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Abstract: This paper discusses the role and responsibility of business organizations in a sustainability
transition with a thought-provoking hypothetical construct, the cuvée organization. The aim of the
paper is to introduce and conceptualize this normative concept on what sustainable and respon-
sible business would look like in an ideal world—more specifically, which meta features should
characterize a business organization that is designed for sustainability? It also tests the concept’s
applicability to a micro-process, an everyday challenge any organization aiming for sustainability
would face, namely discounting. The concept of the cuvée organization emerged from participatory
backcasting, a normative scenario-building exercise conducted with a sustainability expert panel. In
this co-creative process, the panel capitalized on the metaphor of cuvée wine and winemaking, which
provided the cognitive means to chart the unknown. The emerged concept of the cuvée organization
stands for a business archetype which is designed to serve a prosocial cause, subordinating activities
and structural features accordingly. When applying this construct to discounting, our approach lies
with ecological rationality in behavioral decision making as well as the practice-based approach
of corporate strategy research. In this theoretically rigorous effort, we aim to show which meta-
characteristics could support an organizational structure leading to better decision making, aiming
to avoid various forms of temporal and spatial discounting. The originality of the research is filling
the normative vision with details through the conceptualization of the cuvée organization. On the
level of methodologies, our research contributes to understanding the novelty and applicability of
backcasting processes and provides an astounding example for the use of metaphors in future studies.

Keywords: sustainable business; discounting; decision making; cuvée organization; backcast-
ing; metaphors

1. Introduction

As ecological demises caused or aggravated by current social metabolisms are no
longer questioned by the majority in our societies, the quest to find a way out of our
unsustainable economic and social practices has intensified [1]. The demand to plan and
initiate sustainability transformations almost always entails the claim to seriously alter
business practices and overthrow the reigning atomistic and utilitarian approaches that
allow businesses to thrive in an environment where their own interest earns primacy over
collective ecological and social concerns [2]. There is an intensified ongoing scientific
discourse on sustainable business models (SBM) [3,4], more sustainable business models
(MSBM) [5], sustainable business model innovation (SBMI) [6,7], organizational sustain-
ability [8], social business [9], and degrowth business [2]. All these concepts appear to
find adequate answers to transforming business practices for people and the planet. Most
of them are descriptive and base their findings on looking at existing practices [3,7–10],
while other approaches are more prescriptive in their quest to suggest organizational pro-
cesses, characteristics, practices to achieve sustainability [2,5]. The concept we introduce
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in this paper, cuvée organizations, is neither descriptive because it does not claim that
such organizations exist nor prescriptive because it does not intend to impose or enforce
models or rules to existing businesses. By the nature of the methodology behind the birth
of the concept, namely backcasting, it is normative: it describes a business typology that
a group of people deem desirable with organizational characteristics that they wish to
see in a future where sustainability is the norm. Hence, by describing these normative
characteristics, this paper neither tries to introduce a brand-new model of business based
on existing trends with an analysis on its feasibility, nor is it a response to any existing
gaps in the literature on sustainable business models. By introducing a normative con-
cept that emerged from qualitative research, it wishes to add to our understanding on
how meta-characteristics of an economic organization result in a more sustainable modus
operandi. Moreover, we believe that the metaphor of winemaking contributes significantly
to understanding the fine details of a transformation that may or may not yet be taking
place in the business sector.

In 2016, an expert panel was set up to take part in qualitative research that explored
the question of what sustainable and responsible business would look like in an ideal
world and find potential intervention steps that nudge current economic actors towards
that desired state. The methodological framework used was participatory backcasting, a
normative scenario-building exercise that starts by envisioning the future and working our
way back from that future to the present identifying necessary steps along the way [11,12].
Our choice fell on the use of backcasting as the non-existence of a truly sustainable and
responsible business sphere in the real-world prompts the application of transition man-
agement tools that enable us to understand where we might want to transit to and what
interventions we need now to have better chances of ending up there. During the two-
day research workshop, expert participants—with knowledge on sustainability issues in
current business—invented the term “cuvée organization” to describe an entity in the
desired future that most resembles their ideals, and they used this metaphor all along to
describe how these organizations operate and come about. By using the term “cuvée” they
intended to underline how just blending for-profit and nonprofit organizational charac-
teristics (the two different wines in their metaphor) only results in new qualities if it is
done with adequate care, timing and relying on the best properties of both wines. In their
understanding, cuvée qualities in an economic organization only happen if profit-seeking
is being replaced by dedication to a social or ecological cause; competition by coopetition;
atomistic and self-interested systems views by network-based embeddedness. After the
backcasting research, as researchers we attempted to deepen our understanding of this
newly developed concept by initiating interdisciplinary cooperation with artists and even
viticulture experts.

Hence, cuvée organization is a concept created by the expert participants. It is an
emergent concept that relies on the practical experiences of the participants in their present
realities; their underlying understandings of descriptive and prescriptive business models;
and their own personal desires and norms that influence normative images of the future.
However, due to the limited timeframe of the backcasting workshop and the panel’s focus
on building a vision and a roadmap, an academically rigorous conceptualization of the
cuvée organization was not developed. The aim of the current paper is to conceptualize the
concept of the cuvée organization in theoretically rigorous quality. This conceptualization
is based on our understanding of this hypothetic organizational type as one that is designed
to serve as a vehicle for collective action creating value in an ethical and socioecologically
sustainable manner. The conceptualization is therefore based on a normative concept
that emerged in qualitative research inspired by the everyday practices and desires of
expert participants coupled with existing theories applied by the researchers. Because
our intention is not to create a new typology, using scientific literature serves as a tool to
explain the characteristics of this normative concept and not to find its deserved place
among existing models. The originality of the research is hence filling the normative vision
of expert participants with details through the conceptualization of the cuvée organization.
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We argue that our reasoning and our approach in this process is abductive because we
are creating scientific knowledge of social life “by drawing on the concepts and meanings
used by social actors, and the activities in which they engage” [13] (p. 176). Therefore, our
reasoning is not deductive because we are not using general statements or any rules to apply
them to a certain case, nor are we inductive in our approach because we are not starting
from theory or an existing gap in the literature and investigating the given phenomena to
agree with the concepts of the theory at hand [13]. In our backcasting research process,
participants shared their everyday understanding and meaning making on the business
organization of the future that then led through their deliberative, participatory interaction
from which the concept of the cuvée organization emerged as a description of a possible
yet currently only desired future. Abduction was applied here to find explanation and to
elaborate possible insights of this commonly created concept.

Therefore, in our current paper, we use the metaphor of cuvée wine to describe a
normative concept of an entity with specific organizational characteristics. Regarding the
use of metaphors in economics, Hardt [14] argues that they provide cognitive means to
chart the unknown, and metaphors can serve as means to find yet unchartered perspectives.
To be more precise, we are constructing an expanded metaphor, that is an analogy, which
is a “sustained and systematically elaborated metaphor” [15] (p. 35). Accordingly, in our
paper we are constructing the cuvée organization through systematically describing its
key characteristics using cuvée wine as a source for inspiration and a cognitive foundation.
However, it is important that we try to introduce this new “label” to energize the discus-
sions, debates, and actions for a sustainable and responsible future and not to come up
with a hypothetical organizational type.

In the new millennium, the “practice turn” has gained ground also in corporate
strategy research [16]. The practice-based approach aims to come closer to the local logic
of practice [17]. According to this interpretation, reality cannot be described by complex
correlations but puts the focus on everyday activities, the inner logic of actions, their micro-
processes, and events [18,19]. The practice-based approach to corporate strategy attempts
to create a dialogue between content and process research, assuming that content is an
integral component of the strategy-making process, and its ultimate goal is to dive deeper
in the strategy-making processes. Our approach in this paper is also practice-oriented, with
the novelty of placing reality into the imagined future, by defining the desired practices
of the so-called cuvée organization. This practice-orientation is the reason why we are
not just focusing on the general meta-level description of the cuvée organization but
also zoom into one single, narrow perspective of fighting discounting as an example of
a “micro process”. Linking the overall idea of the cuvée organization to discounting, a
specific subtheme of behavioral decision making, provides on the one hand substance to
the concepts used in the backcasting research, and on the other, it tests its applicability to
an everyday challenge any organization aiming for sustainability would face. Discounting
is chosen for its significant relevance to sustainability. Through this endeavor we hope
to showcase how the general organizational characteristics of the cuvée organization can
lead to better decision making in terms of ecological and social responsibility. We thereby
aim to contribute to ongoing scientific discourses both on transforming businesses into
a more sustainable modus operandi and on more adequate decision making for the sake
of sustainability.

The paper consists of seven sections. After the introduction, the methodological
background of our research is presented. Section 3 describes the meta-level characteristics
of the cuvée organization. Section 4 uses the phenomena of discounting to showcase
how the cuvée organization is better suited to tackle discounting issues in its decision-
making processes in order to become more sustainable. Section 5 turns back to the original
metaphor of cuvée winemaking providing some insights and raising questions about the
development of this hypothetical organizational model. The last two sections provide our
discussion and our conclusions.
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2. Methodology

The research project was launched at the end of 2015 in cooperation of three orga-
nizations: the Corvinus University of Budapest, the Business Council for Sustainable
Development in Hungary (BCSDH) and the Civil Auction Foundation (CAF). All three
organizations were committed to finding the paths for a peaceful transition to a more
sustainable and responsible economic and social modus operandi. The research sought the
answers to the question of what the business of the future could look like. Because it is cru-
cial for sustainability issues to break away from the traditional social, environmental, and
economic fundamentals that determine our current ways of thinking, we need innovative
methods that can help in transcending them. For this reason, the method of backcasting
was chosen.

Backcasting is one of the future research methods of normative scenario building that
explores the possible future perspectives of social organizations (be it on organizational,
different geographical or on societal levels) [11,12,20]. Instead of using the current situation
as a starting point for forecasting the future, the novelty of the method is to begin by
creating an ideal normative vision of the future, linking that image backwards in time
with the present, and identifying the steps that can lead to such an imaginary future. The
English name of the technique also refers to this when replacing the prefix ‘fore/casting’
with the prefix ‘back/casting’.

The method assumes that our current ways of thinking and its lock-in effects can
adversely affect the actions we are willing to take now. For this reason, the visions of
actors also have a major impact on the actions. Hence, it differs significantly from the
basic principles of forecasting. Another important difference is the perception of the actors
themselves. While forecasting assumes that actors are simply drifting with external trends
and events, backcasting is based on the presumption that actors can move towards certain
futures, and in the feedback processes there is uninterrupted interaction between action
and vision. Therefore, both actions and future directions can be influenced.

Backcasting is especially effective in an environment where the future is uncertain,
the heterogeneous systems involved are complex, and the outputs predicted by current
trends are unacceptable. Thus, backcasting is most needed when system-level innovations
are essential to break current trends. Therefore, the multidisciplinary, multidimensional,
and multilevel approach of backcasting generally fits well with sustainability issues. All
in all, this normative approach can generate broad visions of alternatives that go beyond
mainstream frameworks and identify innovative interventions that may not yet be present
or sufficiently prominent in our thinking. The responsibility of economic actors in terms of
environmental and social sustainability is a highly complex problem to which the chosen
methodology fits well. In our abductive [12] approach, we wanted to know how an expert
panel can envision the future of business and plan its way back from that future to the
present identifying potential intervention steps. The advantage of using this qualitative,
participatory methodology is that it can uncover the cognitive framings of these experts on
crucial issues without the need to follow only currently available paradigms and realities
and enables them to leave existing path dependencies and lock-in effects behind when
unfolding their common understanding on how they wished things would work in the
future. This opens up new avenues for thoughts, creating a space both for creativity and
value choices uncommon or deemed unrealistic in the present.

Table 1 provides an overview of our qualitative research process. In the preparatory
phase, the three organizations together determined the central topic of the backcasting
research. While at first sight this may not be a challenging task, even just giving a title to
the project proved difficult. The title of the backcasting project in direct translation from
Hungarian was ‘What will the future company look like?—Sustainable and Responsible
Economic Actors in 2050’. It was precisely because of the novel approaches inherent in the
method that it was difficult to give a title that did not pre-empt thinking. (In Hungarian
“sustainable business” would have narrowed the scope down too much.) While the method
itself helped determine the time span, it is, for example, much more difficult to formulate
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what the most important economic actors in the future will be called. While we wrote
companies in the title, we left open the possibility that participants would determine for
themselves what types of actors they would imagine in an ideal future.

Table 1. Overview of the research process.

Research Phase Task Participants Outputs

Backcasting

Preparatory phase Determining the topic
Selecting participants

Researchers and members
of cooperating
organizations

Briefing sent to
participants

Backcasting workshop
(two-days)

Envisioning the future
and designing the

backcasted intervention
roadmap

Backcasting participants
(12 experts from business,
civil society, and academic

sectors)

Backcasting vision
Backcasting steps

Backcasting roadmaps

Follow-up of
backcasting workshop

Systematization of
roadmap

Researchers and members
of cooperating
organizations

Systems map [21]
Research report [22]

Art & Science
Deepening our

understanding of the
vision

Using artistic tools to
enhance

comprehension of the
vision [23]

Researchers Theatrical Action Game
(Future & Co.) [23,24]

Metaphor Unfolding the
metaphor

Expanding the
conceptualization of

the cuvée organization
through understanding

cuvée winemaking

Researchers; viticulture
expert; some of the expert

participants from the
backcasting workshop;
other faculty members

Mind-map on the
relevance of the

winemaking metaphor

In the preparatory phase, participants also had to be selected. The researchers opted for
an expert panel involving twelve people working already with sustainability topics in their
own environments. The experts covered business, civil society, and academic sectors, many
of the participants managing companies that already aim at reaching sustainability in their
operations. Due to the expected limitations in the availability of expert participants, certain
dimensions had been predetermined by the researchers to facilitate the initial focus of the
upcoming discussions. These dimensions were determined by the spatial and temporal
relationship between actions and consequences so that the envisioning began looking at the
responsibilities of sustainable economic actors locally and globally, and towards present
and future generations. Thought-provoking questions on these dimensions were concisely
detailed in the briefing material sent to the participants, making sure that they only raise
dilemmas but do not frame the thinking process itself.

In a backcasting process, participants jointly create a normative vision for the not-too-
close but still foreseeable future (2050 in our case). Afterwards they define the steps that
can lead towards this vision creating a kind of roadmap for interventions [20]. All these
took place in a two-day workshop in January 2016 with the participation of the twelve
experts. On the first day of the workshop, the participants envisioned what sustainable
business in the future would look like. On the second day of the workshop, tools and
recommendations were developed along the main focal points of the participants’ chosen
vision, which could lead to such an ideal future.

As a follow-up to the backcasting workshop, the logical and temporal synthesis
of the recommendations was compiled by the researchers together with representatives
of the other funding organizations. This also included qualitative tools like meaning
condensation, meaning interpretation and categorization based on the researchers’ notes
and the recordings. To explore the relationships between the vision and the backcasting
steps, the researchers prepared tables and charts and drew a systems map [21]. The research
report on the backcasting phase was published in 2019 with the results. Some parts of this
section rely heavily on this report [22].
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The backcasting phases were followed by a unique cooperation between art and
science [23,24]. In 2018, research results were given to an art troupe called Symptoms
Ensemble without little explanation on behalf of researchers, and the artists were expected
to interpret the results according to their understanding. This was then turned into a
theatrical action game and staged three times in three different locations to the public.
The purpose of this exercise was threefold. Firstly, it was meant to test how well the
cooperation between art and science can lead to enhanced social research results both in
terms of understanding and in terms of impact. Secondly, it served as dissemination for
the results initiating public discourse. Thirdly, and most relevantly to this paper—the
process, the implementation and the dialogues throughout this endeavor—deepened our
understanding of the research results and the metaphor of the cuvée organization.

However, after this phase, the researchers felt that they had not capitalized sufficiently
on the richness of the metaphor that emerged in the backcasting phases and through
the cooperation between art and science. The use of metaphors in futures studies is an
extensively applied tool (for more details see Inayatullah [25] in the editorial and the special
issue of Futures dedicated to this theme) in order “to make the strange familiar and also
the familiar strange” [26]. To further enhance our comprehension of the cuvée metaphor,
in January 2020 we organized a workshop together with a scholar specialized in viticulture.
The original participants from the backcasting research were also invited, and other faculty
members were also welcomed to join.

The research process—resulting in the report on backcasting, the theatrical action
game and the mind map on the metaphor—demonstrates that the concept of the cuvée orga-
nization is an evolving construct that is developed through stigmergic collaboration [27,28]
in participatory processes involving many distinct disciplines.

3. Meta-Level Conceptualization of the Cuvée Organization

What would it take to earn a social license to operate a business organization in
2050? To address the question, the expert participants have formulated a vision for 2050
considering wider socioeconomic and narrower organizational aspects. The following is
an excerpt from the backcasting vision:

“In 2050, the economy is the subsystem of society, that is the subsystem of the natural
environment. They are fully embedded in each other and interact directly and dynamically.
The purpose of economic organizations is to serve human communities and nature, and
to solve ecological and social Causes (Cause-driven organizations). Profit maximization
is not an end in itself. However, profit exists but it is an indicator of value creation in a
specific cause. As a result of convergence between the civil and corporate sectors, Cuvée
organizations are operating. Economic organizations are organized into ecosystem-like
networks. The nodes of the networks are built around core competencies that are needed
to address some of the Causes at the heart of economic organizations. The relationship
between the organizations is based on coopetition, an expression reflecting open and
unrestricted sharing of knowledge and experience. At the same time, a healthy and
constructive competition for development exists and is accepted in the economy. There
are self-regulating mechanisms in the network that prevent strong power positions
from forming. Decisions are made in a decentralized manner within the network and
within economic organizations, at the level closest to the point where the given problem
occur. The responsibility of economic organizations extends along the entire supply
chain, and all those directly and indirectly involved in the supply chain are all considered
stakeholders of the economic organization. The economic organization is the arena for
democracy both for external and internal stakeholders. The communities concerned
can participate meaningfully in the strategic decision-making and planning processes
and have the necessary authority to do so. The characteristics of the product make it
clear what social and natural impacts occur throughout its life cycle. The operation of
the economic organization and the production process of the products are completely
transparent. This transparency acts as a self-regulating mechanism in the economy. The
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brand of an economic organization is basically the embodiment of the Cause that it seeks
to resolve with its core business.”

The single most influential change factor compared to contemporary dominant ways
to do business appears to be a meta-level turn: leaving behind profit maximization and
instead organizing around cause drivenness. The meta-level is the realm of higher order
principles, values and rules which are reflected in the micro-level. The micro-level is
shaped by the macro and consists of actions and decisions (relying loosely on Ostrom’s
Institutional Analysis and Development framework [29]). Abandoning the supremacy of
profit maximizing for the sake of serving a prosocial cause has far-reaching consequences
regarding multiple fundamental characteristics of a business organization.

Table 2 summarizes the main perspectives that change with the emergence of the
cuvée organizations.

Table 2. Meta level comparison of the business approach to be replaced by the cuvée organization.

Perspective Approach to Be Replaced Cuvée Organization

Activity focus manufacturing/service-provision solution

Motivation profit-maximization cause-drivenness

Brand image driven by marketing the cause

Profit ultimate strategic goal indicator of success in advancing the cause

Systems view atomistic, self-interested network-based, embedded

Relation to other economic Actors competition coopetition

Power (market) globally concentrated decentralised, relocalised

Knowledge protected by patents open-source

Approach shareholder view stakeholder view

Relation to staff employee partner

The central concept behind the cuvée organization is the acceptance that economic
organizations are social constructs that operate in an ecosystem that includes strong stake-
holders not just in the economic sphere but also in the social and ecological environment.
Any activity performed in such intertwined networks has direct natural and social impacts
and as such is followed by strong repercussions on the economic actor itself. Hence, the
cuvée organization cannot orient its strategies towards self-interested goals such as profit
seeking but towards goals that serve the well-being of the whole network (including social
and ecological ecosystems). This is where the central theme of the cause itself comes in.
In such worldview, the motivational force behind all operations is to choose one specific
issue, called the Cause (or multiple issues), that the organization is willing to serve and
subordinate all its activities accordingly.

For example, under such circumstances, the goal of a pharmaceutical company is not
the research and manufacturing of medication to generate profit but also the provision
of health to society with careful consideration to the natural environment. This does not
mean that their activities will not include the manufacturing of medication for those whose
health has suffered, but it will only be part of their operations that likely to have stronger
emphasis on prevention itself. The measure of their success is not how much profit they
make by selling more and more drugs but the level of health they provide to humans
with the least impact on the natural environment. The focus here is on providing the
most effective solutions under the constraints of the ecosystem. If the worst impact on the
environment comes from the disposal of excessive dosage of a drug given to an individual
through the sewage system, a solution is required to find a way to portion medication
according to individual needs. Therefore, the maximum impact needs to be achieved in
terms of the cause (serving human health) with the minimum impact on the environment.
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Once the cause replaces the profit logic and the measure of success is the added value
to the cause, all those actors that perform tasks related to the same cause become allies in
the process. Competition remains because they can still strive to be better at serving the
cause, but their success is only reinforced if others are also good at what they are doing.
Using our example, other pharmaceutical companies may also serve human health, and the
better they are at it, the healthier people are. Other health related actors are also allies, as
well as those who can improve the constraints of ecological impact, e.g., purifying sewage
water. This is how competition turns into coopetition and the shareholder view extends
naturally to a wide stakeholder view. Because the primary purpose is to serve well the
common cause, knowledge is widely shared and open-source to enable other nodes in
the network to make free use of them. This is also the reason why transparency plays a
significant part because it acts as a self-regulating tool within the networks.

Organizational constructs with a cause—beyond or instead of profit as a fundamental
goal—have already been conceptualized in academia and operationalized. Figure 1, in-
spired by Ryder-Vogeley [30] and Wilson and Post [9], captures several constructs along a
continuum with social and financial values as primary drivers in mind. It suggests that
these values—in our understanding, cause and profit—are at the opposite ends of the
continuum and enumerate organizational categories representing various combinations
of the two. The cause—social value—is near absent only at one side of the scale; the
publicly traded corporations overwhelmingly focus on financial value. All other formats
pay attention to social value to a smaller or larger extent. A balanced combination of
generating social and financial values is depicted in the midsection of the continuum by
social enterprises (SEs) that are often labeled as hybrids. Besides the combined motifs to
achieve both social and financial values, social enterprises are often captured as hybrid
organizations with characteristics taken from more than one sector. Hybridity might also
refer to the organizational format of certain SEs, as well as the double and/or combined
target groups of customers and beneficiaries. The latter entails the beneficiaries, i.e., those
individuals who are directly linked to the cause of the SE and who derive the main benefits
out of social value generation. They might also be the customers of the SE, but beneficiaries
are often in other stakeholder roles, i.e., employees. A hybrid format is when, next to a
nonprofit foundation, a social enterprise—a business—is established and provides financial
resources from business income to the nonprofit. Figure 1 also illustrates that shifting from
the realm of social towards financial value creation, the organizational structure and bylaws
allow for a higher degree of personal wealth appropriation. A crucial organizational setup
therefore is how organizations—capable of generating financial revenues—can channel
surplus resources towards the service of the prosocial cause, instead of transforming them
into private income or wealth.

The SE literature has a more varied understanding of the nature of social enter-
prises, though. Therefore, this straightforward representation of SEs in this continuum—
developed primarily for impact investors—could be extended to the organizations on its
left: smaller ratio or even zero business income and other financial sources that can ensure
long-term feasibility instead. There is a wide range of approaches to capture the essence
of social enterprises, but when they talk about profit, they are fairly similarly saying that
profit alone is not a fundamental goal in itself. Profit is an instrument to achieve social
goals. These are “businesses that design their business models based on the alleviation
of a particular social or environmental issue. They generate income and attract capital in
line with profit-oriented models, nonprofit models, or both” [31] (p. 5). In a broad sense, it
involves commercial nonprofits applying business toolkits and business earning strategies
as well as social-purpose or mission-based for-profit businesses.

Formats towards the right end of the continuum also contribute to the understanding
of the diversity of organizations with an orientation to cause. Both mission-driven for-
profits and CSR may vary extensively—even along separate continuums—regarding the
cause: its nature, scale, and the embeddedness into organizational strategy, operations
and corporate decision making. Besides these key terms, several others can be placed on
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the continuum. There are multiple organizational innovations which aim to safeguard
the prosocial efforts against profit pressures. Such are benefit corporations (use state
incorporation statutes in the US), B Corporations (certified by a nonprofit), Community
Interest Organizations in the UK, Purpose Trusts, Low-Profit Limited Liability Companies,
Common Property Prosocial Organizations [32] and Alternative Capitalist [33] to name a
few from the Anglo-Saxon legal and institutional field. These organizational innovations
can be successful: when averaging environmental worker, governance, community, and
consumer scores, B Corps more than double the scores of ordinary benchmark firms [34].

Figure 1. Organizations on the cause-profit coordinate system (inspired by Ryder–Vogeley [30] and Wilson and Post [9]).

When it comes to the vision of the participant experts, the cuvée organization is best
described in the literature by the concept of generative ownership design [35]. Gener-
ative ownership design has a “living purpose” with a focus on providing livelihoods
while creating (or not destroying) the conditions for a dignified life. To do so, argues
Kelly [35], top-down absentee ownership has to be replaced by “rooted membership”
which is embedded into local social and ecological networks. Price signals and profit
expectations as organizing principles have to be succussed by “mission-controlled gover-
nance” (called cause-drivenness by the participants) allowing for success to be understood
multidimensionally. Finance needs to be subordinated to genuine socioecological needs.
These institutional characteristics are reinforcing each other and are meant to serve as
checks and balances to safeguard cause drivenness and ethical conduct.

4. Micro-Level Application of the Concept of the Cuvée Organization: The Example of
Fighting Discounting for the Sake of Sustainable Decision Making

The complexity of the cuvée organization does not allow us to cover all aspects of its
hypothetical operations. Therefore, it is necessary to zoom into a micro-level application
where we can focus on one specific perspective of its functioning to test its suitability to
sustainability. Hence, we now turn our attention to behavioral economics when introducing
the hypothetical organizational form of the cuvée organization as we agree with scholars
who say that it is no longer the lack of knowledge that stops us from acting consciously
towards our social and ecological environment but certain attributes of human behavior
that makes this endeavor difficult [36,37]. Behavioral economics covers a vast field of
psychological phenomena like diverse types of heuristics and biases, affect, and emotions.
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For the sake of our argumentation in this paper, to investigate how the cuvée organization
might differ from currently known mainstream economic actors in their decision making,
it is sufficient for us to focus on one dimension of behavioral economics. Our choice fell on
the phenomena of discounting because it poses a serious threat to tackling sustainability
challenges and currently constitutes an inherent part of the business environment and acts
as a serious barrier to change. After a short introduction to the relationship of discounting
and sustainability issues, we will introduce those proposed traits of the cuvée organization
that may enable it to counterbalance the innate emergence of discounting in their decision-
making processes. This should serve as an example of a micro-level application of the
concept of cuvée organization.

However, as we venture into the domains of behavioral decision making, it is impor-
tant to make our stance explicit with regard to the conceptual choices we make in this paper.
When it comes to our interpretation of behavioral decision making, our conceptual choice
lies with ecological rationality. Ecological rationality supposes that behaviors contradicting
the axioms of rationality may still result in successful and accurate decisions. Thus, heuris-
tics and biases—understood as systematic violations of the rational choice theory—should
not necessarily have a negative connotation. The rationality of behavior is contextualized;
it is contingent on the circumstances of the decision, or as Herbert Simon suggests, on the
“structure of task environments” [38] (p. 7). In Simon’s pair of scissors analogy, the two
blades of cognition—the computational capabilities of the individual—and the context
both play a role. The ecologically rational choice is a “match between mind and envi-
ronment” [39] (p. xix), and this match can be served well with fast and frugal heuristics
requiring less time, information, and computation without compromising accuracy.

4.1. Discounting and Sustainability

For centuries—mainly since the Enlightenment—economic thoughts revolved around
rational choice in decision making. It was only around the 1970s when psychologists like
Herbert Simon, Amos Tversky, and Daniel Kahneman managed to hit a hole in this canon.
Their work gave rise to behavioral economics, a field that investigates human behavior
beyond rationality principles when making decisions in the economic sphere [40,41]. As
parallel development, it was also in the 1970s when economists like Herman Daly, Nicholas
Georgescu-Roegen, or Kenneth Boulding started questioning another dogma of economic
thought, namely the disjunction of the economy from its environment, and they promoted
the embeddedness of the economy in the social and the ecological environment. Their
work gave rise to ecological economics striving to find a way for the economy to stay
within planetary boundaries for the sake of strong sustainability [42]. In current scientific
discourses, these two fields often meet up in research that combines the psychological
dimensions of behavioral economics and sustainability. This is where limits to rational
behavior meet the limits to growth. The topic of discounting in a perfect example.

Although institutionalized discounting in economics and discounting in the psycho-
logical realm are strongly related, a distinction must be made. Discounting in economics is
an everyday practice justified mainly by marginal opportunity cost of capital and is often
criticized by those concerned about sustainability issues because few natural resources
can compete with the marginal opportunity cost of capital, and hence profit always reigns
over resources [43]. Many argue that the discounting of consumption utility or access to re-
sources is wrong both morally and practically, not only in terms of intergenerational justice
but also for aggravating current problems [44,45]. Discounting in behavioral economics—
sometimes referred to as judgmental discounting—is the phenomenon whereby humans
undervalue the risk of an occurrence when it happens in distant dimensions both in time
and space [46]. The different dimensions of discounting are uncertainty, temporal, spatial
and social distancing with uncertainty closely related to the time dimension and spatial
discounting with social distancing. These dimensions influence each other and are similarly
influenced by manipulations. While they may not occur simultaneously in all decision-
making processes, the difficulty with sustainability issues lies exactly with the fact that
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all of them are present at the same time. However, discounting may appear differently
when it is seen in terms of losses or in terms of ethical concerns, the latter attracting less
discounting [47].

Discounting has a lot to do with psychological distancing both in terms of time and
space. Research shows that taking environmental impacts into consideration that happen
in the future, 30–40 years from now, are discounted the same way as if they happened
outside of one’s own country [46]. At the same time, sustainability is a wicked problem
that has long-term impacts: we borrow resources from future generations and due to the
complex nature of ecological degradation, and the consequences of our decisions may
only impact humans and nonhumans geographically distant from us. Hence, costs and
responsibilities of an action that follow a decision in the economic sphere to produce or
consume may not rest with those who benefit from that production and consumption.
However, the emphasis is on perceived psychological distance. Pro-environmental action is
less likely to take place when the decision maker perceives that this individual action may
only have an influence on people in the distant future or in faraway lands. The reasons
behind temporal discounting include the lack of empathy for non-existent fellow human
beings, the lack of certainty regarding the future and the inability to delay gratification.
Spatial discounting, on the other hand, can be traced back to lesser emotional burdens of
seeing a person suffer who is not in our close vicinity, dampening our moral intuition. [46].
Loewenstein et al. [48] argue that when assessing risks while taking decisions, our feelings
also deeply impact our judgments. Anticipated outcomes (including anticipated feelings)
together with subjective probabilities and other factors such as immediacy or mood have a
direct effect on both our feelings and cognitive evaluation that leads to our behavior and
final outcomes (including feelings). Therefore, affect has a significant influence on the way
we take our decisions. Effects, however, are highly sensitive to proximities in time [48].

The Brundtland Commission’s report in 1987 defined sustainable development as “de-
velopment which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” [49]. This shows that even the least strict definition
of sustainability has the element of assessing impacts in terms of time dimensions ensuring
intergenerational equity. Sustainability in this sense is understood as fairness over time
towards future generations, and this is why we picked the phenomena of discounting as an
illustration in this paper. Environmental concerns and discounting are especially wicked
counterparts. Constructive action for the sake of nature is required here, now and for
certain considering a potential loss that only just may occur further and later. Our response
to this challenge is seriously aggravated by the psychological pressure of only being at ease
when focusing on certain things in the present concerning us, or the people we feel close
to us [48]. Moreover, judgmental discounting can also neutralize antisocial behavior [36].
While discounting is a phenomenon that seriously hinders sustainability initiatives and
constitutes a serious “dragon of inaction” [36], behavioral economics also includes findings
on pro-social behavior whereby individuals act based on intrinsic motivation to do good
or make sacrifices for others [50], rather than just for the utility of a “warm glow” [51]. In
the next subsection, we look at how the cuvée organization was intuitively designed by
participants to moderate the impacts of discounting.

4.2. The Cuvée Organization and Discounting

Any organization aiming for sustainability has the significant challenge of solving
current challenges while maintaining a long-term perspective and aiming for resilience both
internally and in their environment. When examining firms with contractual relationship
between the top management and the shareholders and comparing them to family-owned
businesses, Sanjay and Pramodita Sharma [52] found that ownership is an important
aspect of patience in return on investments. Even though both types of organizations’
strategic decisions are based on the owners’ goals and perspectives, when relational
ownership and management apply, these decisions have longer time horizons. When
creating value for current stakeholders, it is important to balance them out for values
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of future stakeholders even if these may change in the meantime. However, this often
requires long-term investments called patient capital [52]. While patient capital can also
be used for malign as well as benign purposes, in our case its sheer existence is crucial
in running a cuvée organization whose decision making is supposed to be long-term.
Patient capital comes from investors who for various reasons are willing to invest in the
long-term, often with the intention to protect certain stakeholders’ interests or secure
ownership over longer periods of time. The literature on patient capital [53–55] focuses
on financial returns on investments in the long-term, the participants in the backcasting
research intuitively focused on the role of ownership and investor responsibility. Many
backcasting interventions that lead to the rise of a cuvée organization deal with these
two perspectives. The resulting systems map shows that participants presumed that
a higher level of investor responsibility would decrease the “rate of money-generating
function of money” as they called it and hence lead to the strengthening of the cause-driven
approaches necessary for the penetration of cuvée organizations in the economic sphere.
Urging capital to look for high socioecological return instead of high, short-term financial
return on investments was deemed a prerequisite for the rise of cuvée organizations. Even
though ownership was discussed as a separate issue, in the patient capital literature the
two concepts interrelate. In the backcasting research, employee ownership was seen as a
tool to enhance participation in strategic decision making and the representation of diverse
stakeholder interests. Through these correlations, however, this proves to be also a tool to
fight short-termism and discounting.

Any sustainability transition would require extensive collective action, collective
decisions, widespread innovation in terms of organizing our social and economic life and
in terms of technology [1]. Even though current mainstream economic thinking tends
to build on the self-interest maximizing individual actors, human civilization was made
possible through ultrasociality, the capability of a species to cooperate and coordinate
even at the expense of individual autonomy [56]. “Humans are not naturally rapacious,
hierarchical, and competitive any more than they are cooperative and egalitarian.” [56] (p. 16).
Ultrasociality has a lot to do with handling temporal and spatial discounting. Ultrasociality
itself developed due to the coordinative requirements of human societies that through
agriculture managed to produce their own food and create labor divisions that spanned
through time and space. The benefit of creating agricultural societies ranged far beyond the
lifetime of an individual, but ultrasociality prevailed. While Gowdy and Krall [56] argue
that it is exactly this ultrasociality that demands us to unquestionably produce surplus and
sacrifice both fellow human beings as well as our own life-supporting systems, it may just
be this cooperative nature of ours that can transform the whole system to drive us out of
danger. The participants of our backcasting research certainly thought so. Talking about
cuvée organizations, the term they specifically used was coopetition. Coopetition—when
even competing organizations cooperate to achieve more efficiency—has been said to
enhance sustainability but only when the coopetition moves beyond the economic value for
the focal firm and produces social good on the macro-level [56]. Manzhynski and Figge [57]
(p. 834) argue that “the question whether coopetition for sustainability is viable depends on
the perspective of the stakeholders that are involved in coopetition. Different sets of stakeholder
interests in coopetition lead to different forms of workable coopetition. Interestingly, this does not
necessarily mean that stakeholders need to share the same interests. Our research therefore points to
the viability of unusual stakeholder alliances of coopetition for sustainability.” This is exactly what
participants envisioned both through the cause-driven properties of organizations and
through placing cuvée organizations into self-regulating networks where highly diverse
sets of stakeholders—even those competing to be the best in advancing the social issue at
hand—cooperate extensively. With an interesting crosstalk to our analogy, Christ et al. [58]
researched the coopetition arrangements of the two largest wine-producing companies of
Australia to cut carbon emissions, and they found the following among the most important
factors in the success of coopetition: long-term commitment; the willingness to share
knowledge and resources; and building trust [58]. Through such long-term commitments,
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the perspectives for impact also counterbalance our natural tendency to discount the
future. Moreover, the wide range of stakeholders—envisioned by the participants—act
against social discounting because they are part of the “in-group”, the network of the
cuvée organization. The vision on sustainable business suggests that stakeholders are to be
routinely mapped and heard.

The participant experts described a vision where business organizations are aiming to
solve social and ecological issues. An important factor in doing so is the ability of economic
actors to share knowledge and experience in an unrestricted way. As Pearce [59] (p. 426)
puts it, the “lack of access to critical information for sustainable development is directly responsible
for a morally and ethically unacceptable level of human suffering and death.” Looking at the US
economy, Lindsey and Teles [60] argue that in most sectors, intellectual property rights (the
bundle of copyright, patents, and trademarks) have been used as tools by the powerful to
gain monopoly, show growth, and increase inequality. In their policy proposal to enhance
innovation (and not the rise of intellectual property filings), Boldrin and Levine [61]
recommend the phasing out of patents, and until then to tailor their breadth and length
to different sectoral needs because there are many alternative options available to reduce
the risks and costs of developing new and useful products and services. A solution
to this general problem of access to critical information can come through open-source
appropriate technology (OSTA). OSTA is a cause-driven approach towards knowledge
and technology in that it directs innovation and business models to solve socioecological
problems, instead of creating rentier positions. Multiple successful OSTA projects can serve
as inspirations and best practices. For example, Kostakis et al. [62] describe how affordable
robot hands and prosthetic devices as well as locally manufactured small wind turbines
and picohydroelectric plants have been designed and created through open collaborations.
Similarly, cheap, customizable, repairable, and durable tools for regenerative farming are
being designed, shared and produced through OSTA projects [63]. Open-source knowledge
also played a significant role both in the backcasting vision and among the intervention
steps that lead to such desirable and sustainable futures.

Stazyk et al. [64] attempt to define the traits of socially responsible organizations who
consider social equity as the central focus for sustainability: “socially responsible organizations
place a premium on decision making. They engage proactively in strategic planning processes so as
to mitigate uncertainty while concomitantly balancing the needs and expectations of present and
future generations. More specifically, socially responsible organizations are likely to engage in forms
of integrated decision making” (p. 674). They define integrated decision making as a process
that ensures that all consequences of an action as well as unexpected potential contingencies
are mapped in advance of taking the decision, and those involved in the decision making
remain involved not just in the pre-decision phase but also during implementation and
evaluation. Organizational structures that best suit such integrated decisions are those
where the management hierarchy can easily adapt to changes in missions and is bottom-
up, inclusive and decentralized. Employee ownership and partial ownership can also be
beneficial, and anything that ensures long-term loyalty can enhance such decision-making
culture. The organization itself should plan its existence in the long-term, making it easier
to resist immediate gains and undervalue future costs. These organizations are more likely
also to engage with local communities and embed themselves in the sustainability of their
surroundings. The authors also argue that these integrated decisions should stop weighting
up interests and focus more on the moral community between generations [64]. This latter
argument is in line with the proponents who believe that fighting discounting is to abandon
utilitarist approaches altogether because focusing on utilities, enjoyments and interests
inhibits moral judgments [44,45].

Our claim is not that a cuvée organization will not use discounting at all. What we
argue is that the concept of a cuvée organization provides a space and an organizational
structure where discounting is tackled on a more conscious level, following the concept
of ecological rationality where heuristics—even temporal discounting—can be treated as
part of the individuals’ adaptive toolbox [39]. The findings of the backcasting research
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show that even without a specific focus on counterbalancing discounting, participants
intuitively based their understanding of the ideal future organization on traits that are
supposed to challenge our affinity to discount. These include, for example, decentralized
decision making with the involvement of a wide range of stakeholders; extensive use of
employee ownership; coopetition and networking; open-source knowledge sharing; and
intensive trust building through transparency.

5. Capitalizing on the Metaphor of Cuvée Winemaking in the Conceptualization of
the Cuvée Organization

Metaphors boost the associative thinking and creative problem solving in a research
process [25,26]. This was the case in our backcasting research where the invited participants
through their cooperative group work had come up with the idea of the cuvée organization
by associating the cuvée wine as something that is made up of different grapes (in the
analogy containing traits for both current for-profit and nonprofit economic actors) and
comparing the development of future business to the process of winemaking. With the
emergence of the consensually constructed and elaborated metaphor, the group work
became energized; new thoughts and concepts emerged; and an inspired atmosphere was
created in which the participants were discovering the deeper and broader layers of their
vision of a future company, the cuvée organization. It is out of the scope of this paper to
describe the results of understanding the real wine production process of a cuvée wine
and translating it to our case of sustainable and responsible future business, but we will
use some of the insights we gained in this research process in this section of our paper.
We rely strongly on the last phase of our research when a viticulture expert helped us
understand the nature of cuvée winemaking. We believe that the use of this metaphor
enables us to deepen and elaborate our understanding of an archetypal future organization
in sustainable business and express the open questions revolving around the emergence of
such organizations.

Cuvée, a word with French origin, means blending, which refers to the fact that the
wine is made from the composition of several grape varieties. The essence of cuvée is
professional mixing, be it varieties, vintages or even regions. The purpose of the blends
is solely to create something even more exciting and complex. The goal is not to upgrade
one weaker wine with another because the weaker can never be completely oppressed
by a better one, and the good wine is very easily spoiled by the weaker. Not all grape
varieties like to be forced into a ‘marriage’. Some of them shine on their own, but some
also end up in beautiful harmony in the company of another breed. The preparation of
cuvée requires serious expertise and confidence because it is necessary to be aware of
the characteristics of the married breeds and how they behave together, how they can
strengthen or weaken each other. Blending can therefore make the wine more complex in
taste, and it can also influence the alcohol content, body and even color. The composition
of the blends lies in the hands of the responsible winemaker who is guided by his own
inspiration, expertise, openness, patience, and curiosity while also honoring the value in
the grapes, the soil, the weather, and the work which made the whole winemaking process
possible. Creating a cuvée is more of an art—experimenting with proportions, ingredients,
flavors, style features [65]. These subtleties of cuvée winemaking led the participants to use
the metaphor when they declared that what they meant by this new organizational type is
not merely a hybrid solution marrying current for-profit and nonprofit organizations. Their
aim was to introduce a whole new quality to current endowments. Table 3 summarizes
the linkages between the cuvée winemaking process and the presupposed and desired
development of cuvée organizations in the timespan of the coming decades.

Table 3 indicates that when preparing the necessary intervention steps, the participants
used the winemaking metaphor in their thinking. In order to reach cuvée qualities in
2050, in 2020 the world needs to become aware that both current for-profit and current
nonprofit forms need to evolve and start learning from each other by sharing knowledge
and expertise. This is the only way for all types of “grapes” to improve within their own
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logic. It is only after this sensitizing, awareness-raising and knowledge-sharing phase that
the spirit and responsibility of a cause conscious civil sector can be combined with the
profit-oriented expertise knowledge of the business sector in the 2030s. The 2040s is all
about making this marriage both functional and spiritual in terms of institutionalizing and
following alternative mindsets from those inherent to today’s economic operations.

Table 3. Cuvée wine making.

Backcasting Stages Winemaking Process Organizational Developments

2040s: maturation process with
patience and spiritual awareness

Good quality barrel, sustainable
environment, to gain visibility and

acceptance.
(aging, bottling)

Cuvée spirit is embedded and becomes organic
on systemic, organizational and individual

levels.

2030s: choosing the quality wine to
mix—carefully designed and

facilitated process

Good quality wine is needed to create the
desired blend. (fermentation,

clarification)

The spirit and responsibility of a cause
conscious civil sector is combined with the
profit-oriented expertise knowledge of the

business sector.

2020s: preparation of good grape
base for the blending

Careful juice production
(harvest, desteming and sorting, crushing

and pressing)

Mutual awareness raising, sharing of
knowledge, experience, expertise among

economic actors.

Today’s tasks
Creating a good soil to match the plant

(e.g., hills, near water), finding the region
and valuing the tradition.

Past tradition is understood in order to learn
and overcome them—present focus:

sensitizing.

The original aim of the participants was to design an ideal organization that represents
a completely different quality to the current approaches. The aim of cuvée making is never
just to blend different types of grapes but to make the end product better than the wine that
could have been consumed without this marriage. Soft wine is married to hard ones not
just to balance each other out and result in a compromise but to result in something that is
better than just the aggregate of the two distinct grapes. Grape varieties in our case relate
to the different organizational forms that exist today, ranging from joint stock companies
to nonprofit associations. It comes as no surprise that the participants rejected the use of
hybrid as that could have suggested just blending two varieties without significant gains
in quality. However, what makes a good wine a good wine can be the subject of vivid
discussions without the likelihood of ever finding an answer that satisfies all. Hence, it is
the process itself—experimenting with all sorts of marriages in highly different ratios—that
matters and the discourse that takes place alongside this process. Moreover, improving the
quality of the individual grape varieties also makes sense in this process. Enabling current
organizational types to improve their operations within their own logic was deemed as an
adequate first step toward, later on, reaching even better cuvée qualities.

The key here is the achievement of “wine harmony” that finds the intricate balance
in acidity, alcohol content, color and color defects, intensity, sweetness and sugar content,
sulfurization, body, and volatile acids. This is all true in sustainable business organizations.
Harmony or balance is to be discovered between individual and collective gains; short-
and long-term commitments; the differences in the assessment of the morality behind a
cause; costs and benefits; opting in and opting out. In winemaking, all we need is the
juice. We do not need the peel, the seeds, the stalk. As an analogy, we could say that
in a sustainable world, we could make do without profit, competition, and self-interest
maximization. However, as in winemaking, also in our own transition to sustainability,
the essence of these also goes into the final product. Certainly, the participants believed so
by not rejecting profit but making it an indicator of the success in the cause—not ditching
competition but turning it into coopetition and not suggesting that all individual interests
must be surrendered to collective needs but by learning how to be assertive without being
selfish. However, just as in winemaking, poisonous substances were also discussed in our
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case: bureaucracy, unquestioned beliefs in market mechanisms, absentee ownership, and
conscious demand manipulation were to be avoided at all costs.

Experimentation with blending is a vital stage of cuvée winemaking. There is the
sensory qualification of wine that suggests that there is an enjoyment value to the end
product; it will simply be more enjoyable to live with it. Moreover, smell is an incredibly
good indicator of the final result in close analogy of the “smell test” in ethics. There is also
the stage of chemical classification—in our business case, trying out different solutions
to the same problems. In winemaking, no experimental wines are poured out. In terms
of organizations, it is acceptable that some organizations will fail along this path as we
must first rely on what we have: artificial scarcity, limited space for innovation. However,
blending also supports the maintenance of varieties, and alien grape varieties are also
tested when blending. When securing future generations, pluralism can be a key concept.
The difference between organic and biodynamic farming is an interesting allegory. Organic
viticulture bases itself on being scientific, while biodynamic viticulture brings faith into
caring for the process by bringing in methods that rely on old traditions and ancient
knowledge. Pluralism in approaches is also crucial in our concepts. While relying on
management literature and their own experiences, the participants also brought in concepts
on values, traditions, and spirituality into their discourses.

Interestingly, the economic organization of winemaking also provided ample crosstalk
during the workshop. Because there are absolute limits in terms of space in winemaking,
one can only grow at the cost of power concentration. However, there is a significant
difference between winemaking and wine production. The former suggests an artisanal
approach where the supply chain is relatively short, and all crucial elements are cared for
by the same winemaker. In the latter case, “one produces wine when purchasing too much
from others,” suggesting an industrial approach. The difference lies mainly between the
elements of trust and the supply chain, both topics addressed widely during the research
on sustainable business. This is partly the reason why cooperatives are believed to be good
and stable organizational forms in the winemaking sector. Interestingly, the notion has
come up during our discussions on winemaking that some investors would never drink
the wine they invest in, and this is where investor responsibility comes into the picture.

With regards to discounting, one of the insights that came from our viticulture expert
could also serve as the motto for this paper. In winemaking, the perspectives of successful
operations are much longer than usually granted in other sectors. Any labor, innovation,
idea invested today in a vineyard can only be harvested in a minimum of five years, but
winemakers normally plan 25 years ahead. This kind of long-term commitment would also
be needed when transitioning current organizational forms to bear fruit just in time for us
to avert ecological breakdowns.

An additional footnote to the elaborated metaphor on the futures’ the company
of cuvée organizations is the fact that Hungarians were the members of this research
project. The unexpectedly emerged but commonly accepted and cherished metaphor of
the winemaking probably has some cultural embeddedness. Hungarians are proudly
famous (and even famously proud) for their wines. Béla Hamvas (1897–1968), a great
Hungarian writer and philosopher, in his essay on the ‘The Philosophy of Wine’, discussed
three approaches which could give further thoughts and enrich the understanding of our
concept on the cuvée organization: first is the spiritual–metaphysical layer; second, the
nature bounded, locational layer; third, the nurturing, drinking habits [66]—by giving the
complete lifecycle of the wines both in a natural and spiritual sense.

6. Discussion

In our discussion, we aim to reflect on the results of both our backcasting research
and the conceptualization carried out in the current study. This reflection concerns the
importance of our understanding on the meta-level characteristics of organizations, espe-
cially those that significantly influence the purpose of business and its social license to
operate. Our conceptualization also showed that when testing these meta-characteristics in



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13672 17 of 24

a micro-process of a specific behavioral economics problem, namely discounting, through
the common understanding of the most important characteristics of a future organization,
participants managed to find adequate solutions to tackle the problem of discounting that
is crucial in sustainability transitions, without specifically aiming to address this issue.
This draws our attention to the significance of aligning organizational characteristics to
facilitate changes in individual choices when it comes to sustainability.

According to Mair and Rathert [67], social inequalities, ecological destruction, unmet
local needs, and the disruption of the employment contract’s institution are processes
which are calling for substantial changes in the way business is currently organized. They
argue that the publicly traded corporation is the archetype serving “as the dominant and
legitimate form for organizing market-based activity in the 21st century” (ibid., p. 3),
and this seems to be substantiated by the fact that 157 of the top 200 biggest economic
entities globally (according to their revenues) are corporations outperforming many gov-
ernments [68]. However, the answers provided by these corporations to sustainability
challenges remain unsatisfactory: corporate violence is widespread and takes multiple
forms [69–71]. It is therefore of little surprise that Gallup [72] measures a decade’s long
trend in decreasing levels of trust towards the legitimacy of “business” and that, at the
same time, society expects more from business these days than simply creating wealth.

That new types of organizational forms have been called upon in response to such
social and ecological disruption is not a new phenomenon. For example, the pressures as-
serted by the first industrial revolution (as loss of livelihoods and housing due to enclosures,
inhumane working conditions, barely or lower than subsistence wages and unsafe working
conditions) propelled the foundation of The Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers in 1844.
Many organizational innovations were introduced, such as the common property regime,
the “one person one vote” governance feature, the entitlement for interest due to mem-
bership/ownership and other lower-the-burden measures [73] referred to by [74]. These
features of the society reflected a prosocial ethos which was deliberately put in practice in
response to the specific socioecological context of the time (enclosures, fossil automation,
etc.). In our interpretation, the fundamental innovation was partly technical/organizational
(for example exact organizational features), but it also had roots in the meta-level, where
fundamental values and goals are formed (“an economic organization should not destroy
the dignity of workers”). We argue that thinking creatively about organizational forms is
more than timely and that attention must be paid to the meta-level. As Schumacher [75] put
it, the most important questions regarding the role of market activities ”are metaphysical,
not scientific.” As Zsolnai [76] (p. 1) summarizes, meta-economics concerns three basic
assumptions about the subject matter, value orientation and methodology of economics.

Accordingly, Donaldson and Walsh [77] put forward a foundational, meta-level ques-
tion: “What is the purpose of business?”. Their answer does not come from economic,
but rather intends to give purpose to human and nonhuman interactions considered to be
economic in nature. They offer a normative theory for business. The (i) purpose of business
is to optimize well-being on a broad social–ecological level. Business is (ii) accountable to
those who are affected by its operations, humans and nonhumans alike; therefore, business
control must (iii) prohibit any assault on dignity. Finally, (iv) success is understood through
the wellbeing of those affected [77].

The main quest of our research was to find out what organizational features could
support such pro-social and pro-environmental meta-level goals and values. Hinton [78],
thinking about key dimensions of post-growth business, creates a hierarchical system
of organizational characteristics. The more leverage an organizational feature asserts,
the higher its position in the hierarchical order. Accordingly, relationship to profit is the
single strongest trait affecting an organization because it introduces mechanisms and
path dependencies which crowd-out cause-drivenness for the sake of profit generation.
The second most powerful trait is the institutional structure (legal form), then comes
governance (rules, protocols, and processes by which decisions are made in a business),
strategy building and lastly the size and geographical scope of the organization [78]. This
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was certainly substantiated both by the participants’ logic of merging organizational traits
of nonprofit and for-profit entities into the cuvée organization along the lines of the extent
of their cause-driven motivations, and only then does it focus on the governance features
of such an organization.

Similar to their central concept of cause-drivenness is “positive social change” pro-
posed by Stephen et al. [79]. They define positive social change as the process of “transform-
ing patterns of thought, behavior, social relationships, institutions, and social structure to
generate beneficial outcomes for individuals, communities, organizations, society, and/or
the environment beyond the benefits for the instigators of such transformations” (ibid.,
p. 1252). Organizations focusing on positive social change are characterized as “open”
to stakeholder influences, “embedded” in communities, “relational” in that they create
social connections, “purposeful” as they are infused with meaning, as well as “strengths
based,” that is, leveraging existing or building new strengths and capabilities (in targets
and within the organization)” (ibid., p. 1268). Stephen et al. [79] concluded that man-
agement researchers rarely investigate such organizations; we lack knowledge on their
effective management and design. Because the cuvée organization is only mirroring the
understanding of the inter-relatedness of these traits in the cognitive processes of experts,
it does not provide an empirical insight into how these organizations could work. What
it does, however, is draw attention to the key meta-characteristics that determine the
behavior of economic actors, and out of those, the relationship to how profit is generated
and distributed stands out.

It also appeals to society to focus on these crucial attributes when giving social
license to operate. Social license to operate is a concept that promotes the legitimacy of
an economic entity by ensuring that its operations are in line with the expectations of
the direct and indirect stakeholders as well as the wider society [80,81]. When facing
deep-rooted social and ecological concerns mentioned above, this understanding of what
attributes are expected from an economic organization in order to gain a social license
to operate gain increasing weight. This research and the conceptualization of the cuvée
organization advances our understanding of a necessary shift in providing legitimacy to
business entities and describes how in an ideal future, these meta-traits would move away
from just providing wealth towards framing exactly the social causes they serve. Besides
cause drivenness, these traits include the extent of their embeddedness in society and the
natural environment; their contribution to the health and well-being of a whole network
rather than just their self-interests; the application of coopetition instead of competition;
and full awareness of their impacts on stakeholders.

When applying these meta-characteristics to a specific field in behavioral economics,
namely discounting, we found that the participants who established the desire to transform
economic actors along these meta-characteristics intuitively found adequate solutions to
phenomena that hinder sustainability currently. It was not their aim to specifically deal
with discounting behaviors; nonetheless, in their discourses they identified the necessity for
practices that fight discounting: patient capital, employee or partial ownership, coopetition
and networking, open-source knowledge, and transparency. Discounting is a behavioral
response that exists in the individual psyche [45] but also in institutionalized forms in
organizations and the whole of the economy [42]. Cuvée organizations were not discussed
to directly influence individual behavior, but the organization itself provides a space where
these automatic cognitive responses can become conscious or can be influenced by organi-
zational practices. While our results show how the characteristics of the cuvée organization
can influence institutionalized practices, the relationship between organizational practices
and individual pro-environmental behavior is not that straightforward. Organizational
requirements towards employees to take environmentally conscious decisions only seem
to work if there is some training involved or if they meet the existing value-choices of the
individuals [82]. However, pro-environmental behavior is and will be a moral choice after
all, and the relationship between the moral character of an organization and the ethical
choice and action of an individual has long been established [83]. The Organizational



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13672 19 of 24

Moral Structure suggests that ethical choices in an organization depend on factors such
as (1) leader’s values and character, (2) vision and exercise of power, (3) corporate control
systems, (4) internal network of influence, (5) organizational culture, (6) internal and com-
petitive pressures, and (7) external influences [83]. Therefore, the overall meta-level design
of organizations matters in micro-processes of decision making, such as discounting, both
in terms of institutional practices and influences on individual behavioral choices.

We appreciate that the variety of organizations already existing in our current economies
is even richer than what this paper could portrait. However, discussing the meta-characteristics
of the normative concept of the cuvée organization can contribute to the understanding of
which traits are crucial in sustainability transitions.

7. Conclusions

This paper aimed to inspire the ongoing scientific discourse on the role and respon-
sibility of business organizations in a sustainability transition with a thought-provoking
hypothetical concept coming from a backcasting research conducted with an expert panel.
By introducing the normative concept of cuvée organization stemming from our qualitative
research, we aspired to broaden scientific understanding on how the meta-characteristics
of economic organizations such as their motivation, worldview, systems view, relationship
to other organizations, society as a whole, their employees and other stakeholders lead to
sustainability. Testing this concept to sustainability in general would have been too broad to
handle, hence we used one particular perspective of sustainable decision making, namely
fighting discounting as a micro-level application of these meta-characteristics. In addition,
we believe that the winemaking metaphor is of great help in comprehending the details of
the necessary changes in the behavior of economic actors when seeking sustainability.

Cuvée organizations are economic actors that act as strongly embedded nodes in
not just economic but also social and ecological networks with a purpose to serve a
particular cause important to the whole of that network. This worldview of embeddedness,
relatedness, and cause drivenness puts a natural limit to the atomistic, self-centered view of
profit maximization and induces coopetition instead of competition when working towards
a cause. When applying these meta-characteristics to a specific area, namely fighting
discounting in a process of sustainable decision making, our findings show that even
without a detailed focus on counterbalancing discounting, participants intuitively based
their understanding of the ideal future organization on traits that are supposed to challenge
our affinity to discount. These include, for example, decentralized decision making with
the involvement of a wide range of stakeholders; extensive use of employee ownership;
coopetition and networking; open-source knowledge sharing; and intensive trust building
through transparency. Testing the meta-characteristics of the cuvée organization on a
micro-level application showed how even in just hypothetical settings, these characteristics
matter in everyday decision making that serves sustainability.

We hope that this crosspollination between organizational models, behavioral decision
sciences and sustainability literature enriched the theoretical conceptualization and the
future visioning of these fields. Our claim is not that a cuvée organization will not use
discounting at all. What we argue is that the characteristics of a cuvée organization provide
a space and an organizational structure where discounting is tackled on a more conscious
level, following the concept of ecological rationality where heuristics—even temporal
discounting—can be treated as part of the individuals’ adaptive toolbox [38]. On the
level of methodologies, our research can contribute to understanding the novelty and
applicability of backcasting processes and also provides an astounding example for the use
of metaphors in future studies.

All insights provided in this paper are important not just on the theoretical level
but could have long-lasting impact on the practice of strategizing and the everyday acts
of any organizations aiming to achieve sustainability. We were not aiming to suggest
a single feasible solution for the future problems of sustainability but to demonstrate
some potential routes to create space for caring, self-reflective, responsible organizational
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practices. By voicing these dilemmas, we are ready to open up new discussions on our
role as researchers, business practitioners or policy makers to guide, support or, to a
certain extent, lead the sustainability transition in our society. There is no reason why
businesses of today cannot start readjusting their practices in terms of the characteristics
and practices of cuvée organizations. In fact, there are many economic actors that already
follow these normative concepts. For them, it might be encouraging to see that they may
be the forerunners of a better future. In future research, the question of what makes
those economic entities that resemble the most to the cuvée organizations succeed or fail
could be an important one. Normativity can have the trap of overseeing highly practical
and pragmatic barriers to change, and therefore, an investigation to these could provide
substantial insights.

In terms of the social implications of this research, it is suggested that by reviewing
these normative recommendations for a more sustainable future, we can all—both as
consumers and as citizens—start re-evaluating the basis on what we provide the social
license to operate to economic actors. What might have been acceptable in the past may no
longer hold valid in a world where sustainability should become the norm. Backcasting
research, with its focus on suggested intervention steps, constitutes, by definition, an
action- and policy-oriented tool. While this paper did not include a discourse on the policy
relevance of this research, the research report [21] provides ample source of inspiration
for policy makers aiming to divert our societies to more sustainable paths. This is also a
potential future research direction worth investigating.

We are also aware of certain limitations of our findings and argumentation as the use
of the metaphor of winemaking evokes different ideas, processes and associations which
may channel our thinking on a pre-defined path. Moreover, our chosen research method
of backcasting, a participatory scenario-creating method in itself, may have some limita-
tions if we want to apply the validity–reliability–generalizability framework. The findings
are strongly linked to the participants’ and researchers’ interpretations and value-driven
assumptions. We are also aware that these findings only reflect the cognitive understand-
ings and desires of the twelve expert participants, and the socioeconomic background of
these participants strongly influences the outcome of this research [84]. It could be highly
valuable to run the same processes with more people, or people from diverse backgrounds,
or in countries with different dominant social theories. With participatory processes like
these, the processes can always be repeated, but outcomes are likely to differ. Nonetheless,
they would surely bring more insights to the questions on sustainable business. During the
conceptualization phase, we tested the central construct of the participants by applying it
to discounting. This choice can also constitute both as a limitation and as a potential future
investigation. Applying it to other fields within or outside of behavioral economics could
also result in valuable additions to the scientific discourse.

Our further research plans reflect how we highly value such interactive, co-creative,
participatory, and mutually inspiring research processes. Through these methods, the
personal engagement and active involvement of the actors give a deeper meaning to
the commonly constructed concepts. To move beyond the expertise of our backcasting
participants and to find a broader audience and continue the discussion on sustainable
and responsible business actors both in theory and in practice are among the future plans
and aims of our research team. We also hope that some of our readers with different
fields of expertise and background find the concept of cuvée organizations inspiring
to further develop either in theory or in practice or apply it to existing practices. The
backcasting process itself was not funded research. It was the curiosity and commitment of
the researchers and the generosity of the participants and cooperating parties that drove
this phase of the research. Part of the constraints we faced can actually be overcome
by having the chance to involve a much wider pool of experts covering diverse social,
geographical, cultural, and professional segments.

It is clear that the originality of the research does not stem from the idea that profit-
seeking behavior is counterproductive to sustainability. We believe that the novelty comes
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partly from the special participatory research process that relied on backcasting as well as
cooperation between art and science and the reliance on the use of an extended metaphor.
The current conceptualization of the normative concept of the cuvée organization is also
unique. The elaborated use of the metaphor also underpins the originality of the study
and brought up relevant issues that can provide new frames of references in our thinking
about the sustainability and responsibility of future organizations. Economic actors are
and will remain key players in achieving sustainability, and both imagining their desired
characteristics and understanding the significance of these characteristics are worthwhile
undertakings. In our current conceptualization, they also lead to more sustainable decision
making through resisting the urge to discount the future.
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