and managerial 
implications.

2   |   Literature Review

2.1   |   From Resource-Rich to Established 
Resource-Constrained Institutional Entrepreneurs

This article sets out to complement institutional entrepreneur-
ship literature by examining a type of actor we have identified 
to merit further scrutiny: the established resource-constrained 
organization. Institutional entrepreneurship has been defined as 
“the activities of actors who have an interest in particular insti-
tutional arrangements and who leverage resources to create new 
institutions or to transform existing ones” (Maguire et al. 2004, 
657). They are said to champion “collective attempts to infuse 
new beliefs, norms, and values into social structures” (Bruton 
et  al.  2010, 429). Nonetheless, our understanding of institu-
tions is problematic because it lacks conceptual coherence and 
stringency (Alvesson and Spicer 2019; Greenwood et al. 2014), 
risking that any new conversation scatters extant conversations. 
Acknowledging this, we adopt a rather broad notion of institu-
tions, viz., to be “socially constructed rule systems or norms 
that produce routine-like behavior” (Jepersson  1991; Pacheco 
et al. 2010, 978).

Institutional entrepreneurship studies are usually concerned 
with successful, large-scale institutional change (Arenas 
et al. 2020), an actor's interests and power (Garud et al. 2007) 
as well as the relationship between agency and structure (Garud 
et al. 2002; Greenwood and Suddaby 2006; Maguire et al. 2004). 
More specifically, they have been portrayed as heroic (Zietsma 
and McKnight 2009), (socially) skilled (Fligstein 1997; Perkmann 
and Spicer 2007), and as leveraging resources (DiMaggio 1988; 
Fligstein 1997) when enacting change in their institutional envi-
ronment (Ben-Slimane et al. 2020; Child et al. 2007). The capac-
ity of a single actor to operate as an institutional entrepreneur 
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has been contested because of the lack of an individualist point 
of view in the link between agency and structure (Lamberg and 
Pajunen  2010) and to the alleged lack of the actor's capability 
to envision alternatives to the status quo (e.g., Aldrich  2011). 
Furthermore, the modest efforts by individuals and groups to 
provoke change have been overlooked (Arenas et al. 2020).

Mutch  (2007) suggests that institutional entrepreneurs gen-
erally share one vital characteristic that makes them become 
instigators of change, viz., autonomous reflexivity. Autonomous 
reflexivity describes when an actor removes taken-for-granted 
assumptions and normative values to create space for reflex-
ivity and agency and, in relative isolation, develops ideas and 
seeks opportunities for change (Muzio et al. 2013). Institutional 
entrepreneurs' reflexivity has also been studied by Garud and 
Karnøe (2003), who find that institutional entrepreneurs indeed 
are capable of challenging existing norms and institutionalizing 
the alternative norms (see Pacheco et al. 2010). This confirms 
the type of institutional change as a self-referential process 
that emanates from actors who intentionally develop or wish to 
change institutional settings (Seo and Creed 2002).

Yet, the traditional focus on resource-rich and powerful actors, 
such as multinational firms, states, and professions, has led to a 
skewed understanding about who can be an institutional entre-
preneur (Abdelnour et al. 2017; Lounsbury and Crumley 2007; 
Micelotta et  al.  2017). This is complicated, as Maguire  (2007) 
argues: Dominant actors who have the power to change may 
lack necessary motivation; in contrast, peripheral actors 
who have the intention to change may lack necessary power. 
Egels-Zandén (2017) demonstrates in a case study about a small 
established resource-constrained Swedish fashion retailer that 
these types of actors can be considered as institutional entre-
preneurs. The distinct role of resource-constrained actors “[…] 
assume the role of underdogs that contest existing institutional 
setups through emergent trial-and-error activities” (p. 121).

The position of the institutional entrepreneur in a given 
field is crucial when new institutions emerge (Greenwood 
and Hinings  1996; Greenwood and Suddaby  2006; Maguire 
et al. 2004). When institutional entrepreneurs are central mem-
bers of the institutional environment, then the likelihood that 
they imagine alternatives to the status quo is said to be rather 
low, whereas institutional entrepreneurs that are peripheral 
members of the institutional field are said to be more likely to 
problematize the status quo and subsequently promote change 
(Greenwood and Suddaby  2006). Thus, institutional entre-
preneurs use their institutional environment as a reference 
point for defining who they are not and continuously test and 
reposition themselves against their institutional environment 
(Patriotta 2020).

Then, when actors form “a particular set of institutional 
arrangements as a solution to the problem” (Zietsma and 
McKnight 2009, 148), these deviations only become institution-
alized once they are accepted and diffused. This is especially 
relevant to consider, when “institutions are in the making” 
(Lawrence et al. 2002, 283) because norms, practices, rules, or 
technologies are not yet established. Indeed, to better under-
stand (intended) institutional change processes, a more nuanced 
view on different types of institutional entrepreneurs is needed.

Previous research has addressed norms in institutional entre-
preneurship and coined these entrepreneurs as “normative 
agents.” They provide norms, standards, principles, and bench-
marks that shepherd human actions in particular situations 
(Muzio et  al.  2013; Scott  2005, 2008). On the one hand, these 
studies focus on the resource-rich actor—most often depicted 
implicitly or explicitly as heroic—such as professionals or law-
makers, who through leveraging resources may remove exist-
ing norms and bypass these by framing new ones. On the other 
hand, social and sustainable entrepreneurship has explored 
new startups designed to address societal challenges (Terán-
Yépez et al. 2020). The specific role of established but resource-
constrained actors as normative agents, though, remains less 
clear (Arenas et al. 2020).

Recent discussions about institutional entrepreneurship identify 
that a greater variety of perspectives about actorhood merits fur-
ther investigation and that agency comes to live in the “cracks of 
institutions” (Patriotta 2020, 871; see also Bitektine et al. 2020; 
Meyer and Vaara 2020; Voronov and Weber 2020). Meyer and 
Vaara  (2020) suggest that these cracks trigger struggles for an 
institutional entrepreneur, but that these will eventually propel 
an altered version of the institution. Although these authors 
promote a microfoundational turn in institutional entrepre-
neurship (see also Glaser et al. 2017), they do not lift the issue 
of resource-constrained actors and what such struggles entail 
when a new norm is developed. Hereinafter, we review the liter-
ature on norm entrepreneurship that we find useful to analyti-
cally capture an actor's principles that emerge in these “cracks of 
institutions” to alter an existing norm.

2.2   |   Institutional Entrepreneurship for a 
New Norm

The institutional entrepreneur is the one who breaks free from 
the determining power of prevailing institutions. The major-
ity of empirical studies focus analytically retrospectively on 
institutional change (e.g., Powell et  al.  2012), thereby leaving 
it rather obscure how principles of institutional entrepreneurs 
are enacted when altering an existing norm. When institution-
alization is viewed as a process, rather than an achieved state 
(DiMaggio 1988, 12), we find relatively little work on how insti-
tutional entrepreneurs arise in the first place (Chevrollier and 
Kuijf 2021; Khan et al. 2020).

Norms can be understood as isolated perceived standards of 
behavior (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998) that any institution is 
built on. Focusing analytically on the actorhood of institutional 
entrepreneurs (Meyer and Höllerer 2014; Patriotta 2020), we sug-
gest that norm entrepreneurship (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998) 
provides an excellent frame to shed light on the development of 
norms (Jepersson 1991).

Norm entrepreneurship provides a processual perspective on the 
“object of change,” i.e., norms (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998): 
emergence, acceptance, and internalization. In this view, norms 
have been defined as standards of appropriateness that change 
over time and are either explicitly articulated or tacit rules of 
order for social life (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998), are socially 
constructed, and dynamic over time (Ingebritsen 2002). Norms 
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are part of an “inter-subjective process and upheld by collective 
expectations” (Risse and Sikkink  1999, 7). Further, resources 
are mobilized, and an actor aims to persuade other actors to 
adopt their change (i.e., activities or norms). Norm entrepre-
neurs aspire to a certain change and hence allude analytically 
to the change that has not yet rolled out on a larger scale, and 
they are frequently driven by altruistic motives (Finnemore and 
Sikkink 1998). A norm entrepreneur is an actor with the ability 
to “envision alternatives” (e.g., Aldrich 2011) to the status quo 
based on the perceived superiority of own norms (Finnemore 
and Sikkink 1998).

Then, norm entrepreneurs may use organizational platforms to 
partake in the development of new norms. We deem one rele-
vant example thereof to be entrepreneurship within the sphere 
of sustainability, in which entrepreneurs seek to simultaneously 
achieve economic, social, and environmental goals (Ambec 
and Lanoie  2008; Cohen and Winn  2007; Hall et  al.  2010). 
Prioritizing environmental and social sustainability goals, 
however, transcends the traditional normative implications of 
business organizations and promotes a norm shift away from 
the idea that a business organization foremost strives to achieve 
economic self-interest.

2.3   |   Entrepreneurship in Sustainability

Research about sustainability and entrepreneurship has 
developed separately (Nhemachena and Murimbika  2018). 
Although the topic of sustainability in entrepreneurship has 
gained traction (Arenas et  al.  2020; Klarin and Suseno  2023; 
Vedula et  al.  2022), the early conceptualization of sustain-
able entrepreneurship has been biased by the traditional eco-
nomic focus in entrepreneurship (Cohen and Winn 2007; Dean 
and McMullen  2007). Viewing sustainability as a business 
opportunity in itself (Provasnek et  al.  2017; Schaltegger and 
Wagner  2011) replicates the narrative about sustainability to 
be a risk management tool (Kramer and Porter 2011). Calic and 
Mosakowski  (2016) point out that this interpretation may be 
rooted in Friedman's  (1970/1993) original idea, viz., the social 
responsibility of a business organization is its economic success.

Although one view patrons a blurred boundary between 
commercial and sustainable entrepreneurs (e.g., Calic and 
Mosakowski  2016), another view advocates to move beyond 
the balanced view of environmental, social and economic goals 
and state: “Sustainability requires organizations to priorities 
the environment first, society second, and economics third, 
as opposed to balancing all three” (Markman et al. 2016, 675; 
Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). In this sense, sustainable entrepre-
neurs go past reducing harm to the environment and society but 
rather promote a norm shift to “do good” to the environment 
and society (Zahra and Wright  2016, 613). Sustainable entre-
preneurship is hence not simply a form of environmental or 
social entrepreneurship (Muñoz and Cohen  2018). It assumes 
instead that natural systems are restricted and at the mercy of 
human activity (Nhemachena and Murimbika 2018); hence, the 
environment is the beginning and end of everything (Ehrenfeld 
and Hoffman 2013). Further, in this framing, sustainable entre-
preneurship transcends intragenerational equity by promoting 
intergenerational fairness (Markman et  al.  2016). This norm 

shift is said to be necessary because practically all business 
organizations continue prioritizing economic over social and 
environmental goals.

Within sustainability, an entrepreneurial venture is either 
formed by starting up a new business or is a result of corporate 
entrepreneurship, viz., when existing businesses create a new 
business (Sharma and Chrisman  1999). In these endeavors, 
entrepreneurs create new norms, rules, and values to legitimize 
their new venture (Zimmerman and Zeitz 2002). This paves the 
way for a prevalent question in sustainable entrepreneurship, 
viz., how other organizations that are driven by commercial log-
ics are persuaded by sustainable entrepreneurs to endorse the 
norm shift (Markman et al. 2016). A study that links firm size 
to the accomplishing of sustainability found that smaller orga-
nizations are more likely to reach it (Shevchenko et al. 2016)—
ascribed to their internal motivation to change—as compared to 
larger organizations.

Considering the business model of sustainable entrepreneurs, 
they serve as suitable empirical examples to study institutional 
entrepreneurship (Arenas et al. 2020; Brodnik and Brown 2018). 
Notably, sustainable entrepreneurship has been found to induce 
institutional change in the margins (Pacheco et  al.  2010; 
Thompson et al. 2015), where radical change is rather uncom-
mon but not impossible (Schaefer et  al.  2015). Although the 
research on sustainable entrepreneurship is growing, its rela-
tionship with institutional change has not been fully addressed 
(Arenas et  al.  2020; Johnson and Schaltegger  2020; Kuckertz 
et al. 2020).

Given this, we suggest that the lens of institutional entrepreneur-
ship applied to sustainable entrepreneurship offers an excellent 
opportunity to explore how established resource-constrained 
institutional entrepreneurs enact their principles to promote a 
new norm.

3   |   Methodology

3.1   |   Qualitative Case Study Approach

This explorative case study was conducted by collecting qual-
itative interviews at one business organization. We initiated 
it rather broadly with the intention to understand the values 
and strategies within an organization in a widely known prob-
lematic industry: the global fashion industry (Bhardwaj and 
Fairhurst  2010). Conducting a qualitative case study emerged 
as the most suitable research strategy to access idiosyncrasies 
and, thus, compare and contrast empirical insights (Guba and 
Lincoln  1994). We conducted interviews—a technique that 
allows for conversation-like situations together with the respon-
dents (Ghauri 2004). As Liedtka  (1992) puts it, interviews can 
accommodate a deeper exploration of the reasoning for action, 
whereas the interviewers can respond flexibly to the route the 
respondents take them. Rather quickly, we became aware of a 
distinctive narrative about how the prevalent industry norms 
were perceived and the organization's norm-changing ac-
tions. We narrowed our focus to explore how the organization 
adapts to a new norm and principles that deviate from the in-
dustry's status quo. Consistent with our inductive design, this 
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approach is well-suited for both theory building (Locke  2001) 
and  “remaining open for the unexpected and novel research 
directions” (Alvesson and Kärreman 2007, 1266).

3.2   |   Research Context: Wizard

Wizard (pseudonym) is an outdoor apparel retailer founded in 
the early 1990s and resulted from a hobby of a group of peo-
ple, viz., developing functional clothing for themselves and their 
peers. At that time, their aim was to develop products that had 
not been available in the outdoor apparel market. Wizard has 
never been owner-managed. In 2023 (2018), Wizard reported 
an EBITDA of 36,500 EUR (490,000) and 39 (42) employees. 
Wizard argues that neither environmental nor social sustain-
ability plays a significant role in the industry, especially for 
other businesses. Therefore, through fostering close relation-
ships with all stakeholders, the company aims to improve sus-
tainability in the industry. Furthermore, Wizard's ambition is 
to disseminate its principles, so that its business model becomes 
the standard used in the entire industry. Hence, all sustainabil-
ity activities are described as being dedicated to changing the 
behavior of other industry participants. Wizard qualifies as a 
norm entrepreneur within sustainability as it emphasizes that 
environmental and social sustainability are prioritized in order 
to sustain economic success in the long term: “We have come far 
in the transformation we envision but as a company we believe 
we can move beyond zero and become a positive and regener-
ative force in society and for the planet. It's our obligation, or 
we have no business running at all” (Website). Wizard has an 
intensely articulated sustainability profile; it regards itself as the 
“sustainability leader” in the local outdoor apparel industry and 
as one of the rare appropriate choices for producing and con-
suming textiles in general.

The company is headquartered in Sweden. Previous research 
has acknowledged Sweden's leadership in the global sustain-
ability discourse (Andersson  2016; Pedersen et  al.  2017) and 
the ability of small Swedish appa brands to gain international 
attention in the fashion industry (Hauge et al. 2009). In a recent 
study about the Swedish fashion industry, Brydges (2021) finds 
that Swedish fashion companies are recognized for their inno-
vative initiatives addressing social and environmental sustain-
ability, whereas the fashion industry itself is still diagnosed with 
significant challenges across supply chains, such as ensuring 
worker well-being and reducing energy and resource use (p. 2; 
see also Roos et al. 2016). Indeed, studying Swedish companies' 
sustainability work can allow for identifying best sustainability 
practices for global fashion actors (Brydges 2021).

3.3   |   Data Collection

Wizard was selected based on the criteria to fit the EU's defini-
tion of an SME (EC 2003), together with its sustainability pro-
file. In fact, the sustainability profile needed to deviate from the 
industry's standard reporting in terms of social and environ-
mental values. Wizard qualified twofold: First, Wizard received 
awards issued by industry members for its sustainability impact 
in the outdoor apparel industry, and second, Wizard commu-
nicated frequently about its attempts to change the industry. 

Furthermore, the size of the company was insofar relevant, as 
we presumed that sampling a smaller organization would pro-
vide insights into the resource constraint. In contrast to new 
sustainable entrepreneurial entrants, Wizard had been in the 
business for over three decades at the time of the study.

Data collection took place over the period of 2 years (from 
January 2017 to December 2018) during which time, 19 
interviews were conducted, each lasting an average of 55 min. 
Furthermore, three observations at workshops about sustain-
ability in the industry were conducted. These workshops were 
not organized by the authors; therefore, the authors did not have 
influence on the selection of participants. Two workshops were 
stakeholder workshops at a university, and one workshop was 
an industry actor workshop hosted by the research program 
Mistra Future Fashion. When attending, the authors adopted a 
nonparticipatory role. Then, considering the organization's size, 
the number of interviewees was sufficient to gain insight into 
Wizard as an organization. The material consists of four main 
sources: (1) primary data through 19 semistructured interviews; 
(2) primary data through three observations; (3) secondary data 
through internal company documentations; (4) secondary data 
through publicly accessible company reports, media coverage, 
the organization's website information, and social media. All 
material was collected in English. Table 1 illustrates the descrip-
tive information about the material.

When selecting qualified interviewees, it was crucial that infor-
mants have been personally involved in the sustainability work 
(Ghauri 2004). In order to gain a sufficient understanding of the 
organization, key functions were included, such as supply chain, 
product development, sales, marketing, and administration. 
Semi-structured interviews dealt across topics such as general 
challenges in the fashion industry, sustainability implementa-
tions, the small size of the organization, stakeholder relation-
ships, motivations for promoting sustainability, and Wizard's 
role in leading change in the industry. The observations and 
secondary data were used as supplementary data sources. 
Although internal reports and publicly accessible data (i.e., web-
site material and social media) served as a verification tool for 
triangulation, the observations were used to provide additional 
background data and validate interview findings (Jick 1979).

3.4   |   Data Analysis

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Then, the entire written documentation was coded with the 
data management program Nvivo. The data were analyzed with 
the Gioia methodology for inductive research (Gioia et al. 2013). 
The first step was to code the material line by line through open 
coding. The level of analysis was routinised day-to-day activities 
in the organization's sustainability work. First-order concepts 
were developed that built on statements that identify the current 
industry's perceived sustainability norms and attempts to chal-
lenge these. These descriptive codes mirror the interviewees' 
language. One example is the code “accepting lower margins”: 
“We have always been on the profitable side, but tiny tiny prof-
its, because everything has been reinvested. And like I said, it is 
very expensive to do things properly. So, the margins are very 
low. We are not complaining.” (CEO) and “I think the problem 
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9748 Business Strategy and the Environment, 2025

is that often that kind of [sustainable] fabric is quite expensive. 
You do not have a good margin. We are not looking—I mean 
we are looking at the margins—but not as extremely as most of 
the other companies.’ (Procurement). Following this, supporting 
and contradicting data points were added to the analysis. Then, 
the interview data were triangulated with internal and exter-
nal documentation. An example for triangulation for the code 
“aligning style to purpose of use” is the following: ‘It should be 
a long-lasting design; it should be a product that people will use 

and will not be hanging in the wardrobe.’ (Product developer 
1) and “Crisp design without unnecessary details: just what is 
needed for the garments to be functional.” (Website).

Next, second-order themes were developed. These themes were 
derived from an interpretative process when iterating between 
data and theory. Second-order themes can be understood as pat-
tern codes that bundle the data into five more meaningful units. 
In this stage, we have adopted the lens of norm entrepreneurship 

TABLE 1    |    Primary and secondary data.

Primary data

Head of production Interview (first round) 1 h 19 min

Buyer Interview (first round) 1 h 8 min

Communications Interview (first round) 54 min

Head of product development Interview (first round) 1 h 2 min

CFO, COO Interview (first round) 48 min

Head of design Interview (first round) 1 h 5 min

Customer experience Interview (first round) 1 h 10 min

Product developer/Buyer 1 Interview (first round) 41 min

CEO Interview (first round) 1 h 5 min

Procurement Interview (first round) 43 min

Product developer/Buyer 2 Interview (first round) 1 h

Brand manager Interview (first round) 1 h 6 min

Senior product developer Interview (second round) 1 h

Buyer Interview (second round) 41 min

Communications Interview (second round) 36 min

Head of product development Interview (second round) 1 h

CFO, COO Interview (second round) 35 min

Head of design Interview (second round) 46 min

Customer experience Interview (second round) 44 min

Observation 1 Stakeholder workshop sustainability ca. 1 h

Observation 2 Stakeholder workshop sustainability ca. 1 h and 30 min

Observation 3 Stakeholder workshop sustainability ca. 1 h and 30 min

Secondary data

Internal documentation Annual accounting report 2013/2014

Internal documentation Annual accounting report 2014/2015

Internal documentation Annual accounting report 2015/2016

Internal documentation Material information sheet

Internal documentation List of suppliers

Internal documentation Planetary boundaries report

External documentation Brand book

External documentation Website; section sustainability

External documentation Social media: Facebook and Instagram (January 2017–December 2018)
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9749Business Strategy and the Environment, 2025

to capture the development of a new norm, viz., when an actor 
aspires to a certain change in a stage when the new norm has 
not yet been rolled out on a larger scale. More specifically, we 
iterated between the guiding mechanisms of norm entrepre-
neurship with the primary data. Guiding mechanisms of norm 
entrepreneurship are as follows: The perception of own norms 
to be superior to existing norms, norms are expressed as stan-
dards of appropriate behavior, and specific activities that reflect 
the aspiration to persuade other actors external to the organi-
zation. For instance, the pattern code “sustainability marks” 
brings together the data in which the interviewees reflect on the 
specific activities that mark environmental and social sustain-
ability, rather than increasing profits. The latter is perceived to 

be the industry's standard. We interpreted these activities as an 
account for enacting their principles. Finally, a higher inferential 
coding process was initiated that led to two aggregate dimen-
sions, “challenge (being different)” and “candor (being open),” 
which deliver the basis for the main contributions of this study. 
Figure 1 illustrates the data structure that reflects the analytical 
process.

4   |   Findings

This section outlines the main themes of this study. Wizard 
can be considered an atypical organization when compared 

FIGURE 1    |    Overview coding tree.
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9750 Business Strategy and the Environment, 2025

to the established businesses in the apparel industry, both 
due to its limited resources and its sustainability orienta-
tion. The company aspires to “do good” (Website) by framing 
environmental and social sustainability as a prerequisite for 
long-term economic success. The CEO statement about the 
future: “I hope that we will not be a rare species in sustain-
ability at that time. But I do not think so, it is moving fast, it 
is going to explode. It is going to be very tough for companies 
to be not in the sustainability mode. It is going to be tough for 
those companies to survive in 10 years. It just does not shift 
back. […] And then we have created stronger ripples outside 
of our company. So that, in a sense of sustainability, we will 
be just ‘normal’ and everybody else will be just like us.” Most 
interviewees cast doubts on the existing industry norms and 
interpretations of sustainability, especially in terms of prom-
ising and reporting positive social and environmental conse-
quences of competitors' business activities.

This, combined with Wizards' lack of economic leverage to 
enforce change in the industry, induces the organization to 
develop principles that form the basis of a new norm. Two key 
principles are formed at the organization: challenge and candor. 
Challenge refers to the principle through which the organiza-
tion enacts what it perceives as appropriate, sustainable behav-
ior. Candor is the principle through which Wizard attempts 
to persuade other stakeholders to adopt its norms. These two 
principles are interpreted to be interrelated, while the data 
indicate that challenge may be vital for candor to develop.

Their norm of sustainability comes first is designed to include 
responsibilities that go beyond the industry norm and is enacted 
through Wizard's organizational platform. The norm is based on 
perceptions of appropriate sustainable behavior and appears to 
be a continuous reflexive process, i.e., “a never-ending learning 
process” (interview, Head of design). Yet, Wizard aspires that 
combining the challenge of the prevailing norm with diffusing 
their own norm will result in a new normal of sustainability in 
the industry. Tables A1 and A2 provide additional quotes for the 
data presented below.

4.1   |   Perceived Established Industry Standards: 
The Principle of Challenge

Wizard views the current industry standards to be defined 
by what is known to be fast fashion principles (Bhardwaj and 
Fairhurst  2010; Brydges  2021). Throughout the interviews, 
industry-wide routines are described that are shaped by increas-
ing profits, overconsumption/overproduction, (over) seasoning 
of products, virgin materials, linear material flows, opaque busi-
ness relationships and operations, and detrimental global envi-
ronmental and social consequences. The fast fashion industry 
represents in this study a niche context for institutional change 
(van Doren et al. 2020).

At Wizard, all job roles are involved in the design of a shared 
understanding of acceptable sustainable behavior. This happens 
in everyday decision-making, as well as in more organized set-
tings: the latter of which are so-called magic hangouts; these are 
hosted twice per year and aim to develop joint solutions more 
strategically. Three underlying principles determine Wizard's 

positioning against the perceived industry's norm and are per-
ceived as superior to what the established industry yardsticks 
are as follows: “sustainability marks,” “circularity,” and “open 
access.”

4.1.1   |   Sustainability Marks Challenge Standard 
Business Model

Sustainability marks challenge is the first underlying principle 
for setting new standards of appropriateness. This emanates 
from the personal motivations of the employees as well as from 
the fact that Wizard does not employ traditional business norms: 
i.e., prioritizing economic gains. The combination of both is 
interpreted to foster a more critical stance against the estab-
lished norm that is typical for the industry as well as to propel a 
new and superior level of appropriate sustainable behavior.

Wizard's perceived level of appropriate sustainable behavior 
depicts the starting point for any decision-making in the orga-
nization. The economic viability of decisions is secondary. For 
instance, if the decision or idea were financially successful, yet 
would promote unsustainable production methods, then it is dis-
regarded and replaced with a solution that reflects the compa-
ny's idea about sustainable behavior:

I think that the big difference between us and the 
others is that many companies in the fashion industry 
have a CSR department to reduce the risk to be on 
the front page. […] In many companies, which I have 
been working for, they talk about sustainability and 
the environment and only minimize the damage that 
they are doing. 

(CFO, COO)

The choice of pairing their norm of sustainability comes 
first with the business model causes sacrifices in the profit-
driven industry. As aforementioned, economic growth, profit-
maximization, and low margins nurture conventional business 
models and go against a business model adapted to Wizard's 
norm. Sustainability is prioritized over gaining sales, which in 
turn restricts the organization to limited growth.

It is not always the easiest way. Because it is often 
that something would be the faster or profitable way. 
But then you don't have the nice feeling when you go 
home. Did we do our very best to have a minimum 
footprint? Did we think once more? I think the 
shortcuts are the problem, and we don't do shortcuts 
that much. 

(Customer experience)

4.1.2   |   Circularity Challenges Linearity

The second underlying principle is to holistically align product 
processes to a circular business model. Only a circular product 
design is deemed to be part of sustainable behavior, while the 
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predominant linear business model is disregarded for future fit. 
In-house mechanisms are continuously re-evaluated and trans-
formed to improve circular results:

Whether if it is having products that are linear, 
having a linear lifecycle, or the fact that there is 
still after 150 years, a two-dimensional way of 
making products, shipped around the world. Maybe 
sometimes, 30% ends up as waste. I mean that is 
such a stupid system; it was built because at that 
time there was no scarcity. We did not have these 
problems that we realize that we have today. Or 
those [problems] we caused on the way. I think we 
have that way of looking at things and questioning 
them. 

(CEO)

As a first step when developing and realizing a product idea, it 
is evaluated whether the product deserves the right to exist. By 
checking market gaps, Wizard anticipates avoiding redundant 
product launches. This is interpreted as an attempt to reduce 
the overproduction of products, which is viewed as common 
industry practice. Wizard's product profile considers the grow-
ing scarcity of natural resources, such as cotton and fresh water 
used in textile production:

We do a product that we feel is where users and 
ourselves really really think that this would be an 
advantage for our use, such as much more comfortable 
or smarter or whatever. And not just an addition. 
Where there is already a huge number of products 
out there. That is how we work and have always been 
doing. 

(Brand manager)

Next, Wizard opposes the seasoning of products. Products are 
only launched if a market gap can be identified. The organiza-
tion views the seasoning of products to be problematic since it 
encourages consumers to replace existing products with new 
ones. This reinforces the ideas of reducing overconsumption/
overproduction and protecting scarce resources:

Yes, we do [sales]. But we have—as we do now for the 
shell garments for example, there are always one or 
two colors that are the same. The shop can keep the 
same colors and do not have to put these on sale. They 
[retailers] don't have to sell for that particular season. 
We don't want to participate too much in where all 
the shops are already having their big [winter] sales 
in February, because they want people to just buy 
new. If we have styles that are in the same color and 
we know that we want to keep the same style for the 
next year, we do not change anything. Then the shop 
[retailer] can keep the garment. They do not have to 
push it out of their shelves. 

(Head of product development)

Third, the design of products is minimalistic and constructed for 
easy replacement and repairs in order to prolong the lifetime of 
a garment. The product is designed to remain for a minimum of 
5 years in its product range and thereby avoiding its premature dis-
posal, reducing overproduction, and increasing waste in landfills.

So, we decide for how long the customer should keep it 
[product] and for how long it should be in our product 
range. It needs to be timeless. Because we don't want 
to shift. If we create a new product, the product should 
live for four or five years, in the range, so six seasons. 

(Head of product development)

Lastly, another dimension of circularity is the choice of material. 
Wizard discerns that recycled material can help fight resource 
scarcity. For instance, in the case of plastic fibers, it is to date 
impossible for apparel companies to trace the origin of the virgin 
material (i.e., crude oil). Another consequence is that common 
chemical treatments or fiber mixes make it either technologi-
cally impossible or financially unfeasible to recycle. Therefore, 
Wizard is dedicated to selecting materials that enable closing the 
material loop, meaning it either originates from already recycled 
sources or it is 100% recyclable.

Meaning that they are made from recycled material 
and they are also designed and constructed and the 
material in the product is made in a way that it can 
be recycled again: For example, not mixing different 
types of materials. And part of my sustainability work 
is to get that to 100%. 

(Buyer)

4.1.3   |   Open Access Challenges Competition 
Through Patents

Wizard contemplates that its competitors strive to generate 
unique selling propositions from sustainable material innova-
tions. The focus at the organization is to be transparent about 
every activity, including all innovations in sustainability. It is 
believed that all knowledge about this should become a common 
good. This mindset allows, for instance, competitors to access 
innovative technology for sustainable fabrics or production 
methods. More specifically, open access is regarded as encour-
aging an industry-wide adoption:

That [sustainability] is too important knowledge. It is 
like having the key to peace in the world and say like: 
“Oh I will keep that to myself, because it will make 
me better.” Some questions are a little bit too big. You 
are not supposed to have - how do you call it when 
you have ‘alone rights’—like when you take a patent 
on something. This question should not be possible 
to take patents on. Like if a company comes up with 
a much better solution when it comes to energy or 
fabrics, then it should be open source. 

(Communications)
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4.2   |   Persuading Stakeholders: The Principle 
of Candor

In the attempt to diffuse their new norm, sustainability comes 
first; two underlying principles were identified: supply gover-
nance and knowledge. Wizard desires to make their sustain-
ability norm visible to other actors in the industry and convince 
them to adopt it. Candor reaches beyond what is typically 
characterized as transparency. The candid character of their 
transparency behavior is perceived to be key for successful per-
suasion attempts. Wizard hopes to showcase credibility and 
legitimacy by being straightforward and outspoken about the 
perceived industry's pitfalls, as well as about their own short-
comings. Thus, candor is interpreted as a crucial principle when 
anticipating persuading other industry members:

There is bad stuff, but we are trying to be transparent 
about them. I think the important thing for us is to 
show where we are going and how we are approaching 
the journey towards that aspect [sustainability]. I think 
that, based on the knowledge today we are trying to 
push into directions where people are not as far as we 
want them to be. But it [sustainability] does not go as 
quickly as we want it to be. We want to be open and 
honest about that. And be semi-naïve about changing 
the world. So, you really push other people into the 
right direction. But you also need to be realistic about 
the how many steps can we take within the last or 
within this week. And how many are really feasible 
to do within this year. So, you do not really hinder 
yourself. The limitations of your imaginations either. 

(Head of design)

4.2.1   |   Persuading Through Candor: Supply Governance

When pursuing sustainability, it becomes vital to push the trace-
ability of materials. Wizard follows a transparent contracting 
strategy with its suppliers. The following example about gar-
ment dyes illustrates the strategy: The established way of work-
ing with garment dyes is that dyeing techniques are confidential 
business intelligence and thus make it impossible to trace the 
origin of material compositions. The organization therefore con-
tracts exclusively with suppliers who are willing to reveal the 
sourcing chain. By prioritizing business partners that enable 
traceability, Wizard hopes to nudge more potential business 
partners into increased transparency.

But I think that there has also been—just take, for 
instance—dyeing houses or people who deliver dyes. 
I think that, in general within the fashion industry, 
today it has always been considered as business 
intelligence. Like patent based. That it is “theirs.” By 
not saying actually where the pigments are coming 
from. They can still somehow succeed with their 
business. But by saying really where their pigments 
are coming from, then you can really analyze the 
sustainable color where it was coming from. And 

then somebody else can duplicate that. I think that 
mindset needs to be shifted. 

(Head of design)

Although Wizard perceives that there needs to be a shift in the 
mindset about sharing insights about sustainability, persua-
sion through exclusive contracting is limited. As Wizard is a 
small outdoor apparel retailer, its persuasion attempts are often 
time-consuming:

The others [who cannot live up to our standards] are 
not even an option. For example, we tried to develop 
some hats and caps with a supplier. But they are not 
even able to tell us what is in the fabric. 

(Product developer 1)

Recently, the organization received an innovation award from 
industry members for developing a product that is fully circular 
in collaboration with one of their suppliers:

[…] with our long-time partner and supplier, has been 
designed to fight plastic waste. […] This makes the 
product fully circular. Launched to inspire change, 
the design work behind the product is available open 
source on our website. 

(Wizard Instagram Account 2021).

We interpret this persuasion strategy to be double-edged. 
Wizard puts itself into a situation where only a limited number 
of suppliers remain acceptable business partners. Ruling out 
those who do not show a willingness to adopt their norm has 
consequences:

We ended the relationship with that supplier. I think 
we were not a big customer for the supplier. So, it was 
not a big thing for the supplier [not being able to fulfil 
our sustainability criteria]. I think it is very difficult 
for us to make suppliers what we want, because we 
are so small. 

(Product developer 1)

4.2.2   |   Persuading Through Candor: Knowledge

The organization perceives the need to fill a considerable 
knowledge gap among consumers, because they are thought to 
have a crucial role in promoting sustainability. According to the 
respondents, consumers need to be informed about which pur-
chases can be considered sustainable or unsustainable. Thus, 
the organization proactively informs, educates, and inspires 
consumers about the industry's norm and Wizard's alternative 
norm. Delivering this knowledge occurs through various chan-
nels, e.g., social media or guest lecturing at universities.

That is why Wizard has always been super transparent 
with what we do. Talk to others in the industry, talk 
to students, and everything. Invite everybody who 
wants to be or learn or do anything different or share 
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experiences. That is a huge part of our sustainability 
work and work in general. 

(Head of product development)

Filling this knowledge gap of Wizard's consumer base has cre-
ated a slow shift in mindset:

We have in the past; we have produced a mindset that 
we transferred into the consumer. So nowadays we 
sometimes get questions from the end-consumers 
instead. Asking about all the different stuff, 
hazardous materials, and no one did those 10 years 
back. So, it [knowledge about sustainability] has been 
growing I would say. 

(Procurement)

Next, the political landscape is recognized to potentially push 
a new industry norm on a larger scale. The organization per-
ceives that politicians resist implementing supportive measures 
to contribute to sustainability because they lack considerable 
knowledge. Therefore, Wizard educates (local) politicians about 
current pitfalls and corresponding solutions to promote their 
view of sustainability.

I think that sometimes politicians think there is 
a lot of innovation to be done first. But we can go 
ahead and raise expectations. There is so much 
innovation already done and technologies ready to 
be implemented. This could have been implemented 
10 years ago. But we are not doing it fast enough. So, 
politicians have to progress. 

(CEO)

In summary, Wizard shows to be an organization that has 
rather limited leverage to enforce intended normative changes 
in the industry due to the organization's limited resources and 
small size. In spite of this power constraint, Wizard creates 
space for its own reflexivity and probes into principles that aim 
at establishing their norm as the new norm for the industry: 
sustainability comes first. The principles can be understood as 
internal organizational management processes that support 
the promotion and advancement of the new norm. We inter-
pret that when challenge and candor are activated, Wizard 
aspires to alter the industry's sustainability norm. The princi-
ple of challenge serves to create space to envision alternatives 
for the status quo, whereas the principle of candor serves to 
produce agency to diffuse the new norm.

5   |   Discussion

Applying an institutional entrepreneurship lens allowed us to 
analytically probe into an underexplored area in the institu-
tional literature, viz., the notion of the established but resource-
constrained actor (Abdelnour et al. 2017; Micelotta et al. 2017). 
Counterbalancing a rather skewed understanding of who can 
be an institutional entrepreneur unfolded how a resource-
constrained actor mobilizes principles when prototyping the 

new norm; sustainability comes first in a norm shift towards a 
new understanding of the role of business (Markman et al. 2016; 
Muñoz and Cohen 2018).

5.1   |   The Actorhood of an Atypical Institutional 
Entrepreneur

The organization at hand perceived that their new norm is the key 
to the long-term survival of business, industry, and the planet. 
Hence, the norm is a feature of the institutional environment. 
This assumption makes the organization an unconventional 
institutional entrepreneur because both social and environ-
mental sustainability trump economic motives (Markman 
et al. 2016; Zahra and Wright 2016). In doing so—championing 
a new norm into social structures (Bruton et al. 2010)—we con-
sider this organization to represent an excellent example of an 
institutional entrepreneur or a norm entrepreneur.

We find that resource-constrained actors are capable of 
removing taken-for-granted assumptions and developing agency 
(Gasbarro et al. 2017; Thompson et al. 2015). In fact, the study 
reveals that the established but resource-constrained actor may 
seize the opportunity to arise and flourish in the ‘cracks of insti-
tutions’ (Patriotta 2020, 871). These principles presented herein 
are positioned against the status quo and can be theorized to 
construct the capacity of actorhood of resource-constrained 
institutional entrepreneurs. Instead of perceiving these strug-
gles (Meyer and Vaara  2020) to be potential limitations of 
agency, the herein studied institutional entrepreneur demon-
strated to proactively seek “struggles” to enact their principles 
in the industry (Gasbarro et al. 2017; Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). 
Consequently, agency is harvested in the steady refinement of 
their organizational principles (challenge and candor). These 
principles are organizational decisions that support the promo-
tion and advancement of the norm (e.g., Arenas et al. 2020).

5.2   |   New Norm Mobilization Through 
the Principles of Challenge and Candor

This study sheds light on a crucial stage when “institutions are 
in the making” (Lawrence et al. 2002, 283); viz., when institu-
tional entrepreneurs arise in the first place.

We theorize that the two intertwined principles—challenge and 
candor—enable the institutional entrepreneur to mobilize its 
new norm. Furthermore, the resource-constrained institutional 
entrepreneur is amphibious when acting as a norm entrepre-
neur. As a norm entrepreneur, the organization framed itself 
to challenge the established, whereas it aimed to take a central 
position in the field when enacting the principle of candor.

The principle of challenge occurred when the organization acted 
on its autonomous reflexivity and commenced challenging the 
status quo; thereby, this principle worked as a differentiating 
mechanism for the organization to depart from the established 
versions of the dominant norm for business. This principle is 
theorized to build the foundation for developing a new norm 
and provides insights into the capability of envisioning alter-
natives (e.g., Aldrich  2011). The development of this principle 
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is emergent and dynamic, in which the new norm is constantly 
re-evaluated and adjusted (Patriotta 2020). The studied organi-
zation illustrates this by regularly testing possibilities to advance 
the understanding of themselves and in relation to social and 
environmental sustainability. These events led to a shared col-
lective understanding of what constitutes their (superior) new 
norm. This rather tacit and emergent approach is not untypical 
for small organizations (Egels-Zandén 2017).

Furthermore, the organization assembles its organizational plat-
form by enacting its principle of candor. Candor serves to per-
suade other actors to adopt their new norm and bears the quality 
of being sincere as well as authentic when working toward a rela-
tionship with other actors. We theorize that this principle occurs 
when an organization aspires to persuade other actors to adopt 
its new norm. This principle illustrates the explicit articulation 
when a norm entrepreneur introduces a new norm (Finnemore 
and Sikkink 1998).

The studied organization can be considered to be in an early 
stage of what literature describes to be an institutional entre-
preneur (Smolka and Heugens  2020) and norm entrepreneur 
(Finnemore and Sikkink  1998). The resource constraint (e.g., 
limited economic leverage and limited physical capital) becomes 
decisive for candor when enforcing a new norm on industry 
members. Candor may even turn into a resource in the future, 
thereby seeing the resource constraint as a temporary condi-
tion. For instance, the organization revealed this principle to be 
viewed as a future resource by making it possible to acquire sus-
tainable knowledge and consequently secure the survival of the 
business, industry, and the planet. This approach goes against 
the traditional view of sustainability knowledge, where being 
transparent is rather viewed as a trade-off, e.g., by losing com-
petitive advantages (Kim and Lee 2018).

5.3   |   Sustainability Comes First to Promote a 
Norm Shift

Removing taken-for-granted assumptions about the role of 
business requires new—sometimes radical—ways of think-
ing (e.g., Girschik et  al.  2022). Instead of reproducing a 
business-case narrative about sustainable entrepreneurship, 
the studied company proves to be an excellent example for an 
organization that promotes the new norm: prioritizing social 
and environmental sustainability over economic sustainabil-
ity. The norm “sustainability comes first” represents a feature 
of the organization's institutional environment and perceived 
appropriateness. The norm is promoted and advanced through 
organizational principles (challenge and candor) that show in 
managerial processes.

Further, the case organization seems to confirm that achiev-
ing sustainability is likely to be accomplished at smaller orga-
nizations (Shevchenko et  al.  2016) and attempts to construct 
a new norm to legitimize its very existence (Zimmerman and 
Zeitz 2002). In light of the pressing issue of a global climate cri-
sis and the slow development from the business side to address 
these issues, we argue that new norms, such as sustainability 
comes first, need to be better understood in order to address the 
globally wrecking activities in the business world.

6   |   Conclusion

We conclude that studying an organization that endorses a shift 
toward a new norm—sustainability comes first—provided an 
excellent platform to examine how an established resource-
constrained institutional entrepreneur challenges a dominant 
norm. We complement institutional entrepreneurship literature 
by contributing novel insights into an atypical actor who aspires 
to induce a new norm and thereby creates modest institutional 
change (Arenas et  al.  2020). The qualitative study demon-
strates that the actor circumvents its lack of resources, which 
is described as necessary for institutional entrepreneurship to 
occur (del Mar Alonso-Almeida et al. 2021). Instead, this actor 
embarks on constructing capacity to act through the dual prin-
ciples of challenge and candor to defy the dominant norm in the 
niche context of the fast fashion industry (van Doren et al. 2020), 
prescribing a business organization to focus first on economic 
and only then on environmental and social value creation.

Notably, at the point of data collection, Wizard has existed for 
over 30 years, raising considerations about time. Although the 
data were collected over a period of 2 years, the research focus 
was on the ongoing activities and perceptions of appropriate sus-
tainability standards that shape the norm “sustainability over 
profit.” Hence, this study can only speculate whether Wizard 
has followed similar principles since its foundation. Also, this 
study focuses on the nascent work of a resource-constrained 
institutional entrepreneur in its attempt to induce a normative 
change, which alludes to the “innovative” phase of an institu-
tional change (Colomy 1998).

This research provides insights for managers at resource-
constrained companies who strive to prioritize sustainability 
over profits. These managers should focus on integrating the 
principles of challenge and candor into the corporate culture. 
Working with these two principles can allow them to identify 
areas of improvement as well as ways in which to convince 
other actors in the industry to adopt their new norm. Further, 
the findings of this study illustrate that developing a new norm 
at resource-constrained fashion companies can be a long-term 
process that is realized by employees across organizational 
functions. The study indicates that managers should favor bot-
tom-up approaches in mobilizing the principles of challenge and 
candor over top-down approaches.

This study does not claim that the two suggested principles of 
mobilizing the new norm represent an exhaustive typology. 
To the contrary, it is likely that other principles exist, as they 
may depend on the social setting in which they are exerted. 
Furthermore, this study was designed to explore how resource-
constrained institutional entrepreneurs enact new norms. We 
recognize the limitations of generalizability because of the 
focus on a single case study design. We suggest that Wizard 
can be considered a “critical case” as it challenges the prevail-
ing assumption that resource-constrained actors cannot act as 
institutional entrepreneurs. We argue that resource-constrained 
actors may play a different role than resource-rich actors in how 
new norms are institutionalized. This study, thus, is aligned 
with the aim of other critical cases (e.g., Egels-Zandén  2017), 
which is to refocus research into a wider range of actors in insti-
tutional entrepreneurship.
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Although this article sets out to expand actorhood in institutional 
entrepreneurship, we encourage future research to sample other 
kinds of atypical actors (e.g., powerful actors who unwantedly 
become institutional entrepreneurs) and to probe into the two 
principles of challenge and candor in other contexts, over longer 
periods of time and/or in a comparative fashion.

Finally, we suggest that scrutinizing shared understandings 
about change agents potentially generates novel insights that 
become necessary when combating the pressing grand chal-
lenges. Our study demonstrated that alternative or broader con-
ceptualizations are needed to promote a norm shift about how 
literature has replicated the idea of what the social role of busi-
ness should be: Business organizations should continue priori-
tizing economic success over environmental and social issues.
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Appendix 

TABLE A1    |    Supporting data for the principle of challenge.

Sustainability marks challenge conventional business model

Holistic integration of sustainability instead of having sustainability a risk management tool.

“Sustainability is like the mere reason for the whole company, I would say. And it is really, what I love about being at Wizard is that when we 
talk about sustainability, it is the holistic way. We are not focusing on small parts. We are really trying to learn and get the knowledge on all 
aspects and what they are affecting other aspects. Instead of, I know, when you take the first steps, maybe you need to take one area at the same 
time. But we have come further. And for me that is a luxury. Because we can now see that we make a decision that can have consequences, that 
in sustainability aspects on other areas.” (Buyer)
“Since sustainability is a layer of everything that we do, it is related to all questions.” (Communications)

The holistic integration of sustainability instead of having high margins and profits at the core of the business model.

“We do not compete with the prices in that way. We have to, of course! But it is not the most important thing to have the cheapest products.” 
(Head of production)
“I think that others [competitors] within the industry are more thinking of what the best price for the season would be [than sustainability].” 
(Product developer 2)
“Our competitors have not the same product, but almost the same. And they produce mainly in Asia at a lower cost and a cheaper fabric.” 
(CFO, COO)

Circularity challenges linearity

Adopting a mindset that appreciates existing products instead of the established way of overconsumption.

“Just in a way that our society that is today, that fast fashion is the natural or the conventional way of looking at things.” (CEO)
“Rather than repairing things that you really love. You rather buy something new.” (CEO)
“I think more renting and sharing stuffs. Maybe we will have not developed a lot of more styles. Maybe we earn money by renting and reusing 
clothes.” (Product developer 1)

Deciding about the relevance of the product instead of promoting established overproduction and seasoning of products.

“So, there is no way we can do a product, because we would need a certain product at a certain point of time at this certain price or this certain 
product segment.” (CEO)

Deciding about the recyclability of material instead of using virgin material for producing products.

“Sustainability? Like part of my job is to make sure, like try to move towards being 100% circular. At the moment we are maybe 65% circular in 
all the products that we have.” (Buyer)

Functionality of the product by designing for repairs instead of the established way of overproduction and seasoning of products.

“And we never place anything in a position of a garment where you cannot fix it. When we place for instance stoppers for a shell, then we 
account for what happens if they break. The stoppers are the small little plastic things, that can easily break. If they do break, then it should be 
possible to replace it. That is another way of thinking when you design stuff.” (Head of product development)
“A lot of other companies have a couple of carry overs, that lives from one season to the other season, but most of the companies, maybe 80% 
is new, every season. That kind of makes the customer want to buy a new jacket every season. And that is not what we want to. We want our 
customer to buy a jacket and then to keep it, unless you definitely do not want to keep it, then you return it to us and then someone else can use 
it. That is a different mindset.” (Head of product development)

Open access challenges competition through patenting

Open access instead of harvesting economic gains through patenting sustainability-related innovations.

“I think in every industry the traditional way of looking at it is. It is our investment, so we are going to cash into our investment first. But that is 
understandable of course. But if we talk about sustainability issues at least, then it is counterproductive. It is almost like—if you really honestly 
look at it and you do a sustainability innovation and keep it for yourself, then why are we doing it? Because we want to be the only one with a 
flag when the planet goes down: We did right? It is not an honest approach. There about planet we have to share. And I see that this is changing. 
It is pretty cool to see how it is opening up at least. We might be different, but we are not anymore alone.” (CEO)
“I know that they [competitors] do not think the same. For example, when we hear about the bonding glue that is organically disposable. When 
you take a jacket or a garment, when you want to make a surface really flat. You use a kind of glue to make put the fabric together, like starch. 
But they do not want to tell us what they are using or where they are getting it, because they want to be the only ones who use it. It is a bit 
contra-productive in some parts. People share, but maybe not everything. Which is a pity sometimes. Eventually I am sure we will find it, but it 
will take us a long time to find out.” (Head of product development)
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TABLE A2    |    Supporting data for the principle of candor.

Supply governance

Contracting is used to persuade new and existing suppliers to adopt their standards of appropriate behavior.

“Also, like looking at each fabric to see, because sometimes it feels like fabric suppliers put on all the [chemical] treatments that they can find. 
And then we kind of need to question that, what is really needed? Maybe we do not need all of these? It seems that the industry is kind of weird 
in that way. Instead of looking at what is needed in the fabric, they put on every treatment that they can. Looking at that and trying to look at 
this fabric and look at what do we need and what do we not need. Treatments that are maybe unnecessary.” (Buyer)
“That will be a bigger issue if we decide to produce elsewhere. But so far, we have been too small to have the possibility to do it. I mean to be 
able to check it. We can put our production there, but we have not been able to feel that we have control. But at the same time, both Wizard and 
I, we have nothing against in producing in other countries. I mean if we could produce in Bangladesh and that makes their lives better. That 
would be fantastic. That would be better than us producing in Poland. Because Poland is an almost working country at least [laughs]. Or Baltic 
countries. So, we maybe we could make a bigger positive difference by producing in a country like Bangladesh or parts of China or wherever. 
But then we need to be sure we are doing it in the right way. We cannot just move there for making money or then we would maybe more move 
there because we could make a good difference.” (Communications)

Knowledge

Organizational knowledge is used to persuade a larger population to adopt their new standard of appropriate behavior.

“And I think by being transparent about what that is, because I think that one of the struggles in the whole industry is that as an end-user it is 
really difficult to know what is good. And within the industry itself it is really difficult to know what is good. You and I would be, being part of 
it, we sometimes even think it ‘ok there is now a different brand quoting or saying something’ - it takes a few different kinds of clearing the way 
to see what they are really saying or talking about and then we both have quite a lot of knowledge within the industry.” (Head of design)
“Then we have other stakeholders. And for us it has become clear the last years how important it is for us to bring courage into the politics. 
To understand that it is actually possible for companies to do good or to choose better alternatives. To us it is not a huge risk to implement 
legislation. It is about time. It has taken too long. We talked about circular polyester; it was a huge risk.” (CEO)
“It is a big investment to change. To really get things going you need the government. That the government would say: we support this to get 
this going. And I think that is for Bring for example, the Norwegian government they did that to make it happen. Because it is so big. And you 
need the big guys to step up to make it happen. Otherwise, you have the small fire-soldiers, the small people going around doing their great 
stuff, but still they are doing very small.” (Procurement)
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