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Abstract

The importance of developing sustainable business models has recently received
Correspondence

Ingrid Mignon, Chalmers University of
Technology, Gothenburg SE-412 96, Sweden.
Email: ingrid.mignon@chalmers.se

increased interest in society and among scholars. While firms attempt to innovate
their business models towards sustainability or create new businesses to address

sustainability issues, it becomes clear that there is no one-size-fits-all model when it
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comes to sustainable business models. Consequently, firms often struggle to iden-
tify, develop, and implement sustainable business models that suit them. This paper
aims to address this problem by drawing on the wealth of recently published empiri-
cal studies and reviewing 87 cases where firms have performed business model
innovation to achieve sustainable business models. Four main sustainable business
models are identified that have been achieved through different business model
innovation strategies. The review contributes to managers by offering a portfolio of
strategies to achieve sustainable business models and to research by clarifying the
relation between the business model innovation and sustainable business model

concepts.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

and processes and serve as a key driver of competitive advantage
(Bocken et al., 2014). Firms try to adapt their business models (BMs)

Over the past decades, tremendous efforts have been devoted to
finding new ways to develop innovations, including technologies,
products, and services, contributing towards slowing down climate
change and increasing social welfare. Recently, the importance of
developing sustainable business models (SBMs) has also received
increasing interest in society. SBMs are based on a triple bottom line
approach and consider a wide range of stakeholder interests, including
environment and society (Evans et al., 2017). As such, they are a way

for companies to embed sustainability into the business purpose

List of Abbreviations: BM, Business model; BMI, Business model innovation; ICT,
Information and communications technology; NGO, Non-governmental organization; PSS,
Product-service-system; SBM, Sustainable business model.

towards sustainability, new firms emerge with the mission to solve
sustainability problems, and policymakers launch new policies to
encourage market diffusion of SBMs.

These changes in strategies and policies have not gone unnoticed
by scholars. In the last decade, research and scientific articles on SBM
have increased drastically. Conceptual papers and literature reviews
attempting to organize this new knowledge have provided a better
understanding of what the concept mean and how to categorize dif-
ferent SBMs (e.g., Bocken et al., 2014; Boons & Ludeke-Freund, 2013;
Ludeke-Freund et al., 2018; Schaltegger et al., 2012). These studies
have shown that there is a great variety of SBMs and that different
SBMs have distinct benefits and trade-offs (Reim et al., 2021).
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While the existing typologies are rather complex (i.e., with some-
times up to 11 different types of SBMs, e.g., in Bocken et al., 2014),
and while it is sometimes difficult to differentiate between the BM
types within typologies, what is clear is that there is no one-size-fits-
all model when it comes to SBMs (Reim et al., 2021). As a conse-
quence, it is difficult to find and develop an SBM that is well suited
for the firm's prevailing situation (Reim et al., 2021). Additionally, it is
realistic to assume that some SBMs are more difficult for firms to
develop than others. SBMs require business model innovation (BMI),
i.e., either through the transformation from one BM to another or the
creation of entirely new BMs (Chesbrough, 2010; Osterwalder &
Pigneur, 2010). In any case, it requires that a firm and its stakeholders
undergo a paradigm shift from doing “business as usual” to balancing
economic, environmental, and societal interests. Unfortunately, firms
often lack the capabilities needed to identify, select, develop, and
implement new BMs (Schaltegger et al., 2012).

To handle such challenge, firms can adopt a variety of strategies. In
particular, boundary spanning, experimentation, practical tools,
and guidelines for BM design and corporate management
methods can facilitate BMI and the success of SBMs (Boons &
Liideke-Freund, 2013; Brehmer et al., 2018; Matos & Silvestre, 2013;
Sousa-Zomer & Cauchick-Miguel, 2019). For instance, through
experimentation, firms can test new SBMs quicker to learn about their
weaknesses and make the necessary adjustments (Evans et al., 2017).
Likewise through the use of practical tools and guidelines, firms can
increase their understanding of the BM concept and receive support in
identifying areas of improvement (Silvestre et al., 2022).

Although SBMs have received much attention in recent years, and
while business sustainability is more important than ever, the concept
of SBM and the process to achieve SBMs are still poorly understood
(Laukkanen & Patala, 2014). For instance, mechanisms for experimenta-
tion or boundary spanning among stakeholders involved in creating
SBMs are still to be identified and understood (Schaltegger et al., 2016).
SBMs are also far from being the norm in most industrial settings (Reim
et al., 2021). To sum up, firms need recommendations and support in
transforming their BMs to become more sustainable or to create
completely new SBMs and how to implement these SBMs. In this
paper, we take the opportunity to draw on the increasing wealth of
recently developed case materials to perform a review of empirical
cases where firms have performed BMI in order to achieve SBMs. We
surveyed and reviewed 87 unique empirical cases of BMI towards SBM
published in previous case studies. The two research questions driving
our study are as follows: (1) What are the main SBMs described empiri-
cally in the literature and what are their particularities? (2) What are the

strategies used by firms to develop and implement SBMs?

2 | THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

21 | Sustainable business models

Although developing at a rapid pace, the SBM literature is still in its
infancy phase (Dentchev et al., 2018). This means that it grows quickly

but that the current knowledge is rather unorganized (Lideke-Freund
et al., 2018). Inconsistencies in the SBM literature have been observed
which is not surprising, given that SBM scholars come from different
traditions and have different frames of references (e.g., from the man-
agement and strategy literature, entrepreneurship, sociology, environ-
mental sciences, or natural sciences) (Dentchev et al, 2018;
Lozano, 2018; Liideke-Freund et al., 2018).

Despite some persisting unclarities in the literature, authors agree
that an SBM (1) requires a holistic view on value (i.e., not only eco-
nomic but also environmental and social values), (2) include a broader
scope of stakeholders, and (3) has a long-term perspective (Boons &
Ludeke-Freund, 2013; Lozano, 2018; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). As a
way to contribute to increased theoretical and empirical understand-
ing of the variety of existing SBMs, several authors have developed
SBM categorizations and typologies.

The archetype categorization developed by Bocken et al. (2014) is
probably the most cited categorization of SBMs and has attempted to
inspire firms that want to integrate sustainability in their existing BMs.
The authors identified eight SBM archetypes: “maximize material and

»

energy efficiency,” “create value from waste,” “substitute with
renewables and natural processes,” “deliver functionality rather than
ownership,” “adopt a stewardship role,” “encourage efficiency,”
“repurpose for society/environment,” and “develop scale up solutions”
and showed that SBMs can have different focus. Apart from Bocken
et al. (2014), Liideke-Freund et al. (2018) have also developed a taxon-
omy of 11 pattern groups of SBM. This taxonomy includes SBMs
grouped based on price and revenue patterns (e.g., subscriptions),
financing patterns (e.g, crowdfunding), eco-design patterns
(e.g., product design), closing-the-loop patterns (e.g., industrial symbio-
sis), supply chain patterns (e.g., green supply chain management), giving
patterns (e.g., “buy one, give one”), access provision patterns
(e.g., building a marketplace), social mission patterns (e.g., market-
oriented social mission), service and performance patterns (e.g., result-
oriented services), cooperative patterns (e.g., cooperative ownership),
and community platform patterns (e.g., sharing business). Schaltegger
et al. (2012) identified six main case business case drivers differentiat-
ing SBMs: SBMs driven by costs and cost reduction, risk and risk
reduction, sales and profit margin, reputation and brand value, attrac-
tiveness as employer, and by innovative capabilities.

Some authors have also developed specific SBM typologies
focusing on, e.g., product-service-system (PSS) or circular BMs. For
instance, already in 2004, Tukker (2004) developed a typology of PSS
based on their product, use, or result orientation. This resulted in eight
types of services, namely, (1) product-related service, (2) advice and
consultancy, (3) product lease, (4) product renting or sharing, (5) prod-
uct pooling, (6) activity management/outsourcing, (7) pay per service
unit, and (8) functional result. Henry et al. (2020) instead focused on a
typology of circular BMs, which they base on the strategy of the BM
and the type of innovation the BM relies on. The result is six circular
BM types, namely, (1) design based, (2) waste based, (3) platform
based, (4) service based, (5) nature based, and (6) other circular BMs.

Clearly, the growing SBM literature indicates that many different

types of SBM exist and that different SBMs serve firms in different
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ways. However, the problem is that the existing typologies are
rather complex, and it is sometimes difficult to differentiate between
the BM types within typologies. For instance, it may be difficult to
distinguish between SBMs with “social mission patterns” and “giving
patterns” as categorized by Lideke-Freund et al. (2018) or between
SBMs based on “maximize material and energy efficiency” and
“encourage efficiency” in Bocken et al. (2014). There is a need to
simplify categorizations so that firms are able to choose the direc-
tion of their SBMs cautiously, considering the pros and cons of
different SBMs and how well they match with their context and

ambitions.

2.2 | Strategies for BM innovation towards
sustainability

Firms often struggle to identify, select, develop, and implement new
BMs, especially towards sustainability, since SBMs often require
changes in the existing BM, in the firm's corporate culture, and can
trigger tensions within the organization (Porter & Derry, 2012;
Silvestre et al., 2022). As a way to handle such process, firms need to
develop strategic plans and processes to both perform BMI and imple-
ment new SBMs within the organization.

Previous research on BMI has underlined various strategies for
innovating BMs. Among these, organizational leadership, in particular
change leadership, has been highlighted by several authors
(Chesbrough, 2010; Smith et al., 2010). BMI implies changes in some
components of the BM, and, without clear leadership directions,
there is a risk of inertia arising from the organization as a defense
mechanisms against these changes (Chesbrough, 2010; Doz &
Kosonen, 2010).

When it is unclear how the market and stakeholders may react
to a new BM, it is important that firms dare experimenting
(Chesbrough, 2010; McGrath, 2010; Sosna et al., 2010). This strategy
implies that a BM is not static and that it continuously requires
adjustments to follow the evolution of the firm, customer demands,
and the external environment, etc. Under such conditions, firms can
use experimentation and learning through trial and error to discover
and exploit new BMs (McGrath, 2010; Sosna et al., 2010). Experi-
mental actions lead to the collection and generation of new informa-
tion that is needed to objectively evaluate and choose new BMs
(Chesbrough, 2010).

Some authors have also proposed the use of practitioner-oriented
tools as a strategy for facilitating the process of conducting BMI
(e.g, Amit & Zott, 2020; Deshler & Smith, 2011; Evans &
Johnson, 2013). These tools can, for instance, provide methods for
firms to better understand their current BM (e.g., Osterwalder &
Pigneur, 2010), help generate ideas (e.g., Eppler et al., 2011), or sup-
port BMI in each phase of the process (i.e., initiation, ideation, integra-
tion, and implementation) (e.g., Remane et al., 2017).

The growing literature on SBMs has also highlighted BMI strate-
gies. For instance, similar to the BMI literature, several authors have

suggested that experimentation is a key strategy for learning about

BMs, to discover new BMs and improve or adapt BMs towards sus-
tainability (Evans et al., 2017). Experimentation is seen as key for firms
to develop capabilities needed for transitioning to sustainable busi-
ness practices and to test assumptions about SBMs in a rapid and
cost-effective way (Aagaard et al.,, 2021; Bocken et al., 2019). Like-
wise, researchers and practitioners have developed numerous practi-
cal tools to support the process of strategically integrating
sustainability into BMs (Silvestre et al., 2022). These tools can support
firms in, e.g., understanding their current BMs, analyzing the value
captured and uncaptured in the current BM for key stakeholders
across the product life cycle, and prioritizing between alternative
SBMs (see the comprehensive review of these tools and their objec-
tives by Silvestre et al., 2022).

Finally, boundary spanning has also been emphasized as one of
the recurrent strategies for firms that want to develop and imple-
ment SBMs. Boundary spanning is based on the perspective that
when integrating sustainability into their BM, firms must consider a
broader view on their activities and the positive or negative conse-
quences of these activities on a variety of stakeholders (Brehmer
et al.,, 2018; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). Using boundary spanning as
a strategy for achieving SBMs is a way to change the traditional
power structures that commonly characterize BMs, e.g., by sharing
assets or redistributing value captured in the supply chain (Brehmer
et al, 2018; Brennan & Tennant, 2018). Studies have shown that
by innovating towards SBMs through boundary spanning, firms
can achieve economic benefits and mitigate environmental effects

and realize social benefits (Sousa-Zomer & Cauchick-Miguel, 2019).

3 | METHOD

3.1 | Research design and data collection
To explore the most recurrent SBMs and firms' strategies to develop
and implement SBMs, we surveyed and reviewed 87 unique cases of
BMI towards SBM published in previous academic studies during the
period 2010-2020. The choice of this method was made to draw on
the rich empirical data that have been collected and analyzed in the
SBM literature over the last 10 years. In qualitative research, it is
often difficult to gather data over a long period of time, focusing on
different aspects or perspectives of the studied phenomenon and cov-
ering organizations from a variety of industries, of different sizes and
with different strategies and BMs. Surveying previous empirical cases
allows to build on previous empirical research, e.g., by broadening the
scope and context of previous empirical cases and hence contributing
with a more comprehensive and stronger picture based on many
studies and settings (Gough et al., 2017). It can be used as a way to
reconcile the evidence to better inform policy and practice
(Petticrew & Roberts, 2008), for instance, by extracting trends, pat-
terns, relationships, and the overall picture from previous studies
(Borrego et al., 2014).

The review was informed by Petticrew and Roberts (2008) and
carried out in three steps (I-1l1).
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Step | involved searching the Web of Science for the selected
publication period, using the search terms “sustainable business
model” OR “sustainable business models” as title or topic keyword.
Since it was of interest to understand how firms innovate in the
design of the BM towards sustainability, these keywords were com-
bined with (i.e., AND) “business model innovation” as title keywords.
This search yielded a result of 312 articles, proceedings papers and
reviews. The titles and abstracts of these papers were screened (Step
Il) based on the inclusion of the terms “business model innovation”
and “sustainable business model(s)”, or a variation thereof (e.g., BMI
for sustainability). The screening resulted in an initial selection of
49 articles. In Step I, we reviewed the full papers and created a data-
base where information regarding, e.g., the article's definition? of BMI
and SBM as well as the empirical case description(s) was included for
each article. In the articles, the case data were collected and analyzed
according case study methodology developed by, e.g., Yin (1994) and
Eisenhardt (1989). In other words, this means that in the articles, the
cases aimed as illustrating and explaining a specific phenomenon in its
context (Yin, 1994).

As a result of Step Ill, papers lacking empirical cases or case
descriptions were omitted, as were papers that only used the BMI and
SBM concepts in passing and those that equate sustainability to via-
bility (since the paper focuses on BMs that contribute to coping with
global change and social injustice, rather than BMs that primarily aim
to make organizations viable). This resulted in a final database of
25 articles describing a total of 87 unique cases (see Table A1).

3.2 | Data analysis

The analysis was also carried out in three steps (IV-VI). In Step IV,
each author reviewed the selected articles again in full, looking for
emerging patterns specifically focused on BMI and SBM. By compar-
ing and discussing the authors' individual findings, two reoccurring
themes could be identified: recurrent SBM types (Section 3.4) and
various strategies to develop and implement SBMs (Section 3.5).

After reviewing extant literature on SBM, the authors were
aware that BMs seemed to display differences in terms of outputs
(Section 2.1) and wanted to explore if such patterns could be distin-
guished in the selected empirical cases (Step V). Likewise, the authors
wanted to explore the different strategies used by firms to develop
and implement their SBMs (Step VI).

In Step V, the authors first categorized the cases independently,
then discussed them, and adjusted the categorization based on their
understanding. Once a common understanding was developed, one of
the authors completed the categorization, and the other checked it
for consistency. The authors were unable to categorize some cases,
either because the articles lacked details or explanations to help the
reader understand how or why the BM was considered sustainable
(e.g., Hu et al., 2019; Ulvenblad et al., 2019) or because the BMs were
not claimed to be sustainable? (e.g., Bjorklund, 2018; Joyce &
Paquin, 2016; Morioka et al., 2016). A few cases also matched several

SBM categories (e.g., Gallo et al., 2018) but had a stronger match with

one of the categories and were, therefore, categorized according to
the SBM type it resembled most. A total of 72 cases in 19 articles
could be categorized according to patterns related to SBM output.
When it comes to strategies (Step VI), the analysis took its start-
ing point in the previous literature as described in Section 2.2. We
compared the strategies described in the previously literature with
the strategies to develop and implement new SBMs described in the
reviewed cases. During this process, we were open for the emer-
gence of new strategies. For some cases, the authors could not dis-
tinguish which strategies had been used due to lack of information
provided in the case descriptions (e.g., Tolkamp et al., 2018; Yang
et al., 2017) or due to the fact that the article did not explain or
focus on the process used to select, develop, and implement the
SBM (e.g., Bjorklund, 2018; Morioka et al., 2016; Prendeville &
Bocken, 2017). Fifty-nine cases in 19 articles displayed patterns
related to strategies for developing and implementing SBMs. Review

of empirical cases in SBM literature.

3.3 | Descriptive analysis

This section presents a descriptive analysis of the cases reviewed
in this paper. The selected articles have been published in a wide
range of journals: 12 in total. The most prevalent outlet was Jour-
nal of Cleaner Production (11). As described in Section 3.1, the liter-
ature search was focused on the publication period 2010-2020.
Within this period, most of the articles were published from 2017
to 2019. A complete list of articles and journals is available in
Table Al.

Based on the articles included in the study, 87 unique cases that
were used to illustrate or analyze BMIs and SBMs were identified.®
These cases mainly focus on firms located in Europe (44), particularly
in countries such as the Netherlands (27), Sweden (12), and the UK
(8), as well as Asia (7), primarily in China (5). The cases cover different
industries, including manufacturing (13), agriculture (10), fashion (8),
food (8), energy (6), and construction (5). A complete list of cases is
available in Table Al.

3.4 | Recurrent SBM types

In the reviewed cases, four different types of SBMs could be distin-
guished. These BMs are considered sustainable because, compared to
traditional BMs, they either (1) imply improvements towards effi-
ciency, (2) are based on new ways to make the business sustainable,
(3) have a stronger orientation towards society and/or the environ-
ment, or (4) are “born sustainable.”

Firms with SBMs that imply improvements towards efficiency make
efforts to reduce their negative impact on the environment either by
minimizing consumption and waste in their production (e.g., Short
et al, 2014) or delivery processes (e.g., British Telecom in
Prendeville & Bocken, 2017), or by increasing the use of renewables

(e.g., Khripko et al., 2017). Firms with solutions that enable
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sustainability measures also have this type of SBMs. Examples include
the firm Woonconnect (Tolkamp et al., 2018) that provides an online
tool to configure energy efficiency products in customers' homes and
the micro ICT firm in Heyes et al. (2018) that offers data monitoring
and analysis of customers energy usage.

The second SBM type consists of BMs that are based on new
ways to make business sustainable. Firms with this type of SBM often
transform their BMs from selling a product to offering it as a service
(e.g., selling lighting as a service like Aura Light; Franca et al., 2017).
There are also examples of start-ups creating new BMs around
this concept, e.g., providing clean clothes on a pay-per-wash basis—
Bundles (Prendeville & Bocken, 2017) and HOMIE (Bocken
et al., 2019). This type of SBM also include various sharing platforms
that strive to promote a more efficient use of products and reduce
overconsumption/overproduction, e.g., bike-sharing (e.g., Sousa-
Zomer & Cauchick-Miguel, 2019), car-sharing (e.g., Ciulli &
Kolk, 2019), and sharing platforms for machinery, supplies, and tools
(e.g., Ciulli & Kolk, 2019). BMs that focus on product life extension
and slow fashion are also included in this SBM type, e.g., the apparel
firm Nudie Jeans (Prendeville & Bocken, 2017) that supports upcycling
and recycling of old jeans and offers free repairs.

Several cases in the review include BMs that are based on a
stronger orientation towards society and/or the environment. These
SBMs promote closer collaboration and consideration of stake-
holders by investing in supplier relationships through education
(e.g, TCHO in Gallo et al, 2018) or long-term agreements
(e.g., Brennan & Tennant, 2018) or by forming new partnerships to
address sustainability issues (e.g., Philips and New Karolinska Hospi-
tal; Velter et al., 2020). This SBM type also includes BMs that enable
a fairer distribution of wealth among stakeholders and increase
investments in local communities through various shared ownership
structures, e.g., Divine Chocolate (Gallo et al., 2018) or FSB bank
(Stubbs, 2019).

The final SBM type consists of BMs that are born sustainable,
i.e., firms that are created with the main ambition to solve a sustain-
ability issue and create value for the environment and/or society. A
prominent example of this SBM type is the social enterprise that
strives to use its economic gains to achieve a social and/or environ-
mental goal, e.g., Cafédirect (Davies & Doherty, 2019) and Favalley
(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). BMs that are built around sustainability
also fall under this type of SBM, such as the pizzeria in Franceschelli
et al. (2018) that considers sustainability in all aspects of its busi-
ness, from only using sustainably sourced ingredients and biodegrad-
able disposables, to partnering up with couriers using bicycles and
electric vehicles. Velter et al. (2020) also describe the case of
Futureproof, a firm that replaces harmful asbestos roofs and provide
insulation and solar panels in a cost-neutral way (using solar as the
source of finance). Finally, the service concept THANKS (described
in no less than three articles) aims to encourage energy saving
behavior at workplaces by triggering office workers to make small
donations to NGOs with company money every time they complete
a sustainable action (Baldassarre et al., 2017; Bocken et al., 2019;
Schuit et al., 2017).

3.5 | Strategies to develop and implement SBMs

In the review of empirical cases illustrating BMI towards SBMs, a pat-
tern of strategies to achieve BMI was identified. More specifically,
cases show that firms mainly use boundary spanning and experimen-
tation as strategies to innovate their BMs. Additionally, they use prac-
tical tools aimed at, for instance, better understanding their current
BM and its limitation, as well as corporate management methods
aimed at facilitating the acceptance of the BMI process and imple-
mentation within the organization. In general, it should be noted that
boundary spanning is the most recurrent strategy when it comes to
innovating BMs towards SBMs (i.e., the other strategies are used for
BMI in general, without necessarily having a clear sustainability focus).
Moreover, it appears that most of the strategies for BMI are used
together with an experimentation strategy, hence making experimen-
tation a key ingredient to any BMI process. Finally, in the current state
of the literature, the process of BMI is often not described thoroughly.
Instead, it is common that authors focus on describing the output of
BMI (i.e., the SBM) rather than the mechanisms and potential chal-
lenges that took place during the innovation process. A complete list

of the findings is available in the appendix.

3.5.1 | BMIthrough boundary spanning

Several of the reviewed cases point to key changes in the BM that
increase the sustainable dimension through broadening the bound-
aries of the focal firm and its customers in a way that ensures a better
distribution of power and value among stakeholders. Such changes
differ in terms of the way in which value is created/captured beyond
firm boundaries, which actors are involved, and firms' motives for
engaging in the boundary spanning activities. Five different boundary
spanning mechanisms could be differentiated: shared ownership, edu-
cation, long-term agreement, partnership, and sharing platform.

Firms with the shared ownership mechanism establish ownership
structures that enable a greater distribution of value captured among
its stakeholders. Among the cases, this ownership structure was pre-
dominately found in the agriculture industry where farm-cooperatives
hold the majority of company shares (e.g., British bean-to-bar choco-
late firm Divine Chocolate, whose largest shareholder is the Ghanaian
cooperative farmers' union Kuapa Kokoo; Gallo et al., 2018). Shared
ownership provides farmers with greater wealth accumulation and
influence to invest in their local communities. Such cases were also
found in the banking industry, such as the case of FSB bank
(Stubbs, 2019). In this case, FSB targets the non-profit sector, and
50% of the bank is owned by a group of non-profit organizations
(i.e., customers) whose aim is to increase the sector's access to capital.

The education mechanism implies that firms invest in a commu-
nity or its suppliers through education. Most of the reviewed cases
with this mechanism were non-profit organizations or social enter-
prises whose primary objective is to maximize benefits for the society
and/or the environment. The UK-based social startup Favalley, for

instance, provides a free tutored coding course for youths living in the
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slums and subsequently act as a recruitment agency by matching the
youths with hiring firms (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Some for-profit
firms were also found in the review, such as the chocolate firm
TCHO that continuously shares expertise with its cocoa bean sup-
pliers through specifically developed educational tools, aiming to
reduce the negative environmental impact of their processes (Gallo
et al., 2018). Notably, TCHO does not demand exclusivity for its
educational tools and, thereby, enable cocoa farmers to use the tools
to optimize their harvesting and fermentation processes for other
buyers as well.

Some firms also go against industry norms and form long-term
agreements with their suppliers to create win-win situations
(as opposed to transactional dominance). For instance, Adnamns
brewery decided to relinquish some of its negotiation power in order
to establish a contractual link with its suppliers (Brennan &
Tennant, 2018). Adnamns realized that by sharing more value cap-
tured with its suppliers through a long-term agreement, the firm could
secure its supply and increase its influence over suppliers' environ-
mental practices (Brennan & Tennant, 2018).

The partnership mechanism resembles the long-term agreement
mechanism in terms of its collaborative approach. The difference
between the two mechanisms is that long-term agreements are
formed with firms' existing suppliers, whereas partnerships are formed
with new actors that are not part of their existing supply networks.
Case examples of partnerships include joint ventures, alliances with
NGOs, and partnerships between firms and their users (e.g., the
healthcare equipment manufacturer Royal Philips and New Karolinska
hospital; Velter et al., 2020). Notably, all identified partnerships in the
review were formed by at least one established firm.

Many cases also exemplify boundary spanning value creation
and/or capture through sharing platforms that facilitate exchange of
goods and services between external actors.* Two sharing platform
mechanisms could be distinguished from the review: peer-to-peer
sharing, and business-to-business sharing. Firms with peer-to-peer
sharing platforms enable value creation and capture among different
actors by facilitating the exchange of goods, services, or favors,
between peers in a community. The startup Peerby, for instance,
aims to offer an alternative to excessive consumption through a shar-
ing platform that enables neighbors to rent or borrow goods from
each other (Schuit et al., 2017). Business-to-business sharing plat-
forms, instead, target businesses and professionals, such as Sheke
Network (SKN) that facilitates recruitment matching between archi-

tectural designers and architectural institutes® (Hu et al., 2019).

3.5.2 | BMIthrough experimentation

Experimentation was the most common strategy used by firms to
innovate their BM. Yet, in contrast with boundary spanning, which
aims at innovating the BM to make it more sustainable, experimenta-
tion is used as a part of the general BMI process. It is also interesting
to note that experimentation is often combined with other strategies,

e.g., boundary spanning and the use of practical tools and guidelines

(e.g., Baldassarre et al, 2017; Davies & Doherty, 2019; Gallo
et al., 2018; Short et al., 2014).

On a general level, organizations using an experimentation strat-
egy have in common that they are open for failure and for the need of
continuous adjustments in their BMs. They see the BMI process as an
opportunity to learn. However, the review shows that firms use
experimentation in different ways. In most cases, the firms experiment
stepwise in the BMI process, e.g., by integrating new products, activi-
ties, or stakeholders, one step at the time, once the impact of the pre-
vious change is stabilized (Short et al., 2014; Ulvenblad et al., 2019).
For instance, the case British Sugar went from offering sugar to offer-
ing a broad range of additional synergistic product lines, such as ani-
mal feed, electricity, tomatoes, and bioethanol. The firm divided this
process into several investment phases; when one phase of the BMI,
e.g., activities related to biofuel, was proven successful, the next
investment phase was unlocked (Short et al., 2014).

Other firms instead have iterative phases in the process where
adjustments in the BM occur (Baldassarre et al, 2017; Bocken
et al, 2019; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Todeschini et al., 2017). One
such example is the case of THANKS where the BMI process took
place through three iterative phases: gathering internal inputs
(through e.g., interviews, written employee feedbacks, observations,
and brainstorming sessions), developing a digital prototype of the con-
cept tested both internally and externally, and developing a physical
prototype of the concept tested both internally and externally
(Baldassarre et al., 2017; Bocken et al., 2019).

Experimentation can also take the form of pilot projects and test
groups, where, e.g., new products or services are tested on user
groups or where users are involved in defining new ideas to be incor-
porated in the new BM (Hu et al., 2019; Schuit et al., 2017; Tolkamp
et al., 2018). Such experimentation usually goes hand in hand with the
boundary spanning strategy, since several interests and stakeholders
are involved in the experimentation process. For instance, THANKS
worked on creating symbiotic relationships with users and the NGOs
benefiting from the BM. To do so, they drove pilot projects and orga-
nized testing with these core stakeholders (Baldassarre et al., 2017;
Bocken et al., 2019). The case of SKN (Hu et al., 2019) also illustrates
how experimentation can take place through the testing of proto-
types, especially when it comes to digital tools.

Some firms also experiment with new organizational forms. For
instance, combining a boundary spanning strategy and an experimen-
tation strategy for BMI towards sustainability, Grenada Chocolate
Company decided to create a worker cooperative organization,
although it was a disruptive organizational form in the chocolate
industry and despite the fact that laws in Grenada did not recognize
such organization form (Gallo et al., 2018). Likewise, Divine Chocolate
developed a unique ownership structure set up through the creation
of a cooperative formers' union gathering over 45,000 members with
the aim of empowering local farmers and of allowing for a greater dis-
tribution of the firm's wealth (Gallo et al., 2018).

Finally, in some reviewed cases, experimentation with new mate-
rials, technologies, or processes are underlined (Gallo et al., 2018;

Khripko et al., 2017; Velter et al., 2020). Our cases include examples
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from the fashion industry, including Orange Fiber (reusing material
from citrus juice byproducts), Revoada (manufacturing backpacks, wal-
lets, and briefcases using inner tubes of large vehicle tires), and Preza
(transforming industrial waste from the local luxury furniture industry
into high-end fashion accessories) as well as from the construction
industry, e.g., Thuisbaas and Ecor Circular Friesland which applies
non-toxic mono-material cellulose fiber production using local waste
streams (Todeschini et al., 2017; Velter et al., 2020). As far as technol-
ogies and processes are concerned, the example of TCHO is illustra-
tive as the firm's focus on technology and process experimentation is
present in all aspects of stakeholder relationships (unique mobile
phone applications for customers, improved production facilities, and
collaboration with cacao farmers to introduce technologies that
improve bean quality) (Gallo et al., 2018).

3.53 |
guidelines

BMI through the use of practical tools and

To a lower extent than boundary spanning and experimentation, firms
were found to use some practical tools and guidelines as a strategy
for BMI. These tools and guidelines have been specifically designed
for the purpose of supporting firms innovating their BMs towards sus-
tainability. Some examples include the Cambridge Business Model
Innovation Process, which is a framework developed to guide organi-
zations' BMI efforts and map the necessary activities and potential
challenges (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017), and the Triple Layer Business
Model Canvas, which is based on the Business Model Canvas devel-
oped by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) with an added environmen-
tal layer based on a lifecycle perspective and a social layer based on a
stakeholder perspective (Joyce & Paquin, 2016). The social start-up
Favalley has, for instance, since its start been using the Cambridge
Business Model Innovation Process as a support for BMI. The process
started with the first three phases of the framework: (1) ideation,
(2) concept design, and (3) virtual prototyping, and was, at the time of
the paper publication, moving forward to the implementation stages,
including seed fundraising, before elaborating the conceptual details
further and starting the experimentation phase. In a similar fashion, at
THANKS, managers were provided with a Sustainable Value Proposi-
tion Design methodology aimed at mapping and understanding stake-
holders in a broad sense, identifying their needs and interests, and
progressively combining them into value proposition (Baldassarre
et al., 2017). Through iterative phases of talking, thinking, and testing
together with key stakeholders, the start-up was able to develop a

sustainable value proposition and a superior problem-solution fit.

3.54 | BMIthrough corporate management

In a few cases (i.e., British Sugar, Companies A & B, Food-for-Feed-
for-food, THANKS, CaféDirect, and Grenada Chocolate Company),
the importance of corporate management was underlined for both the

creation of a new SBM as well as its long-time implementation.

Indeed, changing the core values and mechanisms for capturing value
is not an easy undertaking for most firms. The case of CaféDirect and,
in particular, the tensions that emerged when the firm went from a
straightforward contingent model of donating money to actively man-
aging the commercial interests of the firm are illustrative of the impor-
tance of having a corporate management strategy when making
changes in the BM (Davies & Doherty, 2019). Hence, several cases
stress the importance of creating a new vision and new ways of priori-
tizing as a way to show commitment from managers (e.g., Gallo
et al., 2018; Ulvenblad et al., 2019). Leading-by-example is another
example described in the case of Grenada Chocolate Company, where
the managers did not only preach for an SBM but also took managerial
decisions in line with that path, e.g., by installing solar panels and seek-
ing renewable modes of shipping products (Gallo et al., 2018). Like-
wise, as a way to induce a cultural shift within the organization and in
the industry, British Sugar and THANKS made a point of involving
employees® into the creation of the new SBM; employees were invited
to come with suggestions to reduce waste, to create value from waste,
and to create incitement for waste reduction (Bocken et al., 2019;
Short et al., 2014).

4 | DISCUSSION

One of the objectives of reviewing empirical cases was to explore pat-
terns of SBMs. This was driven by the need to simplify previously
developed categorizations (e.g., Bocken et al., 2014) in order to better
grasp the core sustainability focus of SBMs. By reviewing 87 cases of
firms in various contexts and with different organizational forms, we
found that four different types of SBMs could be distinguished. These
BMs are considered sustainable because, compared to traditional
BMs, they either (1) imply improvements towards efficiency, (2) are
based on new ways to make the business sustainable, (3) have a stron-
ger orientation towards society and/or the environment, or (4) are
born sustainable.

The case review also indicates some clear connections between
the concepts of BMI and SBM. As earlier indicated by,
e.g., Schaltegger et al. (2012) and Geissdoerfer et al. (2018), our
review shows that firms have different strategies to innovate towards
SBMs. In particular, firms use boundary spanning, experimentation,
practical tools and guidelines, and corporate management strategies.
Usually, firms also combine different BMI strategies, especially experi-
mentation and boundary spanning. In a context of BMI towards
sustainability, this seems rather logical since experimentation is a
common strategy to achieve BMI in general (e.g., Bojovic et al., 2018),
while boundary spanning is a strategy that has clear sustainability
motives (Brehmer et al., 2018).

As previous literature on SBM has underlined, innovation aimed
at achieving sustainability is not a process that happens in isolation
(Boons & Liideke-Freund, 2013; Brehmer et al., 2018). As our results
indicate, boundary spanning is a strategy used when firms have the
ambition and vision to share their influence and wealth with other

stakeholders, to educate communities, to establish long-term balanced
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relationships, and/or to share resources among a larger group of
stakeholders. In this review, a pattern of mechanisms for boundary
spanning value creation/capture was identified that also relates to
different types of SBMs. In particular, firms with stronger orienta-
tion towards society and/or the environment use a variety of bound-
ary spanning strategies, including partnerships, shared ownership,
education, and long-term agreements. This makes sense since the
purpose of these SBMs is to expand traditional BM boundaries so
that other stakeholders can share the benefits of the business
activities.

Interestingly, some cases highlighted BMI where different organi-
zations partnered up to co-create BMs, e.g., BMW and Sixt (in Ciulli &
Kolk, 2019) or DSM and Niaga (in Velter et al., 2020). By bringing their
complementary capabilities together, these firms strived for both
innovation and sustainability in their BMs. However, it is difficult to
determine if the intent for incumbent firms to enter these partner-
ships was to promote greater consideration of stakeholders or if the
primary objective was to grow the business through BMI. It can thus
be questioned whether the impact on sustainability of these new BMs
is positive, or if co-creation is simply used as a selling point for a BMI
initiative that might in fact have a negative overall effect on sustain-
ability (Ciulli & Kolk, 2019). Either way, it is interesting to note that
the findings show that co-creation of BMs is more often performed
through partnerships than, e.g., acquisition.

A final pattern that exceeds the concepts of BMI and SBM relates
to the type of firms that adopt different SBM types. The findings
reveal that established firms are overrepresented among firms with
SBMs of the type improvements towards efficiency and stronger orienta-
tion towards society and/or the environment. In contrast, start-ups are
more prevalent among firms with SBMs of the type born sustainable.
The SBM type new ways of making business sustainable was found
among both established firms and start-ups. The findings are in line
with, e.g., Aragén-Correa et al. (2008) and Bos-Brouwers (2010), who
underlined that established firms are less flexible to BM changes than
other firms. Nevertheless, the patterns found in the reviewed cases
suggest that established firms do not only base their strategies on eas-
ily achieved SBMs or defensive approaches. Indeed, some established
firms with SBMs of the type new ways of making business sustainable
(e.g., Aura Light or Nudie Jeans) radically broke with the traditional
way of doing business to achieve and integrate sustainability in
their BMs.

4.1 | Implications for managers/practitioners

The study's findings have several implications that are of relevance for
managers. To start with, the simplified differentiation between SBMs
has the potential to facilitate the creation of a vision for developing
an SBM. Managers may find the simpler categorization easier to grasp
when establishing and communicating a sustainability ambition or
vision for their firm, e.g., “due to our current financial situation our
first step towards an SBM will be to make improvements towards

efficiency.”

The paper also contributes to managers by reviewing strategies
to perform BMI, particularly towards SBMs. The portfolio of strategies
to develop and implement SBMs introduced in Section 3.5 can espe-
cially facilitate the process of BMI for managers, depending on their
context. This is relevant, since our analysis of empirical cases confirms
that, while BMI and SBM are often associated, they are two distinct
concepts that require different goals and capabilities (Inigo
et al., 2017; Pedersen et al., 2018).

The results also indicate that some BMI strategies are better
suited for some SBM types. For instance, boundary spanning strate-
gies are particularly important to achieve SBMs with stronger orienta-
tion towards society and/or the environment. Likewise, corporate
management strategies (e.g., leading by example, employee involve-
ment, and creating a new vision) are particularly important for the
SBM-type new ways of making business sustainable because it implies
changes in the way of conducting business that can lead to major
organizational changes and tensions. Managers that want to achieve
SBMs should therefore consider two main aspects when (re)designing
their BMs: (1) How anchored is the organization's existing BM?
(2) What type of SBM does the organization aim to achieve? Based on
the answers, the BMI strategy can then be chosen.

Another implication for both managers and policymakers is that
different SBMs can have both positive and negative impact on sus-
tainability. As highlighted by, e.g., Evans et al. (2017) and Ciulli and
Kolk (2019), some SBMs can have a positive impact on the environ-
ment and at the same time have a negative impact on society and
the economy. Likewise, strategies that may appear targeted at inno-
vating an existing BM towards an SBM could in fact be entirely moti-
vated by less sustainable objectives. Finally, while small changes in
the BM (e.g., through improvements towards efficiency) can be con-
sidered as low hanging fruits (Schaltegger et al., 2012), they may be
very positive in term of CO? emissions, depending on, e.g., the size
of the firm or its environmental or social impact. In contrast, radical
changes in a firm's BM may be ground-breaking for an industry, but
it may have a small overall impact on sustainability due to the firm's
lack of viability.

4.2 | Implications for future research

In line with previous reviews and conceptual papers on SBMs
(e.g., Dentchev et al, 2018; Lozano, 2018; Lideke-Freund
et al, 2018), and despite the presence of typologies of SBMs, this
paper's findings show that inconsistencies remain about what consti-
tutes an SBM. In some papers, there is a mismatch between the defi-
nition of what characterizes an SBM put forward by the authors and
the characteristics of the case(s) (e.g., Ciulli & Kolk, 2019;
Prendeville & Bocken, 2017; Todeschini et al., 2017; Tolkamp
et al., 2018). There are also papers, where the authors do not provide
a clear motivation on why the BM is sustainable (e.g., Hu et al., 2019;
Ulvenblad et al., 2019). As stated by Foss and Saebi (2017), such
inconsistencies and ambiguity hinder the cumulativeness of the

research of SBM, since it reduces the possibility to compare cases of
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SBMs with each other and to build further on these comparisons or
patterns. Since the degree of sustainability of BMs can vary greatly
(Evans et al., 2017), it is problematic to include them under the SBM-
umbrella without further distinction.

The review revealed that an additional source of unclarity
emerges from the mix and integration of the BMI and SBM concepts.
For instance, several authors take for granted either the sustainability
dimension of BMiIs (e.g., Brennan & Tennant, 2018; Hu et al., 2019) or
the innovation dimension of SBMs (e.g., Heyes et al., 2018). Since our
findings show that many general BMI strategies like experimentation
(e.g., Chesbrough, 2010) were used to also achieve SBMs, such confu-
sion may not come as a surprise. However, it may be problematic if
any BMI with weak ties to sustainability is assumed to result in an
SBM since it discourages firms to pursue more ambitious undertak-
ings. Likewise, as Boons and Lideke-Freund (2013) put it, any SBM,
by nature, requires some type of adaptation at the level of the firm or
its environment. Even the SBMs that are born sustainable (and do not
need adaptation at the level of the firm) require changes in attitudes
and values of how to conduct business (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). Yet
sustainability can still be achieved through existing BMs, e.g., through
the development (and sale) of sustainable innovations (e.g., Boons &
Liideke-Freund, 2013).

The fact that some authors have started to integrate both con-
cepts of BMI and SBM into the notion of SBMI (e.g., Baldassarre
et al, 2017; Bjorklund, 2018; Bocken et al., 2019; Prendeville &
Bocken, 2017; Schuit et al., 2017) also increases the risk of contribut-
ing to the ambiguity. We would argue that it is often unclear how this
new notion adds clarity or new perspectives to the SBM literature. In
most of the articles referring to the notion, it is rather difficult to
understand how SBMI differs from SBM (e.g., Baldassarre et al., 2017;
Bjorklund, 2018; Bocken et al., 2019; Prendeville & Bocken, 2017;
Schuit et al., 2017). The main argument expressed in these studies is
that SBM requires changes that are then expressed through BMI.
Adding to the already ambiguous and unclear concepts of BMI and
SBM should be done with caution at this stage. Here again, to avoid
inconsistencies and vagueness, it should not be assumed that an SBM
is automatically a BMI (or vice versa). BMI as a concept should also be
used when it adds to the conceptual or empirical understanding of the
case, not just as an add-on to SBM. As a matter of fact, some authors
have been successful at doing so (Franca et al., 2017; Geissdoerfer
et al.,, 2018). To build stringency in the debate, we recommend that
future research on BMI and SBM is more specific regarding how BMI
leads to SBMs.

5 | CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this paper was to contribute to a better understanding of
how firms have performed BMI in order to achieve SBMs. Eighty-
seven unique empirical cases of BMI towards SBMs were surveyed
and reviewed to identify the main SBMs described empirically in pre-
vious studies and what strategies firms use to develop and implement

these.

The review indicates that four types of SBMs have recurringly
been studied in the literature: SBMs (1) that imply improvements
towards efficiency, (2) are based on new ways to make the business sus-
tainable, (3) that have a stronger orientation towards society and/or the
environment, or (4) that are born sustainable.

With regard to strategies used to achieve SBM through BMI, our
review also shows that four recurring strategies have been used in the
reviewed cases: boundary spanning, experimentation, the use of prac-
tical tools and guidelines, and corporate management strategies. Each
of these strategies includes a variety of approaches that can be used
by firms and their managers. For instance, boundary spanning strate-
gies can be used in the form of shared ownership, education, long-
term agreements, partnerships, or sharing platforms. In most of the
reviewed cases, firms chose to combine different BMI strategies
where the most common combination was boundary spanning and
experimentation.

It is interesting to note that some BMI strategies are better suited
for some SBM types. For instance, boundary spanning strategies are
particularly important to achieve an SBMs with stronger orientation
towards society and/or the environment. Likewise, corporate manage-
ment strategies such as leading by example, employee involvement,
and creating a new vision are particularly important for SBMs that are
based on new ways of making business sustainable. This is because cor-
porate management strategies imply changes in the way firms con-
duct business that can lead to major changes and tensions in the
organization.

To conclude the paper, some implications are drawn. For man-
agers, the review of cases offers a portfolio of strategies to achieve
SBMs through BMI. For future research, the authors stress the need
for clarity in the use of the BMI and SBM concepts and encourage
scholars to treat them as two distinct processes or goals; BMI does
not necessarily lead to SBM, and the other way around.
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ENDNOTES

1 Definitions of hybrids and variations of SBM and BMI (e.g., business
model innovation for sustainability) were also included.

2 These papers often used the empirical cases as means to illustrate a BMI
tool towards SBMs or explore barriers to this process, and as such, no
descriptions of SBM types could be identified.

3 When one case was studied in several articles, it was only counted as
one unique case.
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4 These do not include sharing platforms that only create value for the
focal firm and its customers, e.g., by providing users with an increased
access to a product (like the various car sharing platforms in Ciulli &
Kolk, 2019).

5 Although value is created and captured on both sides of this platform,
the sustainability drivers are less apparent when compared to the peer-
to-peer alternatives.

¢ The clients' employees, in the case of THANKS.
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