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Abstract 

 
In recent years the world has witnessed an increased attention to matters concerning 

sustainable development; consumers today put higher pressure on organizations to change 

their old unsustainable practices for newer, more sustainable ones. Within scholarly 

business literature, the concept of business models has gained more traction over the past 

two decades, however there is still some disparity in the views of what a business model 

really is. So far three perspectives on business models have emerged: business models as 

attributes of real firms, business models as cognitive schemas, and business models as 

formal conceptualizations. In this thesis, we adopt the perspective of business models as 

attributes of real firms, more explicitly, we view them as systems of activities that allow 

firms to create value for everyone involved. As the stream of business model research as 

expanded, so has the literature on how they change, also referred to as business model 

innovation. Here the three dominant perspectives are the rational positioning view, the 

evolutionary view, and the cognitive view; we argue in line with the rational positioning 

view that business models may change as a response to a change in the environment in 

which it is embedded. Knowing that our planet is changing, the question then arises: what 

can be done? We believe that changing the business model of a firm toward sustainability 

may be part of the answer. Hence, in order to generate more knowledge about how this 

can be done, we set out to answer the research question:  

 

what are the motivators of – and how do they influence – business model innovation for 

sustainability? 

 

We do this by investigating three firms that have changed their activity systems to 

incorporate sustainability. Our findings indicate that there are some motivators and 

influencers to the process of business model innovation for sustainability: we identify the 

motivators zealous leadership, sense of obligation, future hygiene factor, employer 

branding, goal-setting, synergy, and competitive advantage; and the influencers financial 

barriers, technological barriers, and cultural barriers. Further, we give practical 

suggestions to managers on how they can enhance the motivators and lower the barriers; 

we discuss the societal implications of our findings, and propose avenues for further 

research. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background 

The state of the world has changed a lot in the last half century. For instance: the world 

population crossed the mark of seven billion inhabitants in 2011, after more than 50 years 

of “[...] unprecedented growth” (Ezeh et al., 2012, p. 142); the amount of food in terms 

of kcal per person has seen an increasing trend since the 1970’s and it is projected to grow 

even further until 2050 (Alexandratos 2006, cited in Kearney, 2010, p. 2794); and natural 

resource extraction has “[...] expanded considerably in absolute terms” since 1980 

(Behrens et al., 2007, p. 451). Since the industrial revolution, the Earth has entered the 

Anthropocene: a new era “[...] in which human actions have become the main driver of 

global environmental change”; some of the planetary boundaries have already been 

trespassed, and humanity ought to rise up to the challenge of maintaining the previous, 

and more stable, Holocene state of the planet (Rockström et al., 2009, p. 472).  

 

Further, global GDP has risen substantially since the 1960’s, and amounted to a 

staggering $80.738 trillion(!) in 2017 (The World Bank, n.d.). Although GDP is arguably 

a measure with inherent flaws, for example its limited ability to measure well-being 

(Wallis, 2016; Cohen, 2018; Kubiszewski, 2014), it is indeed an indicator whether the 

economy is moving or not (Wallis, 2016). Additionally, numbers indicate that the global 

wealth distribution is worsening: today, the 26 richest people in the world are owning 

assets equal to those of the 3.8 billion individuals that make up the poorest half of the 

global population (Elliott, 2019).  

 

On a different note, the world has recently witnessed a resurgence in undernourishment 

of the global population since 2014, following a decreasing trend since 2005 (FAO, 

2018); access to education in poorer countries is currently facing high barriers in the form 

of, for example: lack of learning material, gender discrimination, and armed country 

conflicts (Rueckert, 2019); and despite an overall improvement in the Human 

Development Index, inequalities still persist, hindering the global population to truly 

thrive (Kovacevic et al., 2018).  

 

Currently, the view on the ecological state of the Earth is somewhat bicameral. A quick 

visit to the Google search engine and typing phrases such as: “climate change is a myth”, 

generates millions of hits, listing results and explanations from both sides of the aisle; 

both those who acknowledge it and those who deny it. The subject arguably sparks 

interests among scholars. For example, some argue that 97% of climate scientists have 

reached a consensus that human activity contributes to changes in the ecological 

environment (Cook et al., 2013; 2016), while other researchers are slightly more skeptical 

(Lindzen et al., 2001; McNider & Christy, 2014). We, similarly to (supposedly) 97% of 

climate scientists acknowledge that human activity has something to do with the observed 

changes in our ecological environment; changes not limited to climate change, but also 

including biodiversity loss, disrupted nitrogen and phosphorus cycles, changes in land 

use, stratospheric ozone depletion, ocean acidification and freshwater consumption 

(Rockström et al., 2009). 
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Possibly, as a response to the alarming findings concerning the state of the planet, scholars 

have in the last decades increased the level of engagement in what is labelled 

Sustainability Science: science focusing on “[...] the dynamic interactions between nature 

and society” (Clark & Dickson, 2003, p. 8059); indeed, an observation we made in the 

initial phases of our thesis process was that merely typing the word ‘sustainability’ into 

the Google Scholar academic search engine and limiting the search to work published 

post 2015, generates roughly 497,000 suggestions of research from a wide variety of 

fields. Sustainable development, as means to achieve sustainability, has seen many 

definitions over the last 40 years. One of the most common definitions comes from Our 

Common Future, also known as the ‘Brundtland Report’: “Humanity [can] make 

development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, 

p. 13). Another notion conceptualizes sustainable development as a balancing act of 

economic prosperity, environmental protection and social equity, also referred to as the 

triple bottom line (Elkington, 1999).  

 

Moreover, research from other spheres than academia suggest that consumers are growing 

more concerned and conscious about sustainability issues (The Nielsen Company, 2015; 

Unilever, 2017; Einarsdottir et al., 2014). Given the ominous projections described by 

e.g. Rockström et al. (2009), and the notion that consumers approach sustainability with 

greater concern (Unilever, 2017), the question then arises: what can be done about it? In 

line with Walt Freese (2007) and Michael Porter (2013) to mention a few, we believe that 

business plays a crucial role in addressing the current – and future – state of the world; 

this notion is the starting point for our selection of topic for this work.  

 

Besides businesses and firms, there are other relevant actors that drive sustainability 

through innovation and transition: such as policymakers, public authorities, and 

individuals in the form of consumers and social movements (Farla et al., 2012, p. 995); it 

is expected that governments will play an important role in pushing sustainability 

business activities (Tang & Zhou, 2012, p. 585). Through regulations and legislation, they 

can influence companies in the challenge of balancing the trade-offs between economic, 

environmental and societal factors. 

 

Individuals in groups as either consumers or social movements also play an important 

role in driving the development. They do this by, for example, creating awareness of 

companies’ behavior, both ethical and unethical, and as such they influence purchasing 

power behavior by looking for alternative, more sustainably produced products (Tang & 

Zhou, 2012, p. 585). This trend has become increasingly influential with the more 

widespread access to internet and social media. Although the individual level is important 

in shaping the demand side of the equation for sustainability, we argue that the most 

central actors are indeed the corporations, since they comprise the primary engine of 

economic development. Further, they also have the economic capital and technological 

knowledge to implement sustainable activities (Shrivastava, 1995, p. 937). However, 

large corporations are usually more hierarchical and complex in their structures, there are 

more stakeholders involved; which may slow down their decision-making processes and 

constrain their ability to radically change operations. 

 

Considering that large corporations are in many cases industry leaders in terms of 

resource availability, they still constitute a minimal portion of the total amount of firms 
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operating on the market. Using Sweden as an illustrative example: the vast majority of 

firms fall into the small-medium enterprise category (Tillväxtverket, n.d.). Due to their 

clout, it seems important to encourage this group of firms to adopt sustainable activities. 

Since they are in majority, they are the ones needing to change if we want to witness a 

wider adoption of sustainable development. In many cases, these firms may not have the 

extensive financial resources and capabilities required to implement larger radical 

changes, however, incrementally changing activities toward sustainable development 

may be easier. As such, a perspective of business models as an activity system (Zott & 

Amit, 2010) can prove a viable tool in making that change in these firms, and success 

stories from larger firms might serve as a powerful motivator for change toward 

sustainability even in smaller firms. 

 

Over the last decade, the business model has emerged as a new unit of analysis (Zott et 

al., 2011), emphasizing a “[...] holistic approach toward explaining how firms ‘do 

business’” (Zott & Amit, 2013, p. 404).  The business model is further an appropriate unit 

of analysis when investigating how organizations change, more particularly, how they 

change for sustainability (Girotra & Netessine, 2013, p. 538). Business model research 

seems to emerge in silos, strategic issues being one of them (Zott et al., 2011, p. 1020); 

indeed, sustainability and sustainable development can arguably be seen as strategic 

issues for many firms. Moreover, some scholars argue that business models have emerged 

as a separate discipline from business strategy (Massa et al., 2017, p. 91), and “[...] 

employing the business model construct may represent a fruitful avenue to better 

understand value creation over and above what is normally studied in the mainstream of 

strategic management” (Massa et al., 2017, p. 92). In line with Zott et al. (2011) and Zott 

and Amit (2013), we agree that the business model can indeed serve as a holistic unit of 

analysis of how firms do business, and as such, it is an appropriate topic to investigate 

when looking at how firms move toward sustainable business conduct. 

 

The picture of the world we paint in the paragraphs above is seemingly dark, and 

borderline doomsday-prophetic, but many things are indeed changing for the better. For 

instance, many countries have witnessed economic growth in parallel with lower carbon 

dioxide emissions, and renewable power capacity is at a record high level (Roston, 2018); 

we have seen breakthroughs in medicine such as a vaccine sufficiently powerful and cost 

effective to end cholera, environmental improvements such as a recovering ozone hole 

over Antarctica and ‘de-coaling’ in the UK, and a narrowed gender pay gap in the US 

(Mauldin, 2017); and listing events that qualify as ‘positive news’ in 2018, we find items 

such as increased efforts for environmental protection, advancements in human rights 

legislation, and increased efforts to use renewable materials in production of goods 

(Hervey, 2018). This is all good news, and these advancements are worth acknowledging. 

However, the challenge moving forward lies in making sustainable development a core 

focus across all levels of society in order to invoke change on a wider front. With this 

body of work, we want to investigate and understand how firms contribute to this societal 

change.  

1.2 Research Gap 

In the following sections we outline the foundations of our thesis; we present our chosen 

research topic, argue for our decision through identification of research gaps, and pose 

our research questions that will guide our methodology. 
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The topic we investigate in this body of work is sustainable business models, also referred 

to as business models for sustainability (Gauthier & Gilomen, 2016; Schaltegger et al., 

2016; Wells, 2013), and business model innovation (Chesbrough, 2007; 2010; Martins et 

al., 2015). Business model research has witnessed a staggering increase in volume of 

published works over the last two decades (Massa et al., 2017, p. 75). Further, possibly 

following the changes of increased environmental concern and sustainability on the 

demand side of consumption outlined in the previous section, business scholars show 

interest by publishing work related to the interaction of business and sustainability in 

journals such as Journal of Cleaner Production, Journal of Sustainability and Green 

Business, and Journal of Management and Sustainability. Due to the relative novelty of 

the field, there are arguably research gaps that needs addressing. For example, further 

investigation is called for into how modified or new business models can conceive novel 

solutions to improve the natural environment and society (Schaltegger et al., 2016, p. 8). 

Academic discourse concerning organizational changes for sustainability has been 

centered on investigating general business cases for sustainability (e.g. Hockerts, 2015); 

some scholars have begun to investigate why firms change their business models for 

sustainability (e.g. Schaltegger et al., 2012). Using conventional business model 

innovation literature as the starting point, we want to make an extension and understand 

what motivates a firm to change their business models for sustainability. Given the 

reviewed literature above, we argue that motivations for business model innovation for 

sustainability exist ex ante firms finding out the business case for such innovation, and 

that individuals have some kind of innate motivation before they formulate an explicit 

reason for why something occurs. Further, scholars argue that there are dispersed 

definitions concerning the terminology of business models (Massa et al., 2017) and 

sustainability (Bansal & Song, 2017), thus, we aim to contribute to filling the gaps 

concerning definitions of these constructs by empirically investigating how practitioners 

view their meanings.  

 

We aim to fill the gap between conventional business model innovation and sustainability 

by investigating real-world cases that actively work to innovate their business models for 

sustainability. We argue that extending the literature which aims to understand why and 

how businesses innovate their business models for sustainability is crucial for the future 

of sustainable business practice. Sustainability is arguably a complex issue resulting in 

tension as an outcome of balancing economic, environmental and social aspects across 

multiple levels of analysis (Hahn et al., 2015). We believe that more businesses would 

realign their business models toward sustainability if they knew how to and knew more 

about the implications of doing so.  

1.3 Purpose and Research Question 

In aiming to address some of the identified research gaps outlined above, the purpose of 

our study is to try and understand why and how firms innovate their business models for 

sustainability. We do this by conducting an exploratory study, aiming to gain a deeper 

understanding about what motivators drive a firm to approve such business model 

innovation, and also investigate if there are any challenges and trade-offs related to the 

process. To get a richer perspective, we also want to understand how the business model 

innovation process has evolved over time: are there different motivators now compared 

to the past? Thus, in order to fulfil the purpose of our study, we seek to answer the 

following research question: 
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What are the motivators of – and how do they influence – business model innovation for 

sustainability?  

1.4 Contributions and Delimitations 

As a contribution to the theoretical field of business model innovation and sustainable 

business models, the goal of the study is to produce new example cases and a conceptual 

model illustrating what the motivators of business model innovation for sustainability are, 

and their effect on a firm’s decision to innovate its business model in order to contribute 

to sustainable development. Further, we want to empirically investigate and understand 

the prevalence of antecedents for business model design proposed by Amit and Zott 

(2015), and Hockerts (2015) drivers of corporate sustainability using Swedish firms who 

have well-pronounced sustainability profiles. 

 

From a practical perspective we see our report to be of use primarily for top management 

teams in firms, hoping it can inspire them to review their current business models and 

investigate possibilities of change. We also see that our report can be of interest for policy 

makers or decision makers in the public sector, as understanding why some firms have 

innovated their business models for sustainability can aid in changing public policy and 

adjust necessary incentives to encourage other firms to follow suit. If policy makers 

understand what drives business model innovation for sustainability, and accordingly 

facilitate such innovation, we could – in the best of worlds – witness a trans-industry 

adoption of sustainable business models, for the benefit of the planet, and its people.  

 

The following paragraph describes the delimitations of our study. First, because of limited 

time, resources and access we have limited ourselves to conduct a qualitative study 

investigating three case firms. Due to the previously mentioned constraints we are 

therefore unable to conduct a study investigating a sufficient number of cases to infer 

meaningful generalizations concerning the findings. Secondly, we limit ourselves to 

Swedish firms in order to gain better access to reliable data, such as potential interviewees 

and other external sources of information regarding the organizations that are publicly 

available in Sweden. Due to this, we cannot claim that the observed results and 

conclusions hold true for firms in other countries with different business climate and 

institutions. Thirdly, we have chosen to anchor our study in the literature concerning 

business models, business model innovation, and corporate sustainability; this may 

influence the conclusions drawn from the data. We acknowledge that there might be 

additional theoretical points of departure available when aiming to answer questions 

related to why firms change toward sustainability. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Theoretical Overview 

With this study we want to understand what motivates the decision to innovate a business 

model for sustainability, and there are several streams of research we will review in our 

work. As business models for sustainability evolve from conventional business models, 

literature outlining the different perspectives on what business models are and what they 

do (e.g. Massa et al., 2017) is our first theoretical field under review. Next, since we want 

to understand the motivators of innovating a business model for sustainability, literature 

investigating the underlying factors of business model design (e.g. Amit & Zott, 2015) 

and business model innovation (e.g. Martins et al., 2015) serve as our second theoretical 

field under inquiry. Further, we will review literature relating to corporate sustainability 

(e.g. Bansal & Roth, 2000); and finally, since we want to explore how organizations 

change their business models toward sustainability, we will review literature concerning 

business model innovation for sustainability (e.g. Schaltegger et al., 2012). 

2.2 Perspectives on Business Models 

 

“Every company has a business model, whether they articulate it or not”  

(Chesbrough, 2007, p. 12). 

 

A commonly agreed upon approach to what constitutes a business model, is a “description 

of an organization and how that organizations functions in achieving its goals.” (Massa 

et al., 2017, p. 73). The term business model and its research stream started to gain more 

attention and traction within the research community as the Internet enabled companies 

to explore new ways of conducting its operations (Massa et al., 2017, p. 73). Zott et al. 

(2011) observed this trend in the mid 1990’s when there was a rapid increase in published 

scientific work referring to business models; a trend which is still continuing past 2015 

(Massa et al., 2017, p. 75).   

    

As can be expected within a newly developed and expanding field of research, there will 

be conflicting views on the definitions and meanings of the topic itself. Business models 

is no exception to this: there have been seemingly endless discussion whether there is any 

distinction between business models and strategy, or if they are synonymous (Massa et 

al., 2017, p. 75). There was some early criticism regarding the clarity of the concept: it is 

suggested that “the definition of a business model is murky at best. Most often, it seems 

to refer to a loose conception of how a company does business and generates revenue, [. 

. .]” (Porter, 2001, p. 73). Other researchers also found a lack of clarity concerning the 

subject despite the explosion of material surrounding the area; there was no “[. . .] 

common and widely accepted language that would allow researchers who examine the 

business model construct through different lenses to draw effectively on the work of 

others” (Zott & Amit, 2011, p. 1020). 

 

During the evolution of the research field on business models there have been two distinct 

camps regarding the validity and importance of the field. Some scholars have been 

supporting the view that business models are merely a repackaging of traditional 

competitive strategies such as cost leadership, differentiation, efficiency and novelty; the 
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common theme among these supporters is that they view “business models as a means to 

compete”, with an extensive focus on how to capture and create value compared to 

competitors (Massa et al., 2017, p. 89).  

  

On the opposite side, there are those who see business models as separate research field 

from strategy. Within this field, value creation is central (Massa et al., 2017, p. 91), and 

the business model tackles both how to deliver and capture this value even though the 

latter aspect is more central within strategy (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002, p. 535). 

In other words, this perspective has a more holistic view on value creation, delivery and 

capture; it is concerned with how the company creates value for other partners and 

stakeholders, rather than only for customers and shareholders (Amit & Zott, 2001).  

 

Despite some critique, the concept of business models has evolved to play an important 

role within several areas of research, and there is consensus concerning its impact on 

management practice, theory and policy (Demil et al., 2015). There are four main 

arguments for why business models are considered an important concept. The first 

argument relates to the business model as a strategic priority for managers to gain 

competitiveness and may provide ways to yield higher revenues. Secondly, it provides a 

separate way of innovation aside from the traditional ones like product, price, and place; 

as such it helps to broaden the field of innovation. Thirdly, larger macro forces such as 

the Internet and globalization has led to less distinctive industries with higher competition 

and new actors because of lower entry barriers. Because of this, firms and managers need 

to understand business models in order to reconfigure their own business model to achieve 

their goals, but also as a means for new firms to take advantage of new opportunities 

when designing their business models and enter new markets. Finally, it serves as a useful 

concept for scholars and managers looking into social and environmental value creation 

in addition to economic value creation, and how these can align (Massa et al. 2017, p 74). 

 

We agree that the line between strategy and business models is thin at times, and the fields 

are closely connected. However, we also see the benefits of viewing business models as 

a separate concept because of the central role of value creation, and by extending strategy 

to include more stakeholders while giving a holistic view of the key processes and 

functions of a firm. In light of the arguments above, we suggest that the use of business 

models as a concept is relevant and valid for trying to understand why companies change 

toward sustainability. Utilizing this perspective enables us to evaluate the usefulness of 

the business model as a tool for competitiveness and innovation, but also how it plays a 

role in organizational change due to external factors. In contrast to traditional strategy, 

the business model also allows all dimensions of the triple bottom line to play a relevant 

role in the discussion. 

 

To summarize, in the previous section we touched upon what distinguishes business 

model theory from strategy, and why the concept is useful and important both to the 

theoretical field and for the purpose of our study. We have however not discussed exactly 

what constitutes a business model and the different perspectives that exists within the 

field. In the literature, there are three major interpretations of what a business model is: 

(1) attributes of a real firm, (2) a cognitive or linguistic schema, and (3) a formal 

conceptual representation describing the activities of a firm (Massa et al., 2017, p. 73). In 

the following section we will explain these different viewpoints briefly, introduce and the 

major contributors to these perspectives, explain and how they relate to our research.  
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2.2.1 Business Models as Attributes of Real Firms 

The perspective of business models as attributes of real firms argues that business models 

are “[...] empirical [phenomena]” of firms; it is concerned with what firms actually do, as 

opposed to what they should do (Massa et al., 2017, p. 76). Many scholars adopting this 

perspective propose that the function of a business model is to define the value 

proposition, it describes through which activities a firm creates and captures value, and 

articulates how the firm makes money (Massa et al. 2017, p. 77-78). Within this 

perspective, business models imply performing activities with the aim to “[...] create 

and/or capture value” (Massa et al., 2017, p. 80). 

2.2.2 Business Models as Cognitive Schemas 

Contrary to the perspective of business models as attributes of real firms arguing that the 

business model is built on empirics, the perspective of business models as cognitive 

schemas implies that the business model is a mental image of an empiric phenomenon, 

and as such it is malleable by the cognition of managers (Massa et al., 2017, p. 82); it can 

be viewed as a managerial pattern of thinking (Bettis & Prahalad, 1995; Prahalad & 

Bettis, 1986, cited in Massa et al., 2017, p. 82.), or narratives that aid in understanding 

the customer, how the firm creates revenue, and the logic of how a business unit works 

(Massa et al., 2017, p. 81). 

2.2.3 Business Models as Formal Conceptualizations 

Similarly, to the perspective of business models as cognitive schemas, this perspective 

holds the business model as a simplified representation of a real system, however the 

difference here is that this simplification is coded, i.e. written down in pictures, symbols 

or numbers (Massa et al., 2017, p. 84); an example used by many practitioners is the 

Business Model Canvas developed by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2004, 2010; cited in 

Massa et al., 2017, p. 87). Within this perspective, scholars emphasize the descriptive 

properties of the business model, and one argument for using formal conceptualizations 

of business models is indeed the complexity of the construct (Massa et al., 2017, p. 84); 

formal conceptualizations of the business model can shed light on what the imperative 

elements of the model are, as a way to improve business conduct in a firm (Massa et al., 

2017, p. 84). What exactly these imperative elements are is debated among scholars, but 

some scholarly consensus is found in that market offerings and resources are critical 

(Wirtz et al., 2016, cited in Massa et al. 2017, p. 88). 

 

To summarize: the section above outlines three different perspectives on what a business 

model is, and how it can be applied by managers. For the purpose of this research we 

have chosen to primarily adopt the attributes perspective. We do this in order to obtain 

clear and analyzable data about the investigated firms’ business models, and their drivers 

for sustainability. By investigating firms’ individual activities, we aim to build an 

understanding of the entire activity system. In doing so, we will be able to get a better 

understanding of the whole process of business model innovation for sustainability, and 

why there have been changes to the business model. Further, adopting the attributes 

perspective on business models allows us to better understand the role of constraints and 

trade-offs on activities related to sustainable development.  

 

For the purpose of our research, viewing business models as cognitive schemas malleable 

to managers’ cognition can prove problematic, as we assume there may be gaps in what 

a focal firm considers its business model to be on a cognitive level, and the actual 
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activities for sustainable development they perform. Additionally, since the formal 

conceptualizations perspective emphasizes simplification of the business model construct 

to its core elements, there may be valuable activities for sustainability passing data 

collection unnoticed as they might not be perceived a key activity in the firm. However, 

we do not dismiss the importance of the other perspectives: we realize they might prove 

useful during the analysis of the gathered data.  

2.3 Where Business Models Come From and How They Change 

2.3.1 Business Model Design 

A firm’s business model can be conceptualized as a boundary-spanning system of 

activities designed to create value for everyone involved in it (Zott & Amit, 2010). Thus, 

this activity system is “[...] a set of interdependent organizational activities centered on a 

focal firm, including those conducted by the focal firm, its partners, vendors or customers, 

etc.” (Zott & Amit, 2010, p. 217). Early literature suggests that business models “[...] 

depict the design of transaction content, structure and governance”; in this context, 

‘transaction content’ refers to what is being exchanged and what is needed to complete 

the exchange in terms of resources and capabilities; ‘transaction structure’ refers to the 

order of exchanges and who the participants are; finally, ‘transaction governance’ refers 

to who controls which flows of information, resources and goods (Amit & Zott, 2001, p. 

511). These three elements of the business model form the ‘sources of value creation’: 

efficiency, complementarities, lock-in, and novelty (Amit & Zott, 2001); which have later 

evolved to be referred to as business model design themes (Zott & Amit, 2010; Amit & 

Zott, 2015). Although the business model in general has seen more scholarly attention in 

recent years, literature on its antecedents and how they affect business model innovation 

for sustainability is still-emerging and relatively unexplored.  

 

The literature on the antecedents of business model design has so far emphasized analysis 

of the internal resources and external environment (Wei et al., 2017, p. 87), and argued 

that business models are designed through a rational design process (Martins et al. 2015, 

cited in Wei et al., 2017, p. 88). To illustrate the business model design antecedents as a 

way to understand how business models emerge; these antecedents are conceptualized as: 

“Goals to create and capture value” (Goals), “Templates of incumbents and others” 

(Templates), “Environmental Constraints” (Constraints), and “Stakeholders’ activities” 

(Stakeholders) (Amit & Zott, 2015, p. 334). The Goals antecedent relates to how the firm 

creates and captures value, and for whom; in designing a business model, firms need to 

thoroughly think through what they want to achieve, who the client is, and how to balance 

the tension created by conflicting stakeholder needs (Amit & Zott, 2015, p. 336-337). The 

Templates antecedent suggests that the business model designer draws inspiration from 

the business models of others in the construction of the focal firm’s own business model 

through borrowing or recycling ideas, or adopting the ‘default’ – i.e. recipe – model in a 

sector, developed over time (Amit & Zott, 2015, p. 339-340). The Stakeholder antecedent 

is rooted in collaboration, and the business model designer crafts the business model 

according to agreements with for example partners, suppliers, and customers (Amit & 

Zott, 2015, p. 341). Finally, the Constraints antecedent denotes the importance of internal 

and external constraints on the process of business model design. External constraints are 

put on the designer of a business model by the “[...] economic, legal, socio-political, 

regulatory, and cultural environment in which the business model will be embedded”; 

internal constraints refer to the “[...] availability of activity-enabling resources and 
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capabilities of the focal firm” (Amit & Zott, 2015, p. 343), i.e. skills and various forms 

of capital and property.  

2.3.2 Business Model Innovation 

Since we want to investigate what motivates a firm to innovate their business models 

toward sustainability, it is appropriate to review what the academic discourse says about 

reasons for firms to innovate their business models in the first place. We start this section 

built on the assumption that a given change in an organization’s business model occurs 

as a response to managerial decision making. We do not imply that the outcome of an 

initiated change is always the intended; rather, the change process in and of itself would 

not start unless someone, somewhere in the organization made an active decision. 

 

Business model innovation has in recent years received lots of attention, both in the 

literature and in practice (Spieth et al., 2014, p. 237-238); cracking open markets in 

developing countries has been a key driver for the phenomenon (Casadesus-Masanell & 

Ricart, 2011, p. 101). Due to the still-emerging nature of the field, the academic discourse 

on the subject has yet to reach a unified definition of business model innovation 

(Schneider & Spieth, 2013, p. 4). The current literature on the subject can be categorized 

in three research streams: first, “prerequisites of conducting business model innovation”; 

second, “elements and process of business model innovation”; and third, “effects achieved 

through business model innovation” (Schneider & Spieth, 2013, p. 5). As such, this body 

of work classifies as a part of the first above-mentioned research streams.  

 

There are three schools of thought concerning business models and business model 

innovation: the rational positioning view, the evolutionary view, and the cognitive view 

(Martins et al., 2015). The first of these three views argues that firms innovate their 

business models as a reaction to exogenous shocks, such as changes in platform 

technologies (Martins et al., 2015, p. 101). The second view proposes that business model 

innovation arises from a process of trial-and-error learning (Sosna et al., 2010, cited in 

Martins et al., 2015, p. 101), and “[...] through a search for incremental modifications that 

improve performance and reduce the necessity for wholesale system overhaul” (Martins 

et al., 2015, p. 102). The third view suggests that business models can be seen as cognitive 

schemas, and thus change through structured cognitive processes (Martins et al., 2015, p. 

103) such as analogical reasoning and conceptual combination (Martins et al., 2015, p. 

104). As we for the purpose of this paper adopt the view of business models as activity 

systems, we also – in line with the rational positioning view proposed by Martins et al. 

(2015, p. 101) – adopt the notion that they change in response to some alteration in the 

environment in which it is embedded.  

 

As outlined in our background section, sustainability is now becoming a greater concern 

for consumers, and as such, also for firms. Sustainability and “going green” will be a 

source of competitive advantage for firms in the future; and the process of becoming 

sustainable involves business model innovation for sustainability in order to deliver and 

capture new value (Nidumolu et al., 2009, p. 58-60). Further, business model innovation 

for sustainability is driven by business cases for sustainability: such as cost and risk 

reduction, profit margins, brand value and attractiveness as employer, and innovative 

capabilities (Schaltegger et al., 2012, p. 101). Further, business model innovation as such 

occurs across four degrees: business model adjustment, business model adoption, 

business model improvement and business model redesign (Schaltegger et al., 2012, p. 

113). In this context, business model adjustment implies changes of a small number of 
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business model elements; business model adoption refers to changes implemented to 

match competitors’ value propositions; business model improvement entails changing 

many business model elements such as customer relationships, financial logic, and 

infrastructure, while keeping the value proposition; and finally, business model redesign 

implies “...[replacing] the underlying business logic and [offer] new products, services or 

product-service systems”, with a brand-new value proposition (Schaltegger et al., 2012, 

p. 109). As such, business model innovation is concerned with altering ‘the way you do 

business’, not so much ‘what you do’ (Amit & Zott 2012, cited in Bocken et al., 2014, p. 

44). 

2.4 Sustainability 

Sustainability as the outcome of sustainable development has been part of discourse in 

many levels of society for quite some time, with the “Brundtland Report” marking the 

adoption of a definition for the term sustainable development used even today (WCED, 

1987). Scholars argue that the terms corporate social responsibility and corporate 

sustainability – the proposed ways in which business deals with sustainable development 

issues – have to some extent converged in contemporary discourse, despite stemming 

from distinct paradigms (Bansal & Song, 2017, p. 119). Further, there is now an 

observable overlap in the bodies of literature concerning construct definitions, ontological 

assumptions about the role of business in society, nomological networks (the conceptual 

linkages between, for example, antecedents and outcomes), and construct measurement 

(Bansal & Song, 2017, p. 107-116). The blurred construct of responsibility and 

sustainability is represented in literature concerning shared value and triple bottom line; 

in this context, “firms are seen as distinct objects that aim to secure sustained high profits 

[through management of] its relationship to the social environments (e.g. stakeholders, 

communities) and natural environments” (Bansal & Song, 2017, p. 121). 

 

Thus, corporate sustainability is regarded as a source of tension in corporations (Hahn et 

al., 2015), arising from the effort of balancing the triple bottom line: economic, social and 

environmental aspects of corporate operations (Elkington, 1999). Furthermore, it is 

argued that sustainability cannot be achieved by individual firms: “[...] individual 

organization[s] simply contribute to the large system in which sustainability may or may 

not be achieved” (Jennings & Zandbergen 1995, cited in Hahn et al., 2018, p. 236); some 

scholars even argue that human nature in and of itself is unsustainable, and there is a need 

for creation of a new cultural narrative (Rees, 2010, p. 22) through education and 

information (Kopnina, 2017, p. 755), in order for humanity to redirect the unsustainable 

path we are on. Additionally, there is critique toward conventional win-win paradigm of 

sustainable development: some scholars argue that sustainable development involves 

trade-offs across individual, organizational, industry and societal levels, and that “[...] it 

is impossible to achieve two or more desirable objectives simultaneously” in a trade-off 

situation (Hahn et al., 2010, p. 219-221). Further, corporations’ contributions to 

sustainable development are only possible if there can be a compromise between “[...] at 

least two sustainability aspects that are in conflict with each other” (Hahn et al., 2010, p. 

220), for example ‘economic vs. environmental', or ‘economic vs. social'.  

 

Given that sustainability and sustainable development are seen as trade-off situations and 

sources of tension, and that humans might be unsustainable by nature, the question then 

arises: why would firms work to balance these factors at all? Some corporations turn 

toward sustainability for three reasons: competitiveness, legitimation and social 
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responsibility (Bansal & Roth, 2000, p. 725); other firms are motivated by conforming to 

institutional pressures or pursuing strategic goals (Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011, p. 18); 

while the transition toward becoming truly sustainable is for some firms influenced by 

stakeholder pressures and firm perceptions of risk (Shevchenko et al., 2016). 

Additionally, firms pursue sustainability to gain competitive advantages through four 

dimensions: reducing business risk, increasing operational efficiency, branding, and new 

market creation (Hockerts, 2015, p. 103-105).  

2.5 Conceptualizing a Sustainable Business Model 

As in the case of business models in general, there are multiple views on what a 

sustainable business model is. Scholars have previously explored concepts such as 

‘closed loop models’: a business model with two supply chains aiming to capture and 

repurpose used goods (Wells & Seitz, 2005); ‘social enterprises’: competitive, 

entrepreneurial firms that create positive externalities for society, driven by a social 

mission (Grassl, 2012); and ‘product service systems’: a system that satisfies customer 

needs through combination of a product and service designed to work as one unit (Tukker, 

2004). A sustainable business model can be defined as: “a business model that creates 

competitive advantage through superior customer value and contributes to a sustainable 

development of the company and society” (Lüdeke-Freund (2010), cited in Bocken et al., 

2014, p. 44). Further, sustainable business models can be grouped into three categories 

based on how they innovate to address sustainable development: the technological 

grouping, featuring “[...] a dominant technical innovation component” such as 

manufacturing process innovation or product redesign; the social grouping, featuring 

“[...] a dominant social innovation component” such as aiming to change consumer 

behaviors; and the organizational grouping, featuring “[...] a dominant organizational 

innovation change component” such as altering the fiduciary responsibility of the firm 

(Bocken et al., 2014, p. 48). Table 1 further describes examples of sustainable business 

model archetypes which fall under the aforementioned groupings: 
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Table 1: Sustainable Business Model Archetypes, Adapted from Bocken et al. (2014) 

 
Further conceptualizations of sustainable business model suggest that a sustainable 

business model integrates triple bottom line aspects in the organizational purpose and 

performance measurement, adopts a care for stakeholder approach and additionally treats 

nature as a stakeholder, drives structural and cultural changes toward sustainability, and 

entails a systems perspective in conjunction with a firm-level perspective (Stubbs & 

Cocklin, 2008, p. 121-122). An additional conceptualization, known as the Triple Layered 

Business Model Canvas (Joyce & Paquin, 2016, p. 1475) integrates Stubbs and Cocklin’s 

(2008) proposed conceptualization of a sustainable business model, Osterwalder and 

Pigneur’s (2010) business model canvas, and Elkington’s (1999) notion of the triple 

bottom line for organizational sustainability; this conceptual tool helps firms to 

conceptualize their business model as a system integrating economic, environmental and 

social value creation. We agree that “sustainable business models seek to go beyond 

delivering economic value and include a consideration of other forms of value for a 

broader range of stakeholders”, and that economic sustainability of an organization 

generated through capture of economic value is a prerequisite to create value for 

environmental and social stakeholders (Bocken et al., 2013, p. 484). 

2.6 Summary of Theoretical Framework 

Given the reviewed literature above, we view business models as activity systems (Zott 

& Amit, 2010) designed through a deliberate, rational process by managers. Their 

antecedents are: goals, templates of incumbents, environmental constraints, and 

stakeholder activities (Amit & Zott, 2015). Extending the rational positioning view that 

business models change as a response to changes in technology (Martins et al., 2015, p. 

101), we argue that they change through a managerial decision-making process as a 

response to both internal and or external drivers; business model innovation can occur 
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across four degrees of change: adjustment, adoption, improvement or redesign 

(Schaltegger et al., 2012). 

 

Business model innovation for sustainability is driven by business cases for sustainability 

with the goal to reduce business risk, increase operational efficiency, branding and/or new 

market creation (Hockerts, 2015). However, as sustainability and sustainable 

development are complex issues subject to tension across various degrees of analysis, the 

managerial decision to do business model innovation for sustainability is subject to trade-

offs and compromises between sustainability aspects (Hahn et al., 2015).  

 

We define a business model for sustainability, i.e. sustainable business model, as an 

activity system that creates competitive advantages by incorporating a triple bottom line 

approach, and creates value for a broader range of stakeholders; the business model can 

then be classified into three groups depending on if its nature of innovation is 

predominantly technological, social or organizational (Bocken et al., 2014). Below we 

feature the visual representation of our theoretical framework, which will guide our data 

collection and analysis. 

 

 
Figure 1: Motivations of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability, Conceptual Model 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
In the following sections we will present our philosophical perspective on this research 

and our epistemological, ontological and axiological stances. Further, we present or 

method for literature search, and describe our choice of research design, data collection 

method, and data analysis method. The chapter ends with comments regarding our quality 

and truth criteria, ethical considerations and limitations of our method. 

3.1 The Nature of the Link Between Theory and Research 

There are two approaches to explain the link between theory and research: deductive and 

inductive (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 4). The former of these approaches describes a 

situation in which the researcher deduces some hypothesis (or hypotheses) from previous 

theories and knowledge about the particular field under inquiry; these hypotheses must 

then be tested against empirical data (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 11). The latter of the 

mentioned approaches holds that theory is induced from empirical observations (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011, p. 13). Although these approaches differ, they are not completely 

dichotomous nor mutually exclusive; a deductive research approach may entail inductive 

revision of hypotheses, and an inductive approach entails a measure of deduction 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 13). Further, it is suggested that “[...] there is no such thing as 

‘pure’ induction or ‘pure’ deduction”: inductive researchers will be influenced by 

assumptions derived deductively from previous knowledge in the domain under 

investigation, while deductive researchers will construct hypotheses based on inductively 

derived theory (Blakie 2007, cited in Ritchie et al., 2014, p. 6). Thus, our approach to this 

research will be predominantly inductive, as we seek to get a deeper understanding for a 

phenomenon and generate theory based on the data collected.  

 

We seek to answer our research question through collection of qualitative data. This 

choice is motivated by the properties of such data. Qualitative data serves as a “[...] source 

of well-grounded, rich descriptions and explanations of processes occurring in local 

contexts. With qualitative data one can preserve chronological flow, assess local causality 

and derive fruitful explanations” (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 15). 

3.2 Epistemology 

This section addresses epistemology, which is “concerned with what we accept as valid 

knowledge” (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). Epistemology is a spectrum of different 

perspectives, where the two extremes are positivism and interpretivism. The difference 

between them lie in their stance on whether the social world can – and should be – studied 

in a similar way to how the natural sciences are studied (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 15).  

Positivism is the position closest to the natural sciences in terms of applying their methods 

and proving knowledge as valid through the empirical senses (sight, hearing, smell etc.). 

It can include elements of both deduction and induction through creation of hypotheses 

from theory to be tested empirically, or by gathering facts that create basis for 

generalization; a vital notion is that the methodology should be value free and objective 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p 15). The notion that positivist research should be value free and 

objective has seen some critique: some scholars argue that it is impossible to exclude your 

personal values when conducting research of any kind (Saunders et al., 2012. p.135). 
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Interpretivists on the other hand, believe that the object of research and the researcher are 

inseparable, and important to the study of individuals and institutions (Bryman & Bell, 

2011, p. 16). Some even go to the length of saying that interpretivists try to minimize the 

gap between themselves and the object of study (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). 

Interpretivism is critical to the application of natural science methods on research of social 

phenomena (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.16); it mainly embraces the inductive approach to 

research and focuses on understanding, rather than the positivist way of trying to explain 

things.  

 

Beside these contradicting positions there is also realism. This position is closer to 

positivism than interpretivism on the epistemological spectrum, since it also follows a 

natural science approach to develop knowledge. The focal point of this philosophical view 

is that “objects have an existence independent of the human mind” (Saunders et al., 2012, 

p. 137). There are two subcategories to realism: direct/empirical realism and critical 

realism (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 17). The former holds that the things we experience 

through our senses gives an accurate picture of the world (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 136), 

and reality can be understood using the right method (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 17). The 

latter position is more interested in understanding the social world by observing the order 

of events and identifying the hidden social structures that generated these events (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011, p. 17).  

 

Initially, we were interested in explaining why firms incorporate sustainability in their 

business models. However, due to the magnitude and size of the business world and the 

differences between individual firms, we found the context to be too complex for any 

type of generalizability or law building perspective that is associated with positivism. 

Instead we changed our perspective and approach to gain a more in-depth understanding 

of how individual firms incorporate sustainability and what motivated them to do so, 

rather than trying to generate a general explanation of the phenomenon. Due to this 

change in stance, we realized that our research would benefit from a perspective on 

knowledge that is closer to the interpretivist position. 

 

To gain valid knowledge regarding the motivations of organizations to change their 

business models for sustainability, we realized that in order to obtain the clearest insights 

we could not view organizations as objective entities. Rather, we argue that the 

organization is a socially constructed (subjective) entity, and the best way to acquire 

knowledge about such an entity is to investigate its constituents: individuals. We also 

believe that by investigating organizations in this way, we can gain important knowledge 

regarding contextual factors and motives that would be difficult to obtain under a 

positivist paradigm. Further, this also directly leads to a personal involvement from us – 

the researchers – with the object of research, thus the research becomes subjective both 

in terms of developing the study based on our preconceptions, but also because of our 

involvement and high proximity to the research object.  

3.3 Ontology 

 

“What is ‘real’, how do you define ‘real’? If real is what you can feel, smell, taste and 

see, then 'real' is simply electrical signals interpreted by your brain” 

- Morpheus, The Matrix, 1999 
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Ontology is “concerned with the nature of reality” (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47), and 

there are two paradigms to ontology: objectivism and subjectivism (Saunders et al., 2012, 

p. 131). Additionally, ontology can be defined as the question concerning the “nature of 

social entities”; in addition, the term subjectivism can also be understood as 

constructionism (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 20). 

   

The perspective of objectivism argues for a view of reality that social constructs (e.g. 

organizations) are external, tangible objects exempt from the influence of individuals 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 21). This perspective argues that all organizations have the 

same set of structures and roles within them, these structures dictate how individuals 

should act and operate, and are rather unchangeable (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 131); this 

implies that organizations impose beliefs and values on the individuals within the 

organization (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 21).  

 

The perspective of subjectivism/constructionism on the other hand, considers social 

phenomena to be created by social actors through their actions and perceptions (Saunders 

et al., 2012, p. 132). This means that all individuals have their own interpretation of reality 

and there can be multiple realities at the same time, contrasting the objectivistic position 

that everyone shares the same sense of reality (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 47). The 

subjectivist/constructionist stance on organizational change is that it is a product of the 

many day-to-day exchanges and negotiations that occur between actors within the 

organization, in order to solve problems that any predetermined set of rules cannot solve 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 22). 

 

For our research we have adopted more of a subjectivist/constructionist stance on 

ontology since we believe that firms are changeable entities created by social actors. This 

ties into our perspective on business models as a way for firms to innovate and change 

their activities and stakeholders to stay relevant and improve the firm. We also believe 

that firms operate differently depending on industry and strategic position, and that the 

way they operate is shaped by the individuals within it, rather than through a 

predetermined universal organizational structure where all functions are already 

established.  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, both sustainability and business models are rather wide and 

loosely defined subjects with several layers. We are aware that there are different types 

of perspectives on these and we expect that individuals – and firms – will have different 

interpretations of the meaning of the concept. This goes in line with the subjectivist view 

that people have their own outlook on reality. Thus, it is crucial that we understand the 

individual’s perception of the concepts and phenomena we are investigating.   

 

Just as organizations are able to change, so can the meaning of a concept: our own notion 

of sustainability and business models has changed as we have read literature related to 

the subjects over the course of our thesis work. Thus, results and conclusions in this body 

of work is based just as much on our own interpretations of the topics and data collected 

as the interpretations of the individuals, we rely on to answer our research question.  

3.4 Axiology 

Axiology is a philosophical branch concerned with the role of values (Collis & Hussey, 

2014, p. 48); the researcher’s own values is of great importance in order to create credible 
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research results (Saunders et al., 2011, p. 137). As noted in previous sections, some argue 

that research should be value free and objective, however, most agree that it's rarely 

possible to conduct social research without including or portraying your values at some 

point throughout the process. Values can stem from preconceptions and prior experiences; 

prior knowledge can affect how things are perceived, but also affect what is being 

observed (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 40-41). These values can be displayed through 

specific choices one makes, such as research topic, philosophical approach and data 

collection techniques (Saunders et al., 2011, p. 139). In order to take values in to 

consideration regardless of philosophical stance, researchers can reflect upon them and 

even write a statement of values where they present their acknowledged preconceptions 

and values. This would assist both the researchers and readers by heightening the 

awareness of the values’ role when analyzing results or conclusions drawn from collected 

data (Saunders et al, 2011, p. 139).   

 

So, how do we tackle the role of values in our study? We have in previous sections stated 

that we embrace the research position of interpretivism, and that subjectivity in the form 

of values and perspectives play an important role in providing our research with proper 

context. Therefore, we also acknowledge that our preconceptions and values may have 

affected the way this research has been conducted and designed.  

 

Apart from our common education at the International Business Program at the Umeå 

School of Business, Economics & Statistics, we have quite different educational 

backgrounds, meaning that some of our preconceptions differ. During our studies 

together, we have frequently come across sustainability and business models throughout 

the courses offered: this has definitely inspired our choice of research topic. To not be 

overly reliant on prior knowledge and literature handed to us on the topics, we have done 

an extensive literature review to gain a more detailed understanding and broader 

perspectives on the subjects. Exposure to social and mainstream media about the current 

state of the world, the increasing attention on climate change and sustainability, and prior 

experiences also affect our interpretation of the subject. This can be seen in two prominent 

ways: first, we see how much firms can accomplish in terms of sustainability, and there 

are ample great innovative examples of positive impact made by firms; but the other side 

of the coin is also the many scandals of firms that appear to operate in an ethical and 

moral way when they are not. These types of examples might affect preconceived notions 

and interpretations when looking at firms’ motivations of business model innovation for 

sustainability. 

 

In terms of preconceptions relating to the case selection and interviews, during our first 

step of screening firms we used our own perceptions and knowledge about firms as point 

of departure, both regarding sustainability and practical feasibility. However, eventually 

we found more objective data to base our selection on. Relating to finding suitable cases 

to investigate, we had to do some research about the targeted companies to somewhat 

ensure they would be relevant in fulfilling our purpose and answering our research 

question. Apart from this surficial feasibility assessment, we tried to not dig too deep into 

the case firms’ operations. We made this choice so that the interviewees would have a 

chance to explain the firm operations themselves, and for ourselves to approach the 

inquiry with as few preconceptions as possible. Neither of us had any previous 

meaningful relationships with any of the interviewees, however, one of us is acquainted 

with an individual at one of the case firms; this individual acted as a contact person and 

assisted us in arranging interviews with other employees at relevant positions but did not 
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partake in the actual interviews. When constructing the interview guide and during the 

interviews, we tried to refrain from using leading questions, and when possible phrase 

questions so that we would get the interviewee’s perspective and interpretation on the 

topics. We did this to avoid that our expectations of the answers would affect the actual 

answers.   

3.5 Literature Search 

Searching the literature on our topic was an iterative process, starting out in a field related 

to business model innovation for sustainability: business model design. More specifically, 

we were recommended by our thesis supervisor to use Amit and Zott’s (2015) work 

Crafting Business Architecture: The Antecedents of Business Model Design as the starting 

point for our search. From this peer reviewed article, we established key terms such as 

business models and business model design; since we wanted to investigate how business 

models change for sustainability, we further established business model innovation, 

sustainability, and sustainability business models/business models for sustainability as 

additional search queries. In searching for literature, we strived to be as diverse as 

possible in choice of search paths: for scientific articles and textbooks we mainly used 

databases available through the Umeå University Library, such as Business Source 

Premier, and the academic search engine Google Scholar. Further, ample literature 

concerning business models and business model innovation has been given us throughout 

our academic careers, most prominently in the course Strategizing in Business 

Development given at Umeå School of Business, Economics & Statistics. From here, we 

were exposed to various comprehensive peer reviewed critical literature reviews, such as 

Massa et al. (2017), Martins et al. (2015), and Bocken et al. (2014), which greatly helped 

us in identifying seminal works on both business models and business model innovation 

(e.g. Amit & Zott, 2001; Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002), as well as sustainable 

business models (e.g. Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). 

 

Throughout the search process, we strived to include literature that was relevant to our 

theoretical frame of reference and construction of our conceptual model, while at the same 

time briefly (emphasis added) describing contemporary views on the topics. Sticking to 

relevant literature and keeping the theory chapter brief will allow the reader to keep 

cognitive focus while reading, and thus avoid the risk of letting excessive sustained 

attention decrease cognitive performance (Pattyn et al., 2008). Further, we argue that the 

purpose of the theory chapter is to guide what we wish to investigate, rather than 

explaining the entire field of research; other streams of literature might become relevant 

upon analysis of the results. 

3.6 Research design 

The case study method provides a way for researchers to “[...] retain the holistic and 

meaningful characteristics of real-life events [...]”, organizational and managerial 

processes being one item on a list of suggested applications (Yin, 2009, p. 4). Further, 

case study methods are appropriate in a context where the research question(s) are of 

how? or why? nature, there is no need to control behavior, and the focus of the inquiry 

is on contemporary events (Yin, 2009, p. 8). Since part of our research question: “what 

are the motivators of – and how do they influence – business model innovation for 

sustainability?”, aims to understand how?, the case study methodology is befitting our 

inquiry. Additionally, “the essence of a case study [...] is that it tries to illuminate a 
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decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were implemented, and 

with what result” (Shramm 1971, cited in Yin, 2009, p. 17). Moreover, building theories 

using the case study design is appropriate in situations when “[...] little is known about a 

phenomenon [or] current perspectives seems inadequate because they have little 

empirical substantiation [...]” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 548). The strengths of the design are 

its likelihood to generate novel, readily testable theories with empirical validity, while 

its weaknesses are its predisposition to generate overly complex, narrow and 

idiosyncratic theories (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 547). At the core, case studies feature “[...] 

exploration of multiple perspectives which are rooted in a specific context [or multiple 

contexts]”; these multiple perspectives may come from “[...] multiple accounts – 

involving people with different [views] on what is being observed” (Ritchie et al., 2014, 

p. 66). 

 

Case studies can be designed as single-case or multiple-case, with holistic or embedded 

elements (Yin, 2009, p. 46). The distinction between a single-case and multiple-case 

study is quite self-explanatory: the former refers to a situation in which only one case is 

investigated in its context, while the latter refers to a situation in which two or more cases 

are under investigation (Yin, 2009, p. 46). However, holistic vs. embedded might need 

some explaining. A holistic case study implies that there is one unit of analysis within a 

particular case (Yin, 2009, p. 50), for example when investigating a firm as a whole. 

Conversely, an embedded case study implies multiple units of analysis within a particular 

case: for example, an organization can serve as the main unit of analysis, but its business 

units are also vital for investigation (Yin, 2009, p. 50).  

 

The case study research design is an appropriate choice for our work. Since business 

model innovation for sustainability is a recent, contemporary phenomenon for many 

firms, using a case study design allows us to readily fulfil the research purpose and answer 

the research question. More importantly, since we want to investigate motivations for a 

decision, we fulfil the essence of the method. Additionally, we fulfil the core feature of 

case studies by investigating a phenomenon in multiple contexts (Ritchie et al., 2014), 

using multiple accounts from people with different views on the matter; here, the case 

firms being the different contexts. Similar to the example previously described by Yin 

(2009, p. 50), we conduct a holistic multiple-case study (see presentation of unit of 

analysis in the data analysis section). Interviewing multiple managers within each case 

firm ensures that we get a more complete and holistic view of the organization, it gives 

us different perspectives on the subject matter based on the interviewee’s position. It also 

assists us in validating statements about activities if they are mentioned by several parties. 

Using a multiple case study approach also allows us to do a cross-case data analysis, 

where we look for common themes between the cases and compare similarities and 

differences in the way they approach sustainable innovation. Cross-case analysis can be 

used in order to build a degree of wider understanding about the topic under inquiry (Yin, 

1981, p. 63). 

3.6.1 Case Selection 

The primary reason for selecting a case (or cases) for a case study ought to be “[...] to 

maximize what we can learn”, and the investigator should ask themselves: “given our 

purposes, which cases are likely to lead us to understandings, to assertions, perhaps even 

to modifying of generalizations?” (Stake, 1995, p. 4). Further, in many instances there are 

constraints on time and access in fieldwork, hence researchers should “[...] pick cases 

which are easy to get to and hospitable to [their] inquiry [...]” (Stake, 1995, p. 4). 
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Additionally, researchers should select cases that on a methodological level allows for 

understanding of the object under study, and one should pick cases based on a theoretical 

background (Hamel et al., 1993, p. 43-44).  

 

The rationale we employed in selecting the cases follows: we wanted to investigate 

Swedish firms with a prominent sustainability profile, firms that fall into the large size 

category (more than 250 employees) according to OECD (OECD, n.d.), and operate in 

varied sectors and ends of their respective value chains. Since we wanted to investigate 

success stories of firms who have changed their activities toward sustainability 

incrementally, we searched for firms that were formed quite some time ago; preferably 

before the staggering growth in consumer sustainability awareness since the mid 2000’s. 

Additionally, we wanted to investigate if changing societal perceptions has an influence 

on the phenomenon of business model innovation for sustainability, thus, we thought it 

fruitful to research firms that have witnessed one or more major shifts in public opinion. 

Moreover, since this day and age faces an imminent pivotal change in how raw materials 

are used, we wanted to investigate firms that operate in industries with late stage product 

life-cycles; these types of companies might have to make a more comprehensive 

transition in order to adhere to societal trends compared to start-ups. Finally, we wanted 

to be able to access top management, so we approached firms that we, upon an arbitrary 

probability evaluation, assumed would be interested in talking to us. 

3.6.2 Data Collection 

There are six modes of collecting evidence that are appropriate when conducting case 

studies: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-

observation, and physical artefacts (Yin, 2003, p. 86). Further, it is of great importance to 

employ multiple sources of evidence, a.k.a. using triangulation (Yin, 2003, p. 97). Hence, 

we collected data using open-ended (semi-structured) interviews as the primary method. 

To enhance the data collected from these interviews, we received some supplementary 

documentation from the case companies in the form of their sustainability reports and 

some additional printed company information. 

 

Interviewees were selected, and contacted, based on our assessments of what knowledge 

they could provide us with. We aimed to schedule interviews with top level management 

in each respective case firm, thus our sampling can be described as purposive, and 

networking (Collis & Hussey, 2014, p. 132). The reason for this that we wanted to access 

people that play an active and prominent role in the decision making of the firm, as well 

as people having knowledge of the sustainable activities of the focal firm; preferably 

people with a longer history in the company. For all case firms, we purposely reached out 

to individuals we thought would have insight into the matters under inquiry, and in all 

cases we were recommended interviewees by the first responder to our outreach. The 

interviews took place during the period 2019-04-01 to 2019-04-15, and they were nine in 

total. Four of the interviews occurred face-to-face, the other five were conducted using 

the video conferencing software Zoom, which is an appropriate tool as it allows for 

recording of the video call-in. In one of the Zoom interviews the participant (ALPHA02) 

had some technical difficulties with the software and we had to resort to Skype for 

Business instead, thus, we did not have the possibility to record through the program. As 

such, we had to record the sound from the computer onto a smartphone instead; this 

affected the time we had to conduct the full interview. Another disturbance occurred 

during the interview with BETA03, where we briefly had to pause the interview and 

change location, the recording therefore had to be divided into two parts; however, no 
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vital recording was lost. ALPHA03 and GAMMA03 were also slightly shorter than the 

other interviews due to either limited time available or knowledge regarding some of the 

questions in our interview guide. The face-to-face interviews were recorded using two 

smartphones to ensure that the interviews were captured with adequate quality, and to 

ensure that we had double copies of the recording. Some minor note keeping was also 

done throughout all the interviews. Worth mentioning also is that all interviews were done 

in Swedish, this was done in order to get as detailed descriptions as possible on the 

discussed topics. 

 

A detailed list describing the practical nature of the interviews and the length of them can 

be found in Chapter 4: Empirical Findings. 

3.6.3 Interview Guide 

“[...] There is no one right way of interviewing, no format is appropriate for all interviews, 

and no single way of wording questions will always work” (Qu & Dumay, 2011, p. 247); 

however, there are some guidelines one can follow. The researcher ought to be a good 

listener, make the interviewee to feel at ease, and allow the interviewee to elaborate on 

their answers while simultaneously provide direction when needed (Ahrens & Dent 1998, 

cited in Qu & Dumay, 2011, p. 248).  

 

An interview guide can be described as a “[...] a script, which structures the course of the 

interview more or less tightly” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 156). In constructing our 

interview guide for this work, we strived to follow Yin’s (2003, p. 90) advice and pose 

interview questions which would allow us to “[...] satisfy the needs of [our] line of inquiry 

while simultaneously [appearing] “friendly and nonthreatening””. We strived to construct 

open questions and avoid questions that could be perceived as leading. Most of the 

interview questions have a theoretical anchoring with the aim to provide data for 

answering our research question, while some are more of a descriptive nature to place the 

interviewee in the context of the firm. In the interview guide, we used a mix of 

introductory, specifying, direct and indirect questions (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 161) 

to get the best possible accounts by the interviewees; in the actual interview situation we 

also used follow-up questions, probing questions, silence and interpreting questions. 

 

Before conducting the interviews, it is recommended to conduct a pilot interview with 

“[...] participants that have similar interests as those that will participate in the 

implemented study” (Turner, 2010, p. 757). Due to time constraints, we were not able to 

do this. However, as a way to mitigate this limitation, gauge the adequacy of our 

questions, and understand how our interview guide might be perceived by interviewees, 

we sent an initial draft of the interview guide to two individuals for feedback. One of 

them is a business developer holding a Ph.D., the other is a COO at a Swedish firm in the 

workplace health sector. We asked these particular individuals for feedback for one 

primary reason: we assumed that they could give us insights into how participants might 

interpret our questions from two perspectives: the academic’s perspective (insights 

primarily coming from the Ph.D.), and the practitioner’s perspective (insights primarily 

coming from the COO). Additionally, we wanted to know if our questions could be 

perceived as too wide/narrow, unclear, and/or sensitive. Upon feedback, we re-assessed 

our draft and reformulated some questions, the final edition can be found in Appendix 1; 

overall, the perceptions of our interview guide were positive by the above-mentioned 

evaluators. 
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3.6.4 Data Analysis 

Key considerations in the analysis of a case study is to establish the level and units of 

analysis; there needs to be clarity concerning what one is looking for in the data. There 

has been ambiguity in the scholarly discourse concerning what a unit of analysis actually 

is (Grünbaum, 2007): some scholars argue that the unit of analysis and the case in and of 

itself are synonymous (Grünbaum, 2007, p. 83), while others  argue that they can be 

different (Grünbaum, 2007; Yin, 2003). In this body of work, we adopt the perspective 

that the unit of analysis and the case are different constructs and agree that “[...] the unit 

of analysis is identical with the knowledge that key informants can provide the researcher 

with” (Grünbaum, 2007, p. 88). 

   

In our research, we adopt the firm as the level of analysis since we want to understand a 

certain firm behavior. A firm is constituted by individuals that through interaction and 

collaborative decision-making dictate activity implementation. Thus, as we adopt the 

perspective of business models as activity systems, and we want to understand the 

motivations of implementing novel sustainable activities as a means to innovate a firm’s 

business model (i.e. activity system), for the purpose of analyzing our data we adopted 

activities as the unit of analysis. Our logic for this follows: firstly, this unit of analysis is 

identical with the information our informants (participants) could provide us with; 

secondly, if a business model is an activity system, changing an activity implies a change 

of the system itself; the connections between activities can remain unchanged, but the 

system is considered a different entity compared to what it was prior to the change: the 

business model has seen innovation. 

 

This means that in reviewing the interview transcripts, we were looking for accounts that 

in an explicit – or implicit – way described the sustainable activities of the firm, how they 

came about, and what constraints were apparent. Moreover, during the coding we strived 

to keep the research purpose and research question in mind, looking for accounts related 

to the motivations of business model innovation for sustainability. The coding was done 

independently by each author, and upon completion of each author’s coding efforts we 

met for comparison and discussion concerning which of the coded accounts seemed 

significant in answering our research question and fulfilling our purpose. 

 

All coded accounts from each participant were transferred into a master code sheet for 

each case using the online spreadsheet software Google Sheets. The number of coded 

accounts varied between the cases: case Alpha produced a total of 256 accounts; case 

Beta produced a total of 220 accounts; finally, case Gamma produced 141 accounts. To 

facilitate the presentation of the results, the master code sheets were sorted alphabetically; 

when selecting accounts for presentation in the findings chapter, used accounts were color 

marked to avoid duplicate usage. As we sought to do a cross-case analysis, we chose to 

present accounts that occurred more frequently within each case, but also across the cases. 

We did this to build a string of evidence connecting our unit of analysis across the cases 

(Yin, 1981, p. 63), although, our goal is not to infer wide generalization. Hence, some 

quotes presented in Chapter 4 are included to give a richer case description and create 

context about the individual case.  

3.7 Quality and Truth Criteria 

“Methodological discussions of the quality of research, if they have any use at all, benefit 

the quality of research by encouraging a degree of awareness about the methodological 



 

 

 26 

implications of particular decisions made during the course of a project” (Seale, 1999, p. 

475); as such, that is how we will discuss quality in this section: from the viewpoint of 

decisions we made during the process.  

 

It is suggested that qualitative research requires different models to guarantee research 

quality compared to quantitative methods (Krefting, 1991. p. 215). Building on the model 

of trustworthiness in research by Guba (1981, cited in Krefting, 1991, p. 215), it is 

suggested that the qualitative approach to gauge research quality are the four aspects 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability (Krefting, 1991, p. 217). 

Further, for case studies it is beneficial to test the quality by evaluating the construct 

validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability (Yin, 2003, p. 34). As we are 

conducting a multiple case study, we will adhere to the tests of quality presented by Yin 

(2003). 

 

To ensure construct validity we used multiple informants from each case, as well as 

supplementary material such as annual reports, sustainability reports, and online 

resources in our data collection; we also let the informants read through a draft of our 

case findings before publishing. In ensuring the internal validity we coded the 

transcriptions individually, discussed and debated the findings, and conducted joint 

systematic analyses. The external validity, or the ability to generalize the findings, is 

enhanced by our use of replication logic (Yin, 2003, p. 37): we analyze three case firms 

to investigate the extent to which the findings are similar. Finally, the reliability of the 

study is enhanced by our record keeping of the case study protocol, which allows future 

researchers to replicate our method. To further ensure the validity of our results, the 

translations of the accounts used from our interviews were sent to each participant so they 

could review them and verify that they were not misrepresented or that the meaning of 

their statements changed during translation. 

3.8 Ethical Considerations 

Since we are conducting research within the realm of social science in Sweden, we find 

it imperative to follow the guidelines for ethical research provided by the national 

research council: Vetenskapsrådet. In their publication God Forskningssed, this agency 

outlines eight general rules of conducting research (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017):  

 

1. You shall tell the truth about your research 

2. You shall consciously review and report the basic premises of your studies 

3. You shall openly account for your methods and results 

4. You shall openly account for your commercial interests and other associations 

5. You shall not make unauthorized use of the research results of others 

6. You shall keep your research organized, for example through documentation and 

filing 

7. You shall strive to conduct your research without doing harm to people, animals 

or the environment 

8. You shall be fair in your judgement of others’ research 

 

Additionally, we have strived to follow Graham et al’s. (2007, cited in Ritche et al., 

2014, p. 83) participant map of research ethics, of which a visual representation can be 

found below: 
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Table 2: A Participant Map of Research Ethics, Adapted from Graham et al. (2007) 

 
 

As such, throughout our work we have aimed to be open and truthful in all 

communications with the case firms investigated. In our initial approaches to the case 

firms, we emphasized clarity about what the research entailed, its purpose, why the firm 

in question was approached and our anticipated applications of the findings. One week 

prior to conducting our interviews we sent out a briefing to the interviewees in which we 

expressed gratitude for their participation, ensured anonymity and completely voluntary 

participation, emphasized the right to abstain from answering a question, and humbly 

asked for complementary resources to use in our triangulation. Additionally, the briefing 

included our interview guide, and an invitation to give feedback on it prior to the 

interview; we did this to minimize the risk of misunderstandings concerning terminology, 

or question formulation, misunderstandings which could impede the clarity of the 

answers. In some cases the briefing was sent to a second contact person working closely 

with the interviewees at the case firms; this holds for all interviews within case Gamma, 

and the interview with BETA02; all interviewees except BETA02 and GAMMA03 had 

taken part of the briefing material prior to the interview with various degrees of depth. To 

further enhance transparency between ourselves and the interviewees, we constructed a 

manuscript to be read as an introduction to every interview conducted. In this manuscript 

we introduced ourselves, restated the purpose of our research, reassured anonymity and 

voluntariness, asked if the interviewee had reviewed our briefing material, asked 

permission to record, and again expressed gratitude for their participation.  

 

We ensure that we have no commercial interests with the investigated case firms, nor do 

we have associations that we know of with these firms that would affect the answers given 

by the interviewees in any meaningful way. All cited research and additional reference 

material used for the purpose of this body of work has to our knowledge been accessed 

by authority of the Umeå University Library or through open/public access.  
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3.9 Limitations of Our Method 

There are two major limitations with interviews and case studies as a research method 

(Weathington et al., 2012, p. 92). The first limitation concerns verification of fact, which 

often limits the researcher in terms of lack of reliable ways to validate the information 

they gather about a person's past; even the questions themselves can contribute to distort 

the individuals memory of important events (Loftus & Ketcham, 1994, cited by 

Weathington et al., 2012, p. 92). The second limitation concerns potential for bias in 

examples, which refers to the possibility that the researcher presents or includes specific 

cases only to fit the theory; or on the opposite: exclude examples that won’t fit 

(Weathington et al., 2012, p. 92-93). Further, a limitation related to the data collection 

method of doing interviews is that accounts produced by a participant in an interview 

situation can be influenced by several cognitive and behavioral processes; for example: 

they may have an implicit assumption that a posed interview question concerns something 

different than what it actually aims to answer, they may seek to reinforce a certain 

identity, or make a good impression of themselves and the organization they represent 

(Alvesson, 2003, p. 19-21). Thus, we have to be mindful in the analysis of our data and 

acknowledge the possibility that some accounts are reproduced for implicit purposes. 

Additionally, one limitation of our method is more of practical nature: we are conducting 

this research within a fixed time frame, and given that building rich cases might take time, 

other methodologies might have been better suited for the scope and time frame of our 

inquiry. 
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Chapter 4: Empirical Findings 
This chapter starts with a brief description of how the interviews were conducted, 

followed by descriptions of the cases and our findings from them. We have chosen this 

structure to enhance the connection between the reader’s recollection of interviewee 

pseudonyms and the presented findings. We also want to present the findings in their 

respective contexts for a richer case description, rather than present the findings in 

themes before analysis.  

4.1 How the Interviews Were Conducted 

We start the presentation of our empirical findings by describing our interviews. We had 

a quite even distribution between face-to-face interviews and online interviews via the 

video conferencing software Zoom. The face-to-face interviews were recorded using two 

smartphones to prevent loss of recording due to failure of one device; the interviews 

conducted via Zoom were recorded using a built-in recording function; both video and 

audio were extracted from these meetings, however, we exclusively used the audio files 

in the transcribing of the interviews as we felt we were able to interpret subtle signals 

only using audio. Further details about the interviews can be found in the table below: 

 
Table 3: Interview Information 

Case Firm Participant Participant Position Date 
Nature of 

Interaction Time 

ALPHA 01 CEO 2019-04-01 Face to face 57:32:00 

ALPHA 02 
Business Area Manager 

(Affärsområdeschef) 2019-04-10 Zoom/Skype 38:51:00 

ALPHA 03 Commercial Manager 2019-04-15 Zoom 35:44:00 

BETA 01 
Manager of Quality and 

Sustainability 2019-04-02 Zoom 51:34:00 

BETA 02 CEO 2019-04-04 Zoom 50:36:00 

BETA 03 Supply Chain Director 2019-04-09 Zoom 50:29:00 

GAMMA 01 Manager of 
Organizational Support 

Functions 
(Chef Verksamhetsstöd) 

2019-04-05 Face to face 41:58:00 

GAMMA 02 Production Manager 2019-04-05 Face to face 55:35:00 

GAMMA 03 
Commercial Manager 

(Affärschef) 2019-04-05 Face to face 27:30:00 

 

As per the ethical guidelines mentioned in the previous chapter, we sent each participant 

a draft of how we used the results from their respective cases as a measure to invite 

feedback and increase transparency between ourselves and the participants. After the 
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participants received the results and reviewed it, we only received one response asking to 

remove a quote because it could appear as a sensitive topic. Here, we honored the 

participant’s request and removed the quote.   

 

Further, before we introduce the cases and the empirical findings from them, we want to 

present two key terms that emerged related to business model innovation for 

sustainability: motivators and influencers. Here, we view motivators as factors relating to 

why firms innovate their business models for sustainability; a motivator can for example 

be connected to reaching a desired outcome or relate to a certain stakeholder group. 

Influencers on the other hand, are viewed as factors relating to how firms go about 

innovating their business models for sustainability; an influencer can for example be a 

constraint, or another feature that guides the way in which a business model constituent 

is innovated or shaped.  

 

This paragraph describes the structure of our presentation of the results. First, we give a 

description of each case in order to give context to the findings concerning the motivators 

and influencers of business model innovation for sustainability; this is partly done by 

highlighting major similarities and differences between the three cases’ operations and 

organizational structures. Second, we present the most significant and frequently 

occurring accounts given by the participants relating to the motivators and influencers of 

business model innovation for sustainability. 

 

We have chosen to not be too elaborate in describing each case firm’s specific activities, 

since these are merely a tool to identify motivations and influencers, and not the 

imperative for answering our research question or fulfilling our purpose. Also, being 

explicit and elaborate in describing each case’s activities compromises – in our case – the 

anonymity element of ethical research practice. 

4.2 Alpha 

4.2.1 Case Description 

Alpha is a Swedish food producer with approximately 560 employees, defining it as large 

firm according to the OECD (OECD, n.d.). As per a description concerning the value 

creation given by participant ALPHA01, the value proposition of the company can be 

described as: 

 

“...so we create value by selling calories, put simply, meaning food so that humans can 

survive” 

 

When investigating the business model of Alpha, we got accounts which put emphasis on 

three main areas surrounding the value creation: production, distribution and 

commercialization. Since we adopt the perspective of business models as activity 

systems, we call these areas hub activities. On the subject matter, participant ALPHA01 

gave us the account: “the distribution process and the production process are the most 

central in combination with the commercial process”; ALPHA03 noted: “we gather the 

[raw material] from [the suppliers] and refine it in the best possible way, and package it 

in the best possible way and sell it on the market at the highest possible price”; ALPHA02 

expressed that a business model “...is about value creation and revenue streams, and 

maybe costs and processes and systems”. Further, ALPHA02 noted that: “We are [...] a 
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traditional producer which sells to customers, not directly to the consumer”, enhancing 

the notion that the hub activities of the firm can be grouped as production-related, 

distribution-related, and commercialization-related. Using the received supplementary 

material we classify the business model of Alpha as a predominantly technological 

sustainable business model, since their activities predominantly relate to the archetypes 

Maximize material and energy use, Create value from waste, and Substitute with 

renewables and natural processes (Bocken et al., 2014, p. 48). Combined with accounts 

of the activities going into the hub activities, a simplified visualization of Alpha’s 

business model as an activity system is presented below:  

 

 
Figure 2: Simplified Visualization of Alpha's Business Model 

 

The governance structure of Alpha is in Swedish called “ekonomisk förening”, which 

literally translated means “financial association”. This means that the firm is owned by 

its members; in the case of Alpha, the members are also the suppliers of raw material. 

4.2.2 Motivators and Influencers of Business Model Innovation for 

Sustainability 

 

“If you don’t work with sustainability, you’re going to get smoked in the long run” 

- ALPHA02 

 

From the received supplementary material, which we cannot reference for anonymity 

reasons, we find that Alpha was formed around the last quarter of the 1900’s and has 

worked with sustainability in incremental steps over the years. Concerning the nature of 

activity innovation for sustainability, ALPHA02 accounted: “[...] I would say it’s part of 
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our foundational DNA, and it has happened incrementally”; ALPHA01 expressed: “it is 

really about successively driving work for ecological and climatic [improvement] in some 

kind of financial balance, so that one prevails and can do it a little bit better the following 

year”.  

 

Some of the incrementally implemented sustainable activities of Alpha are related to 

certifications, for example working to get certified in accordance to the ISO14001 

concerning environmental management, and ISO50001 concerning energy management; 

additional sustainable activities have been implemented to comply with the FSC 

certification for responsibly sourced forest material used in packaging. In more recent 

times, efforts have been put in place to reduce the strain on the environment, and CO2 

emissions, by optimizing what ALPHA01 referred to as the distribution process; further 

investments have been made in developing facilities for in-house energy supplement.  

 

When investigating the motivations of business model innovation for sustainability in 

Alpha several areas emerged from the interviews. It became apparent that sustainability 

is an important issue at Alpha, as participants expressed a sense of obligation to work 

with these matters. ALPHA01 accounted: “[...] I believe that everyone simply has an 

obligation to address this, to the best of one’s ability”; ALPHA03 expressed: 

“considering the raw material we [use], we might have a [bigger] obligation to work with 

how we drive our sustainability work, and how we run our firm sustainably”.  

 

Further, all participants gave accounts that describes a view that engaging in sustainable 

activities are to some extent considered a hygiene factor today and will remain so in the 

future. Upon discussing the drivers of activity innovation for sustainability, ALPHA01 

expressed: “I believe that we, even if we didn’t want to, would be obliged to”; they further 

accounted: “[...] the entire foods industry is chasing this more or less, because these are 

very, very important questions; and I would say [they are] questions of survival for the 

industry as it seems today”.  

 

ALPHA02 was even more explicit and gave this account: “back in the day it used to be 

enough to have organic products in our selection, that is not enough anymore; nowadays 

we have to consider more aspects [...], sustainability will be a hygiene factor in the 

future”;  

 

ALPHA03 had the following to say: “Since the market is moving towards [sustainability] 

I believe it will be self-regulating that firms will realize that ‘we have to take this issue 

seriously; we have to work with this issue’ as well. Those who don’t believe in this, they 

probably won’t survive over time either”. 

 

As a nuance in the notion that sustainability is considered a hygiene factor, the 

participants expressed that this is to an extent driven by stakeholders and their demands. 

ALPHA02 accounted that “I believe that the demands in society are increasing”, alluding 

to an experience of higher pressure being put on businesses in general concerning 

sustainability; ALPHA01 noted: “[...] we want to do this today because customers and 

consumers demand it, and we want to profile ourselves like that”. When talking about the 

influence of stakeholder interests on Alpha’s current activities, ALPHA03 expressed that: 

“if one looks at the strategic priorities of our customers, you can say that there are several 

areas they talk about, [...] sustainability ranks high”.  
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In addition to sustainable activities being considered a hygiene factor, participants noted 

that even though they might have to work sustainability, they do not desire to be coerced 

into how they work with it. ALPHA01 noted: “what firms don’t want is to have someone 

else’s model that doesn’t work coerced onto them”. 

 

Connected to a hygiene factor, participants expressed that consumer demands play a part 

in activity innovation for sustainability. ALPHA01 accounted: “I believe that our 

[Swedish] consumers expect us to be ‘hella good’ at [sustainability].”; and ALPHA02 

expressed: “one has to work with these questions in a serious manner; the consumers are 

getting more conscious and questioning so one has to work with [sustainability] for real, 

not just talk about it.” 

 

Participants eluded that working with activity innovation for sustainability incrementally 

is more or less the only way possible for Alpha due to their core product life cycle. 

ALPHA01 expressed:  

 

“[...] we are deep, deep down in the product life cycle, one could of course imagine us 

introducing vegetarian options and such, but I am uncertain that it would be better for 

the environment per se [...], soy is some of the worst [foods] you can deal with”, and 

“[...] this industry is very hard to revolutionize” 

 

In a similar vein, ALPHA03 noted:  

 

“There are not that many different ways to do things than how we do them today. [...] I 

mean, what’s the alternative: if we were to deliver [the product] from [our production 

facility] to the store, without use of lorries? It’s hard to do it by railway or something 

else. However, you can work with your fleet of lorries [...], make it more energy 

efficient and so on” 

 

A seemingly significant motivator of activity innovation for sustainability in Alpha was 

internal drivers, referring to driven individuals in management positions, and visionary 

goals. ALPHA01 accounted: “[...] Alpha is really driven by [our] vision”. Similar 

sentiment was expressed by ALPHA02; when talking about the direction of some of 

Alpha’s sustainable activities, and where the firm wants to go, they said: “[...] there we 

have a clear vision”. They moved on to describe: “the first question we ask ourselves 

before any major decision is: ‘does this fit with our [vision]?’. [...] In a way, doing so 

affects our business since we sometimes have to decline propositions that don’t fit with 

[the vision].” 

 

Further, ALPHA01 noted that: “I have a strong pathos for [sustainability], and I know 

that ALPHA02 and others have it as well”, and: “the drive comes to a large extent from 

the ‘inside out’ [...], we are not satisfied with being average”, indicating that there is a 

kind of zeal for sustainability within the management team of Alpha. Moreover, 

ALPHA01 said: 

 

“The CEO has a very important role in explaining to owners, most prominently, that the 

dividends are not enough, we have to measure [sustainability] as well. Sometimes you 

have owners who enter [with a clear vision], [the CEO] at [another food company] is 

an excellent example of that: where the owner themselves have a strong pathos and says 

‘this is important to us’” 
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The accounts describing internal drivers as significant for activity innovation for 

sustainability is reinforced by another subject that emerged in the interviews: employer 

branding. ALPHA02 mentioned: “[sustainability] drives many individuals that work here 

at Alpha, one believes that what one does is meaningful”; further: “so that has been a 

huge factor in successfully recruiting individuals to work with us [...]”. Moreover, 

ALPHA02 also expressed: “[sustainable activities] also create a sense of pride, in that 

way it is also social sustainability among coworkers [...]”. Also talking about the ability 

to recruit sustainability-driven employees, ALPHA01 accounted: “it is also about 

recruitability and so on, I believe it will be very difficult to recruit people in the future if 

they do not feel that they are part of the solution”. 

 

Further, participants gave accounts describing that activity innovation for sustainability 

is subject to a number of barriers. ALPHA01 gave ample descriptions of practical barriers 

to activity innovation for sustainability:  

 

“It’s as if when a brilliant idea emerges and is about to be implemented, the challenges 

start to show; we run bio fuel in all of our lorries, we started doing that two years ago 

in our gathering activity. Then all of a sudden the state decides that we are to have a 

low mix in HVO in all diesel and suddenly [HVO] is nowhere to be found. In this case, 

we have to go backwards from having used 100% HVO for fuel, to 90% diesel and 10% 

HVO, because of unavailability; all of a sudden it’s a matter of supply and demand” 

 

They further noted:  

 

“The devil is in the details. There is always a challenge when you’re about to do 

something: ‘aha, where do we get a hold of that?’, or ‘how do we distribute this? [...] 

That is where I find the problems to be now, related to the practical matters” 

 

Continuing the talk about eco-friendly fuels, ALPHA02 expressed experience of an 

infrastructural barrier to activity innovation for sustainability: “There is a challenge 

concerning HVO diesel, a fossil-free diesel which we used a year ago which is currently 

unavailable. We want to use it, but we can’t get it [delivered] up here, there is a missing 

infrastructure.” 

 

A second barrier that emerged in discussion was financial. ALPHA01 accounted:  

 

“It always turns into: okay, “the cost of this is 25 million; all right, should we do this, 

or should we replace that packaging machine which has 40% higher energy 

consumption compared to a modern one?” And there is never an infinite amount of 

investment capital” 

 

ALPHA02 expressed that the financial barriers to activity innovation for sustainability 

are not only imposed on Alpha, but also on stakeholders in other ends of the value chain, 

more prominently to the suppliers of raw material: “There is also an issue in Sweden with 

very low margins for [the suppliers], and of course that can inhibit investments in 

sustainability initiatives”. This was supported by ALPHA03 who expressed: “on a 

foundational level, it is not a very profitable business to run [this kind of] production in 

Sweden today”. Connecting the financial aspect of activity innovation for sustainability 

and microeconomic theory, ALPHA02 accounted for a paradox in consumer behavior: 
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“whenever you face increased costs [...] it gets problematic; [consumers] may demand 

certain things but are not willing to pay for it.” 

 

Third, ALPHA01 expressed that activity innovation for sustainability faces a cultural 

barrier as well:  

 

“On the subject of corporate governance systems where environmental impact is always 

considered in decisions, it is really a question of culture. It’s not that you don’t want to 

[act sustainably], you’re simply not used to [do it]. [...] So the cultural part is difficult 

for all firms whenever you’re about to change something”. 

 

Participants of Alpha noted that sustainability is a complex issue, subject to priority 

challenges and trade-offs. ALPHA01 explicitly noted that:  

 

“it boils down to operational and technical issues, or financial issues. Most of the time 

it turns into a question of priority. [...] You face financial trade-offs all the time. We 

invest approximately 90 million per year, that is close to our limit; of course, if you 

invest 25 million in something, 25 million will be pulled from something else in the 

following year. That’s a priority you face all the time.” 

 

Further, participants expressed that the financial viability is truly important for all kinds 

of business. ALPHA01 accounted:  

 

“Firms are supposed to generate results on the bottom line, and I don’t think you can 

take that away; one should not for a second believe that it can be taken away, because 

the day you, have the position of a company leader, you will know that you won’t 

prevail, not as a company nor individual, if you don’t deliver results.” 

 

A similar view was conveyed by ALPHA03: “At the foundation you have to generate a 

short-term profit, but it has to be done with a sustainability perspective”. Further 

supporting the notion of complexity related to financial matters and sustainability, 

ALPHA03 continued to say:  

 

“One has to be able to combine short- and long-term profitability in a sustainable 

manner. [...] Suppose we install solar panels on all of our buildings next month because 

it is the right thing to do from a sustainability perspective; on the one hand we’re doing 

the right thing, but on the other hand we end up in financial distress. You have to 

balance these ambitions is some way.” 

 

ALPHA01 further expressed a complex challenge, perhaps more prominent to Alpha as 

a food producer:  

 

“we have two big challenges related to sustainability. One being that we drive lorries a 

total annual distance of nine million kilometers, while at the same time you should be 

able to live in [Town A], [Town B], or [Town C] and still have access to food.” 

 

ALPHA01 also expressed a notion that any kind of operation will have an inevitable 

impact on the environment, and that there is a form of duality to business activities in 

general:  
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“As soon as you do something, it affects the environment. For the sake of argument, 

let’s say: ‘screw it, we’re not going to have any [food production] in [Sweden], we’ll 

remove it’; well, the problem is that we will end up with zero calorie production up 

here. The question is then: as a [Swede], do you want that? I would not be comfortable 

in that position, it is reassuring to know that there is food here in case of major 

disruptions” 

 

Parts of activity innovation for sustainability is subject to value chain challenges as well. 

Speaking of value chain challenges, ALPHA02 noted that these can be part of a systemic 

issue: “So there are several systemic challenges related to [production] and foods in 

Sweden. [...] As soon as there are more obligations put on the [suppliers] you usually 

hear: “I’m supposed to do this as well?! In that case I need to get paid more for my 

[product]”; that is not always possible. It is not even certain that they can loan money 

from a bank since the margins are low” 

 

Activity innovation in Alpha has a seemingly multi-sided purpose. ALPHA01 expressed: 

“[...] We have a decision-making model where we look at [quality-related], financial, 

environmental and CO2 aspects; we document those leading up to any decision”. Further, 

they accounted: “Whenever you wrestle an issue you go: “all right, how can we increase 

efficiency both in terms of money and CO2?”. ALPHA02 recalled the purpose of 

implementing the activity of using of biogas: “Well, the biogas was implemented for an 

environmental purpose, but also financial”.  

 

We understood that sustainable activities are seen as synergistic at Alpha. On the topic of 

implementing sustainable activities with a multi-sided and synergistic purpose, 

ALPHA01 accounted: “Every mile we cut [when transporting goods] reduces wear and 

tear on the roads, it reduces emissions, and it reduces energy consumption; which turns 

into [reduced] CO2 – those are costs too”. ALPHA02 expressed: “the climate and the 

environment are oftentimes connected to finances, [...] if you work with smarter resources 

and smarter solutions, it’s often for the benefit of [all three].” 

 

Further, ALPHA01 gave this description about search for synergies:  

 

“If you use money, quality and some form of environmental impact as a trinity, I would 

say that close to 100% of all efforts made as a firm will affect at least two of these three 

dimensions. [...] I always try to think in those terms: [...] “how will this activity affect 

[improvement] of quality and sustainability?”; sometimes the answer is “not in any 

way”, then you have to backtrack and find a way to positively impact at least one the 

dimensions”. 

 

Related to sustainable activities, participants of Alpha expressed that communications 

grows in importance. ALPHA03 accounted: “if we compare to [competitor 1] or 

[competitor 2], I think they have come further than us, when looking at how they 

communicate”. ALPHA01 expressed: “[what we do] has a big impact on the 

environment, but it is not to the extent as which it is portrayed; so it is a communicative 

challenge trying to explain how things actually are, but at the same time drive change for 

the better”. ALPHA02 said: “in 2005 we created [our slogan] which started out as a 

concept rooted in communications concerning [sustainability]; it later became our 

vision.”  
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Further, ALPHA02 alluded that communications concerning sustainability is something 

Alpha seeks to improve:  

 

“we might get better at actually communicating what we do; historically we’ve done a 

lot, and we partially communicate that we do good, but I think we will get better at 

communicating what we do more concretely. We see that competitors do it more 

frequently, as a result of [industry advancement].” 

 

In summary, the table below describes what participants expressed being prominent 

motivators and influencers of activity innovation for sustainability in Alpha: 
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Table 4: Prominent Quotes from Alpha 
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4.3 Beta 

4.3.1 Case Description 

Beta is a Swedish, family-owned food producer. They currently employ approximately 

340 individuals, classifying them in the large enterprise category in accordance to OECD 

(OECD, n.d.). Concerning Beta’s value proposition, participant BETA02 noted that it can 

be seen through multiple lenses depending on stakeholder group: “My generation, we 

enjoy [the product]”, indicating that the product itself is the value proposition for a certain 

consumer; when talking about another consumer segment, BETA02 accounted: “Then it 

is a completely different value we deliver, which might have really nothing to do with [the 

product]; but more like an experience and an enabler of social interaction”. Additionally, 

BETA02 also described the value created as: “...we serve as a pick-me-up [...]”. In 

describing the business model of Beta, participant BETA02 gave this account:  

 

“[...] you can break it down to us having four business areas – I’d like to say four 

“business logics” – in our operations; these are to a large extent built upon ‘what the 

end consumer really looks like’. In first case it is a consumer, like you two; you buy our 

product somewhere, somehow. The second case is a [professional] user who is the 

buyer: for example a [restaurant]. The third way is us producing for someone else, in 

the form of a ‘private label’ [...]. [...] the fourth logic is products which are ready for 

consumption directly upon purchase” 

 

As a summary, BETA02 expressed: “So that is my view of business model, and really: 

how we take the product to the consumer, and how we connect the necessary transactions 

to that; ‘where does the invoice go?’ and so on”. Further accounts of Beta’s business 

model came from participant BETA03: “[...] producing and delivering to the Swedish 

grocery stores or [other markets], that is a business model of ours”. BETA03 also gave 

a thorough description about Beta’s business model as an activity system: 

 

“We buy raw material, we take the raw material to [Sweden] or some of our [other] 

factories, vi [refine] it, we package it, and we simply sell it. There you have the entire 

flow” 

 

Participant BETA01 did not provide us any accounts concerning Beta’s business model 

in the same vein as BETA02 and BETA03. Rather, BETA01 gave the following account: 

“...when I started here 30 years ago we had a “business idea” kind of, but we never talk 

about that anymore; rather, we have foundational values and a vision, and right now 

we’re working with strategy”. BETA02 further noted that providing services has been a 

growing area of activity for Beta:   

 

“Today there is a lot more service value in many parts of the [value delivery]; [...] we 

also add value in the form of servicing a [machine], we do quality control, we set up the 

machine, we also deliver a receipt...for example if [the customer] buys organic 

[product] from us we can show them “thanks to your consumption you contributed to 

decreased use of artificial manure by ‘this much’”, and ‘you’ve saved this many soccer 

fields of rain forest’ ” 

 

Using the received supplementary material we classify the business model of Beta as a 

predominantly social sustainable business model, since their activities predominantly 
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relate to the archetypes Deliver functionality rather than ownership, Adopt a stewardship 

role, and Encourage sufficiency (Bocken et al., 2014, p. 48). Combining the responses 

from BETA02 and BETA03, and information from received supplementary material, a 

simplified visualization of Beta’s business model as an activity system is presented 

below:  

 

 
Figure 3: Simplified Visualization of Beta's Business Model 

4.3.2 Motivators and Influencers of Business Model Innovation for 

Sustainability 

  
“Sustainability is such an important aspect, and in this company it’s in our DNA in 

some kind of way” - BETA03 

 

The view of sustainability in case Beta is often referred to as an important aspect of their 

company and something well integrated in their operations. It also appeared that they 

viewed sustainability as a natural thing to work with, and that there were some sort of 

responsibility and obligation from the company's side to work with these issues and take 

them seriously. BETA01 described it as: “Because business have such big impact on both 

humans and the environment, then businesses also have a big responsibility in this”. 

BETA03 also highlighted that “It is the industry and businesses that account for the big 

mass, because of this there is a giant responsibility”.   

 

Some of this sense of responsibility and obligation seems to origin from the owners and 

previous leaders of the company; their personal values and beliefs seems to have been 

important in shaping the company culture and creating an internal drive for sustainability. 

BETA03 described it:  
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“It has been driven very much by both the owner and the board through the years, that 

this is an important part of our business model and our organization, that it matters in 

everything we do.”  

Further, BETA01 mentioned that:  

 

 “Our owner family is a very important stakeholder in this case, as very distinct and 

responsible themselves: it is their core values that we have implemented as our core 

values as well”.   

 

BETA02 also annotated the communication about sustainability from the owners: “They 

were very open and direct towards the board and you got a signal that this was 

important”; BETA03 also shared this perspective and accounted: “It is very obvious with 

the owner family, that this is important to them”. 

 

The owner situation is something that is rather unique for case Beta as it has been owned 

by the same family since its founding and have been run by members of the family for 

most of its existence. Therefore, the connection between the owners and the firm has 

become very strong and it also creates possibilities for pioneering and unconventional 

strategic decisions, where profits is not everything. BETA03 gave the following account: 

 

 “You have an owner and an owner family that are deeply involved and have been 

passionate about this since [founding year] basically, and it obviously gives 

management other basis in this type of company, where it is actually possible to act 

despite it not being the best for the bottomline in the annual results, there are other 

aspects that are more important”  

 

Some of the earliest sustainability activities that BETA02 recalled was:  

 

“Ecological [product] we were early with for example. Fairtrade we were early with, 

we removed aluminium from our packaging very early even though there were no 

demand, because we realized ‘it will be required further on, so we might just as well 

start to work with these questions’”  

 

When discussing their early activity of introducing certified products, BETA03 described 

it as somewhat of a risky change: “It was, to stick one's neck out, no one had done it 

before”.  

 

When discussing the origin and early motivations of activity innovation for sustainability 

in Beta, much focus and credit is given to the leadership. Both the previous CEO, and the 

current one are seen as driving forces in enhancing the focus on sustainability and making 

it more wholly integrated by making decisions that were risky in the short term, but with 

a long-term perspective and trend foresight in mind. In relation to the activities mentioned 

by BETA02, BETA01 comments: “These are apparent examples of activities, that [the 

previous CEO] said we should do and decided upon, despite the new packaging being 

20% more expensive and we bought a new packaging machine.”; “And then you might 

ask ‘why did he do that? there were no profits in this?’, but he believed in it for the 

future”. 

 

This to some extent also reflects Alphas early attitudes on trade-offs between the 

sustainability dimensions: economic, social, and environmental. An additional example 
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of an early initiative that was not motivated by immediate economic benefits is described 

by BETA01: 

 

“We sold ecological [product] at a loss for years, up until the point where bigger actors 

went in and bought solely ecological [products]” 

 

This also ties into how BETA02 explained their position on sustainable innovation and 

market perception:  

 

“It’s both about gaining acceptance, and to move on pace with the market. I believe you 

can move a little ahead of the market, but you still need to bring the customers and 

consumers on the train so they buy your products when you make these changes”  

 

This seems to be something that has been rather consistent through much of the company's 

history; they have tried to be an industry leader concerning implementation of sustainable 

activities, and they seem to take a lot of pride in doing so. This became apparent from 

how BETA01 looked at the company compared to competitors’ sustainable activities, 

specifically the goal-setting related to sustainable activities: “I see it like: [Beta] sets up 

a goal, and then we gain followers”. 

 

Goal-setting seems to have been an important aspect of not only leading the industry in 

sustainability issues, but also serving as an important tool to enhance and integrate 

sustainability into the company culture; both by creating a vision to work towards but 

also inspiring people to work with it. BETA02 recalled the origin of their more directly 

focused sustainability work from a goal-setting perspective: 

 

“It was around 7-8  years ago that we gathered all of that into some type of 

sustainability strategy and assigned clear goals around “how do we connect this with 

our business?”, and to have clear goals surrounding these aspects, just like we have for 

financial key figures” 

  

BETA01 saw goal-setting towards sustainability as something the company had been 

doing for even longer than that: “We have registered and reported to the board both 

electricity and gas usage since -91 and set targets.”  

 

On the topic of how sustainability got more integrated, BETA02 mentioned: “We started 

to work from the bottom, a little like grassroot level, by creating [...] interfunctional 

groups within the organization with people we knew were passionate about sustainability 

and thought it was important, [...] which identified a lot of activities that would make us 

more sustainable”  

 

Many of the interviewees also mentioned some of the downsides and difficulties of trying 

to be a leader for sustainable innovation within their industry. Referring to some trial-

and-error costs connected to innovation that companies who follow may not have to deal 

with BETA03 noted: “When you lead, you incur an investment cost before it starts to go 

around”. BETA02 shared this perspective when discussing new activities: “It is often so 

initially, when you begin with it, it has a cost-increasing effect”. 

 

And the economical aspect of sustainability seems to be viewed as mainly a constraining 

force that limits the pace at which the company is able to develop towards sustainability. 
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BETA02 suggested that: “you cannot be socially and environmentally sustainable if you 

are not also economically sustainable; then the company won’t exist”. Also further 

emphasizing this by saying: “If we are to exist in 2050, then there is a risk that if we don’t 

invest in both social and environmental sustainability; then there might not be any [raw 

material] to purchase. And then there is no economical buoyancy or relevance for our 

operation honestly”.  

 

This goes in line with how they described their view on trade-offs concerning 

sustainability. BETA03 said: “The trade-offs are mainly of economical character”, while 

BETA02 accounted: “The trade-off is in going forward as fast as you can, while at the 

same time bring in the economical aspect, so it doesn’t get to expensive”.  

 

Further, participants alluded that microeconomic theory poses a challenge for activity 

innovation for sustainability. BETA02 accounted: “there is no point in launching a 

‘plastic free’ packaging if people don’t demand it if I’m being completely honest, despite 

it being really sustainable”; BETA01 noted: “There is a pain threshold somewhere, it 

can’t cost too much. So it’s not easy, it’s not; it has to be balanced”. 

 

These economical trade-offs are not only limited to the company. BETA03 brought in the 

customers’ perspective on the matter as well: “It's about trade-offs all the time, [...] 

despite the initiatives and activities we do, it has to be a sustainable business because in 

the end; the end consumer should be able to buy a package without it being three times 

as expensive as something else”. Referring to the extra cost that occurred with the new 

packaging, they further described it related to an activity: “I remember how we reasoned 

very much in 92-93 when we installed the new packaging technique: some worry that 

‘this might not be something that the consumer is ready to pay for’”.    

 

When discussing if the perspective on sustainability and sustainable activities had 

changed while working with it, BETA02 referred back to these economical trade-offs and 

their perception of them: “I can feel that successively we have become more prepared to 

carry the costs of the changes. Earlier it might have been like “no we can’t, it’s not 

profitable”, now it can be more like “it is not profitable year 1 or 2, but in the long run 

we believe this will be a profitable option”[...]. So there is a difference, we are getting 

braver and braver with this.” 

 

Further, BETA01 explained the most pressing challenges that Beta was facing: “Climate 

change is something that we see as the absolute biggest challenge, apart from attracting 

the next generation of [raw material] producers since the profit margins are so horrible 

for most producers. These two challenges are the ones we are trying to act on, with 

different activities”. BETA02 also described these challenges concerning raw material 

availability: “For us a challenge is that the climate change puts a lot of pressure on the 

producer countries and their ability to produce raw material eventually” 

  

This suggests that the challenges of pursuing sustainable innovation and development is 

not only of the economical nature, but there are also other barriers that constrain what 

type of activities can be implemented. BETA03 noted: “If you look at production, then 

it's solely technology really”; “it’s an enormous challenge, together with machine 

suppliers to introduce new types of materials and make the packing function properly”. 

BETA02 commented: “You have a material that works in your machines, and when you 
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are going to develop that, then the machines might not work with that material and so 

on”.     

 

Another constraint that also very much shapes and motivates the company's approach to 

sustainability and how they work with new activities is the organizational structure. 

BETA02 gave some context to this matter: “We are built and shaped based on how the 

world has looked during the last 113 years, this means that when [we] are going to 

change towards a sustainable value chain, or business model it takes time”. BETA03 

also described the company's incremental approach: “If you want to make a bigger impact 

in the long term, you have an actual timecurve, which means you have to take small steps 

in order to reach the long-term goal, and there are purely economical aspects to that”.  

 

BETA02 also talked about a specific type of sustainable business model when talking 

about the organizational structure: “If we were also to change to a circular thinking, it 

will take longer time for us since we carry with us an existing structure”; “Obviously, we 

can change radically, but then we might jeopardize the company's entire existence”. 

 

Further, participants alluded that sustainable activities can generate some form of 

competitive advantage. Beta were very open and positive about the competitive 

advantages they gained from operating sustainably, and how it has provided them an 

opportunity to inspire others to operate in the same manner. BETA01 described some 

competitive advantages gained: “We have later been able to attract big customers, mostly 

on the private label side, who want us to produce their products since we purchase [raw 

material] in a sustainable way and have sustainability questions high on our agenda”; 

“And at the same time attract consumers and customers that request it”. 

 

BETA02 accounted one of Beta’s sustainable activities: sustainable quotas to customers, 

which always included ecological products: “We always did it, no matter if the customer 

requested it or not; we always left two quotes. Some dismissed the sustainable [option], 

but when they chose it they could see “which effect we had on reduced CO2 emissions” 

and it became powerful; so it was an important activity to clarify that in the business, and 

to clarify how little it actually costs to make it sustainable.” 

 

Further, when discussing sustainability as a selling tool BETA01 expressed: “We work 

with these arguments towards customers, and especially in public negotiations it is 

something that you can use”. BETA02 described sustainable activities being a selling 

point in the upstream value chain as well: “[...] it also helps our customers, since they 

can lift it towards their customers”. 

 

Another perspective on how sustainability is used in the company was expressed by 

BETA01: “We also attract employees that are interested in working with sustainability 

questions, it is also a very important stakeholder for us.”. This suggests that it is an 

important tool when recruiting new employees. Also, BETA02 alluded to this: “because 

we have driven this question and moved forward, people that embraced this perspective 

have been drawn to the organization. It’s how it goes: we attract a certain type of people. 

Not climate activists and environmentalists. But people who are passionate about 

sustainability and want to join and change in the right direction” 

 

On the topic of how Beta views their own sustainability efforts compared to competitors 

or if they collaborate in some of these questions BETA03 explained: “ I won’t say that 



 

 

 45 

we are directly cooperating on some sustainability development, but at the same time we 

don’t hold anything back in a discussion if someone asks, rather get some feedback on 

“how has this worked for you”?; In this we are completely transparent I would say.  

 

BETA02 described one form of collaboration: “7-8 family owned companies from 

different markets that joined together and have several projects in raw material 

producing countries to create benchmarks and set good examples that can spread to other 

producers that are not part of the project” 

 

Finally, when speculating how companies and the industry might have to adapt to 

overcome certain challenges and further work with sustainability in the future, BETA02 

suggested that transparency will be crucial: “It is the thing I see will be deciding going 

forward, It entails that as a company you will not be able to say “No, we don’t take an 

active position in questions”; I believe it will be rather hard to not take a stance in the 

future because the customer will expect you to do it”. 

 

In summary, the table below describes what participants expressed being prominent 

motivators and influencers of activity innovation for sustainability in Beta: 

 



 

 

 46 

 

Table 5: Prominent Quotes from Beta 
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4.4 Gamma 

4.4.1 

Gamma is a Swedish firm operating in the natural resource industry with approximately 

360 employees, classifying them as a large enterprise (OECD, n.d.). They are part of a 

publicly traded group corporation, meaning they are owned by a large number of 

shareholders; they serve as the provider of raw material for the rest of the group’s firms. 

When asked to describe the business model, again we encountered the term “business 

idea” rather than “business model”; GAMMA02 accounted: “well, our business idea – or 

the business idea of [the Group] – is to own [the raw material] and refine products from 

our holding”. They further described:  

 

“for [Gamma], which is one of five business areas within the group, our business idea is 

to manage [the raw material] [...]. Buying and selling [the raw material] is also part of 

our business idea; [...] because [the raw material] from our own holding is insufficient 

to supply [the Group’s] industries, we have to buy from [...] [others] and sell it to users 

in our own industries or other industry firms” 

 

GAMMA01 expressed that:  

 

“the business model, in my mind, is how we organize revenues, costs, production [...], 

so that they cooperate for maximum utility”; further, they noted that: “the business 

model comprises a set of processes, a sales structure, a production structure, [and] we 

have a [raw material management] structure”  

 

Although not speaking explicitly about business models as activity systems, GAMMA03 

had this to say: “a business model to me is the [...] relationship we have with a customer 

or supplier somehow. Meaning the form of interaction and how we close deals with each 

other”. [...] for me there is a lot of focus on value creation”.  

 

Describing what can be classified as Gamma’s value proposition, GAMMA03 

expressed:  

 

“we make climate friendly products; that is our business idea” 

 

Using the received supplementary material we classify the business model of Gamma as 

a predominantly organizational sustainable business model, since their activities 

predominantly relate to the archetypes Repurpose for society/environment, and Develop 

scale up solutions (Bocken et al., 2014, p. 48); worth noting is that among the cases, 

Gamma’s business model was the most challenging to classify as many of their activities 

relate to the other groupings of sustainable business models. However, since some of the 

core sustainable initiatives of Gamma relate to Social and biodiversity regeneration 

initiatives, Base of the pyramid solutions, Open innovation, and Collaborative 

approaches (sourcing, production, lobbying) (Bocken et al., 2014, p. 48), we chose the 

organizational grouping to classify Gamma. Combining the accounts from the 

participants, and supplementary material received, a simplified visualization of Gamma’s 

business model as an activity system is presented below, also showing the relationship 

between Gamma’s activities and those of the other business areas in the group:  
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Figure 4: Simplified Visualization of Gamma's Business Model 

4.4.2 Motivators and Influencers of Business Model Innovation for 

Sustainability 

When investigating Gamma, it became apparent that activity innovation, both in general 

and for sustainability is driven by macro-trends and other demands. GAMMA01 

expressed that: “ultimately, the business model is governed by what kinds of business 

demands you face [...]”. Concerning what drives activity innovation for sustainability and 

sustainable products, GAMMA03 accounted: “To an extent, this is how it is: the task of 

the customer is to demand what is actually available, [...] at the end of the day it is really 

customer demands that create the drive”. Also bringing up the role of customer demands 

in activity innovation, GAMMA02 accounted:  

 

“A lot of it is driven by the market, what the market and society demands [...]. [...] The 

customers are more demanding today when it comes to sustainability: they want 

sustainable manufacturing processes, they demand sustainable raw materials and 

sustainable firms.” 

 

Further discussing how demands drive activity innovation, GAMMA02 noted:  

 

“[...] I think that we have to be very responsive to what society actually needs; I believe 

that what society demands is what will be valued as well. We should not make [product 

A], and [product B], and [product C] in the future if there is no societal demand”  

 

they continued:  

 

“[The Group] can become a supplier of other types of ‘ecosystem services’ in the future 

if that is what society needs; in that case I presume there will be a pricing structure, 
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and a market which values [those services]. If you really want something, you’re willing 

to pay a little for it [...]” 

 

GAMMA01 accounted: “it is also an increased external focus [on sustainability] that 

drives us to increase its priority; [sustainability] is of value to our customers”; “naturally 

we have to listen to our customers’ needs [...], [pay attention to] the macro environment, 

[and] adapt to the demands [...].”. They continued: “our customers will choose suppliers 

that have a sustainable profile, and takes on great responsibility”; “one should relate 

[sustainability] matters to the zeitgeist. Currently there is a focus on the questions about 

the environment and the climate, and also questions concerning equality; those things 

change over time”. 

 

GAMMA03 described how demand and supply work together to self-reinforce activity 

innovation for sustainability: “it is about finding that balance: we started talking about 

all the good things we did, then the customers started to demand more; it reinforces itself 

in a way.” 

 

Connected to current demands concerning sustainability, GAMMA01 and GAMMA03 

alluded that sustainable activities have become survival factor, or a minimum level of 

performance. GAMMA01 gave these accounts:  

 

“I believe all firms have realized that one has to be engaged in these questions in order 

to survive; it is a critical survival question for everyone”; “the end consumer is getting 

more enlightened, they don’t want to buy a product which is not climate smart”; “today 

you have to certify your [raw material] in order to sell any products, [...] sometimes we 

are not even considered a potential supplier if we can’t show that we comply with these 

demands.” 

 

GAMMA03 had this to say: “well, you could say that sustainability is starting to become 

a precondition, or like a minimum level”. 

 

Building further on the notion that market forces and demands play a role in activity 

innovation for sustainability for Gamma, participants alluded that sustainable activities 

can generate some form of competitive advantage. GAMMA01 accounted: “our product 

is a strong contributor to a fossil free society [...]. That is an argument we use extensively; 

we are a ‘future firm’ in that regard [...]”; “we have competitors just like everyone else, 

and we realized that there is a need to be able to show that we use responsible [production 

methods]; that is a selling point.” 

 

Concerning product and process certifications as sustainable activity innovation, 

GAMMA02 recalled:  

 

“[sustainable activities] became a competitive advantage for us, at least initially when 

we were early implementers. Customers wanting a clean conscience when buying 

[products] felt that they could rest assured when buying from [The Group]. It didn’t 

really mean that we could increase the prices of our products, but we increased our 

market share thanks to being certified. [...] At an initial stage we advertised [the 

certification] intensely, with an intent to claim market shares.” 
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They continued describing employer branding as a purpose for implementing some 

sustainable activities: “initially it might have been mostly outward facing purposes, so 

that we would be able to sell our products and market them in a better way, but now it’s 

a lot more about creating identity for employees and how we attract new workers” 

 

Concerning sustainable activities as an attractor for competent workers and gaining 

competitive advantages in the long term through human resources, GAMMA01 gave this 

account: “I believe that on the long term we will get a better firm, a better work 

environment, [and] we attract better competencies; since we include a wide range of 

skills and people we will gain a competitive advantage [...].” 

 

GAMMA02 noted: “caring for your staff and having an equal workplace with sound 

values, those things are highly important now, and will be in the future”.  

 

Supporting the notion that activity innovation for sustainability generates competitive 

advantages, GAMMA03 accounted: “if we’re being completely honest: if you’re talking 

about sustainability in almost any kind of business, you do it to increase your ability to 

compete, or create added value for someone”. 

 

Implicitly related to gaining competitive advantages as a motivation for activity 

innovation for sustainability, participants gave accounts about quality assurance. 

GAMMA01 noted: “[certification] is a way to assure the quality of your production; you 

have rules to comply with; [...] there are rigorous check-ups by external controlling 

agencies who make sure that we follow these rules; this affects our daily operations as 

well: how we conduct our production and maintenance.”. GAMMA02 expressed: “when 

the opportunity to get certified came about, we saw it as a way to get an independent 

acknowledgement that what we do is all right.” 

 

GAMMA01 and GAMMA02 also expressed that activity innovation for sustainability has 

utilitarian motives, we labelled these as future-proofing. GAMMA01 noted: “[one 

motive] is – naturally – that we should claim responsibility for preserving the good 

condition of [the raw material supply] in Sweden in the long term”. Describing an activity 

implemented to foster research of sustainable production methods, GAMMA02 

accounted:  

 

“We have to realize that we don’t know as much as we think we do; [...] we need to be 

open to new knowledge, and humble enough to realize that we need [it] in order to be 

even more sustainable in the long term”; “[sustainable activities] are important to us; 

one the one hand for the sake of being able to run [our production], which we find 

sustainable; on the other hand for the survival of [The Group] as a firm, so that we can 

supply society with a renewable raw material. If we’re not allowed to do that – if there 

are more [restrictions] – the opportunities for us to replace fossil-based products with 

renewable ones diminish”. 

 

Participants of Gamma expressed that activity innovation for sustainability has internal 

drivers, such as values. GAMMA01 accounted:  

 

“I believe that efficient production, environmental care and social responsibility has 

been in focus for our firm [for a long time]. But times change, and so does meanings of 

words and expressions: “social responsibility” in the 1960’s may have had a different 
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meaning compared to “social responsibility” today. However, these matters have been 

prominent drivers in our operations over time”. 

 

GAMMA02 noted: “[sustainability] is also an internal driver for what we do”; further: 

“Sustainability has a foundation in some form of values [...], our choice to work to get 

better at sustainability is driven by values; sometimes we dismiss activities that have been 

less sustainable.”. Further, GAMMA02 expressed the following concerning goal-setting 

and continuous improvement: “we set goals, and then we set a deadline – usually 4-5 

years – for achieving these goals [...]; [...] as we go along and reach these goals, we set 

new ones to keep moving upward.” 

 

Moreover, GAMMA01 expressed that there is an internal sense of obligation which 

serves as a driver of activity innovation for sustainability: “some parts of our operations 

are not ideal. For example: [our raw material] is heavy, it is by 90% transported using 

heavy lorries [...]. That’s the downside, we have a challenge in working to reduce that 

aspect [...]”. 

 

GAMMA03 noted that activity innovation is influenced by internal perceptions of risk: 

“propensity to change is an important factor, and to dare test something new. 

[Oftentimes] that is what it is about: having the courage to test new solutions”; “the 

biggest challenge is to feel safe and dare to take the step away from the proven, toward 

the novel”. 

 

Within Gamma, participants described that implementation of sustainable activities is 

done with an aim to find synergies. GAMMA01 gave the following accounts:  

 

“We are a publicly traded firm and the shareholders expect us to be more profitable 

than our competitors, otherwise they won’t value our shares. That’s the way it is. You 

can’t disregard that that is an overarching interest”; “our main task is to run this firm 

profitably, for the sake of the shareholders; but also with care for the environment and 

social responsibility. [Those three] should work in sync, but the overarching mantra is 

that they have to do so profitably, so that we manage [the majority shareholder’s] 

capital in a good way”; “the profit focus is prominent, but the other parts: social 

responsibility and environmental care are strong influencers on the business decisions 

we make” 

 

On the topic of searching for synergies, GAMMA03 accounted: “if you have a certain 

amount of money, or a certain amount of resources to spend, [you have to ask yourself]: 

‘where can [the spending] make the biggest impact?’, ‘where is the utility maximized, 

both from a sustainability perspective, but also from a financial perspective?’” 

 

Talking about synergistic properties of sustainable activities, GAMMA03 noted: 

“investments [we’ve made] have been good both from a financial point of view, and a 

sustainable point of view. [...] The positive thing about our operations is that those 

aspects are really intertwined. When we do things smarter, it will benefit the climate as 

well”.  

 

Participants described that the nature of Gamma’s business model change has over time 

been of an incremental nature, and part of the reason for that is a limitation of their core 

business. GAMMA03 noted: “I would say that the way we trade [the raw material] has 
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not changed to such a great extent. More so that we try to deliver our [products] – or 

produce our [products] – in a more environmentally friendly, more sustainable way. 

Further they accounted: “I would say that we don’t have that many alternatives, for 

example if you talk about [extracting the raw material] and delivering it to a customer: 

one needs to use certain machines to succeed in the task. However, we try to do it a little 

bit smarter all the time.”.  

 

Speaking of challenges for activity innovation for sustainability, several were identified. 

Concerning financial aspects, GAMMA02 gave this account: “Well, it costs a fair bit of 

money”; GAMMA03 noted: “we have a profitability target on the investments we make”.  

 

Notably, the participants expressed that topics such as policymaker ignorance, legal 

burdens, regulations and red tape inhibit Gamma’s ability to fulfil their sustainability 

potential. GAMMA02 accounted:  

 

“My understanding is that policy makers today are afraid to establish [production] 

targets, because they don’t have sufficient knowledge to understand that such targets 

don’t have to be in conflict with environmental questions. We can’t make them say “we 

need production targets”, because they believe that saying such a thing, and making 

such a decision, means lowering the ambitions concerning biodiversity and the 

environment, which is not the truth. [...] This is very difficult, working to influence these 

matters is something we put lots of money and effort into, but we’re not the ones making 

the decisions: they’re made in Brussels or Stockholm”. 

 

GAMMA01 noted: “the challenge which I feel is our greatest is to balance the forces in 

society that work for increased restrictions for [our industry]”, another account 

expressed: “the challenge is to prove that we [produce] in a good way, there is no need 

for more restrictions.”; Further, they conveyed: “[...] it is crucial that we get legislation 

and standards that we can work with in a good way; such that the demands for restrictions 

don’t get too high, and we don’t have to greatly limit our operations”. Moreover, they 

said:  

 

“It is a balancing act, currently the pendulum has swung toward higher pressure on 

decision-makers to raise the bar concerning production standards. [Gamma] does not 

think that that’s the right path, because we find our production methods to be 

responsible even today. The challenge for us is to prove that we are indeed responsible, 

and that we get to do what we do with a certain amount of freedom” 

 

Further challenges to activity innovation for sustainability are seemingly of technological 

nature. GAMMA03 accounted: “another challenge for us is that [to do what we do], one 

needs certain machines”; “finding alternatives to the conventional machine systems and 

operations we use today, and finding more energy efficient and climate smart solutions, 

that is a big challenge for us.” 

 

GAMMA02 also expressed a seemingly significant barrier to activity innovation for 

sustainability: company culture. They accounted: “in the beginning, there was a lot of 

internal questioning concerning [sustainability]. [People would say]: ‘what is the 

purpose of sparing this [piece of raw material]?’; ‘why should we leave it here right 

now?’; [...] ‘this is probably the most stupid thing I’ve ever heard.’. So for us, the cultural 
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restructuring might have been harder than anything else; convincing employees that 

we’re doing something good, and taking pride in [our work].” 

 

Participants of Gamma also accounted a communications focus relating to sustainable 

activities. GAMMA01 expressed: “our greatest challenge is to communicate all the good 

we do”; GAMMA02 noted: “a lot of it is about communication of course”, “[the research 

initiative] is a highly sustainability-focused ambition of ours: reaching out to 

communicate sustainability in an independent way”. 

 

In summary, the table below describes what participants expressed being prominent 

motivators and influencers of activity innovation for sustainability in Gamma: 
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Table 6: Prominent Quotes from Gamma 
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Chapter 5: Analysis 

5.1 General discussion 

Before explicitly discussing the motivators and influencers of business model innovation 

for sustainability, there are some general observations we made during the process we 

find worth mentioning. First, we found that there is little consensus even today concerning 

the definition of a business model. We believe that this phenomenon might be rooted in 

differences among the participants concerning personal background, including education 

and previous employment. As the discourse concerning business models is relatively 

recent compared to the discourse of for example business strategy, and that most 

participants are not recent graduates from business schools, it seems plausible that they 

were taught another school of thought concerning business conduct. This was displayed 

by participants speaking in terms of business ideas and strategy, rather than business 

models. Although, one central theme that the majority of the participants touched upon, 

also vital to business models, is value creation. This seems plausible, as value creation is 

part of the strategy discourse as well. Second, all participants expressed that their firms 

have been operating sustainably for quite some time, but it was not until recently that they 

started labelling their operations as “sustainable”. According to many of the participants, 

this ties into the phenomenon of the sustainability conversation becoming a sign of the 

times; as such, firms need to speak the language of the zeitgeist. There were also several 

notions in most cases towards an enhanced focus and increased intensity on sustainability 

activities and sustainable development since the terms have become widely established. 

Third, we found that the motivators of business model innovation for sustainability took 

different shapes dependent on governance structure. All three case firms expressed that 

sustainability is important, but we interpreted that Gamma and Alpha put more emphasis 

on the profit part of the sustainability equation compared to Beta. Our analysis here is 

that Gamma, being a division of a publicly traded company, has a larger pressure to 

appease the shareholders by being profitable and delivering financial results and 

dividends every quarter; while Alpha operates in an industry with low margins. Beta, who 

are not dependent on their owners per se for short term cash flow, may for that reason 

have a higher loss tolerance. Fourth, in our conceptual model presented in the theory 

chapter we present that business model innovation occurs in various degrees. What we 

found is that in all case firms, business model innovation has been of a more incremental 

nature where business model elements have been changed over time; this gives an 

indication that firms operating in the late stages of their product life-cycles might be more 

prone to do business model adjustment rather than the more comprehensive degrees of 

business model innovation (Schaltegger et al., 2012, p. 109). 

 

Finally, we observe that many of the reported motivators and influencers in Chapter 4 do 

not exist in isolation; there are many implicit links and combinations of motivators that 

in the end affect the change in the business model. For example, we observed that 

participants mentioned consumer demands, both in the context of discussing sustainable 

activities as future hygiene factors and competitive advantages. However, as a means to 

make our discussion more stringent and easier to follow, we will discuss the motivators 

and influencers individually rather than in combination. Additionally, as our goal is to do 

a cross-case analysis, this section will only discuss the motivators and influencers that 

appeared as common themes across the cases; the motivators and influencers not 
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mentioned here we found to be mainly relevant in case-specific activity innovation, and 

will not per se help us in comparing these factors across the different cases.  

5.2 Motivators of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability 

5.2.1 Zealous Leadership and Values 

With this motivator we highlight the drive and motivation that leaders and owners have 

shown in relation to pursuing business model innovation for sustainability. It entails for 

example willingness to take risk and accept short-term losses in order to enable future 

profits, but also hone other values in a long-term perspective. It also includes the ability 

to lead and inspire willingness to change and integrate a sustainability perspective on all 

levels of the organization. With values we refer to organizational values that have been 

imposed by either owners or that have been formed throughout the organization’s history.      

 

This motivator was identified and mentioned in most interviews across the cases. It was 

most frequently prevalent during in Beta, where much of the motivation behind the 

implementation and activity innovation for sustainability could be directly linked to the 

strong-willed and focused owners and leaders of the firm. An obvious reason for this 

strong connection would be that members of the owning family of Beta has had leading 

positions within the company, such as CEO and procurement manager. This gives the 

leadership a certain freedom to make substantial decisions based on personal values and 

what they personally consider important.  

 

In the interviews participants also claim that the organization adopted the same type of 

values and principles that the leaders had influenced them with and shared with the 

organization.  

In Alpha, zealous leadership was mainly shown through the passion for sustainability that 

members of the management team radiated when discussing the topic; they described 

themselves as having a strong pathos for sustainability, which also reflects their 

willingness to spread and share their passion to the rest of the organization. Compared to 

Beta, the zealous leadership in Alpha is not shown through specific actions as much. One 

reason would be that the organizational structure and relationship between the board, 

owners and top management makes new initiatives and the decision process more 

complex, since there are more stakeholder interests to account for. This leaves less room 

for controversial and risky decisions. Another aspect that may have an influence at Alpha 

is that the current CEO has only been installed for a couple of years and might not have 

had time to make any larger impact, or radical changes to the organization. 

 

In Gamma, the role of zealous leadership as a motivating factor was not highlighted to 

the same extent as in the other cases. A reason for this might have something to do with 

the interviewees’ proximity to the board and the top management team. In Gamma, being 

part of a large group corporation, there is a distance between the interviewees and the 

group’s top management team and the board of governors; thus, the interviewees may not 

have had much to say whether or not zealous leadership for sustainability was significant 

for the business model innovation of the group. Moreover, the top management team of 

the group and how they motivate business model innovation for sustainability within 

Gamma as a division may not have been as visible to the interviewees; this might explain 

why participants did not emphasize zealous leadership to the same extent as in Alpha and 

Gamma. However, the participants of Gamma did refer to the significance of values when 
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speaking of activity innovation for sustainability, and they noted that Gamma’s operations 

have been value laden and closely connected to sustainability for quite some time. 

 

In drawing parallels to previous literature regarding the role of leadership as a motivating 

factor for sustainable development and innovation, there is a plethora of material; there 

is even an entire research field within management that deals with how leaders can change 

and influence firms. However, we argue that delving too deep into that literature lies 

outside that scope of our body of work because we’re investigating business model 

innovation, not human resource management and employee motivations per se. When 

connecting zealous leadership to our theoretical framework, we see no perfect fit in terms 

of category to describe it; the closest connection would be to Amit and Zott’s (2015) Goal 

antecedent of business model design, which relates to how the firm creates and captures 

values and for whom. This leads us to ask the question who decides how the business 

model is designed, and who sets these goals? When relating leadership to sustainable 

development, scholars argue that: “the CEO leads the company in setting sustainability 

policies and making key decisions for sustainability strategies. But instilling values also 

takes participation and two-way communication, not just a decree from above.” (Epstein 

& Buhovac, 2014, p. 70). This notion makes us agree that it seems like a zealous leader 

can be an influential motivator of business model innovation for sustainability; we also 

observe in the three case firms that the degree to which zealous leadership can make an 

impact is dependent on the organizational and governance structure.   

5.2.2 Goals and Vision 

Closely connected to the topic discussed in the previous section, although not always 

explicitly mentioned, were the motivators goalsetting and vision; these frequently 

occurred in accounts describing the context of implementing a new activity. Since the 

activity itself can’t be considered a motivator, then surely the anticipated outcome of the 

activity can be. With goals and visions we mean clearly defined and specific targets or 

thresholds related to measurable sustainability aspects, such as CO2 emissions, energy 

usage, climate compensation, usage of renewable materials and fuels should be used for 

example. We rarely see this motivator by itself since it requires that someone establishes 

these thresholds; which could be owners, leaders or other governing entities, so it could 

be described as a tool for motivation. In all the different cases they described goal setting 

as a very central activity in their sustainability development and as a driving force for 

new sustainable innovation.    

 

In Alpha the board and leaders received a vision regarding the sustainability approach the 

company should aim towards and then left the board to constitute the actual sustainable 

goals and innovative activities based on this. Related to the goals they then emphasized 

the importance of ensuring that there would be financial validity to achieve these goals, 

further exemplifying the point of the close relationship between trade-offs and synergies 

between the triple bottom line dimensions. 

 

In Beta the topic of goals was most frequent, and they described goals as something 

necessary for development, and their sustainability goals initially originated from already 

existing goal setting and reporting of their energy usage, which at first was done with 

financial intent and for efficiency reasons but was later developed into sustainability goals 

and reporting similar to financial reporting. It was also discussed how these goals were 

set to be extremely challenging, in order to specifically motivate the search for new 

innovative ways and activities in order to reach these goals, and to emphasize the 
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importance and get employees to make specific efforts in regard to them. Another unique 

aspect that was lifted in this case was that they could see that their own goals affected and 

set thresholds for other competitors as well.  

 

Gamma’s sustainable goal-setting was by one interviewee seen as the launch of their 

increased focus on sustainability issues. Despite already operating in a perceived 

sustainable manner, the explicit goalsetting marked a start of a more active approach to 

innovation for sustainability. However they initially felt that these goals were slightly 

hard to get used to and measure. This seems to have become clearer as sustainable 

reporting has become a more common practice among businesses in different industries. 

They also emphasized the need for a timeframe connected to the goals in order to plan 

and accomplish them, while at the same time continuously update and set new goals as 

they were achieved in order to always improve; which also allows them to compare 

their progress on a yearly basis. From our observations it seems like all the cases work 

in a rather similar fashion in terms of setting goals, with some minor differences in the 

goals themselves as some relate to case specific activities. We also noticed that there is 

a secondary outcome from goals and visions: the possibility for the firms to 

communicate their sustainability work to different stakeholders such as customers, 

suppliers and even to future recruits. This could be a way for firms to differentiate 

themselves and gain some competitive advantage through their communication.  

 

The effect of organizational goals is another motivator that is widely acknowledged to be 

effective in previous research, Amit and Zott (2015, p. 337-338) talks about the role of 

how goals can motivate commitments by stakeholders based on the value creation and 

capture in the business model. Also, they only focusing on creating value through 

sustainable goals and activities could risk the financial viability of the organization if 

there are no value capture. By using this perspective solely on the argument of sustainable 

goals and as a motivator for innovation. It mainly becomes relevant if the value created 

is a deciding reason for why certain stakeholders cooperate with the organization, or 

plainly is a deciding factor for loyal customers of their brand. And we can note that this 

would not be the case unless they were able to communicate their sustainable activities 

to these different stakeholders, something we have seen all the cases do and wish to do 

more of.    

5.2.3 Sense of Obligation 

With sense of obligation we refer to the expressed feeling of responsibility to deal with 

sustainability issues as a direct result from the nature of the firm’s operational or industrial 

impact on society and the climate. This motivating factor was reoccurring in almost every 

interview across the cases. 

 

In Alpha, sustainability was described as something everyone had to emphasize, both on 

the individual and organizational level; specifically, climate change was seen as one of 

the greatest challenges of our time needed to be addressed. There were many direct links 

between the company’s own operations and environmental impact; Alpha put extensive 

focus on integrating sustainability into the whole business model, and implementing 

activities aimed at increasing efficiency and minimize the negative effects that 

unavoidable core activities like production and distribution have on the environment.  
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Beta shared the perspective that businesses and industries account for a large portion of 

the effects on the environment and people, and therefore business has a responsibility to 

contribute to sustainable development. Again, climate change was seen as a substantial 

threat to the very existence of their current business model, which creates a strong sense 

of obligation to work with sustainable issues; not only through their employees, but also 

through their suppliers. Beta expressed that they feel obliged to take a leading role to 

influence others to take sustainable development seriously, something that was apparent 

when investigating their activity system. 

 

Gamma noted that their distribution has a negative effect on the environment and felt 

some obligation to work with this challenge. In comparison to the other cases, the focus 

on the negative impact of business on the environment was relatively low in Gamma and 

many positive outcomes of Gamma’s societal impact were highlighted; outcomes such as 

providing employment and securing income for people and producing sustainable 

products. We believe this positive attitude comes partly from the nature of their 

production. Gamma viewed their production as having potential to reach a net positive 

impact on sustainable development in contrast to the other case’s production. They argued 

that society and the climate actually would benefit if they were able to increase their 

production; they also described that they felt a sense of obligation to preserve their supply 

so that they could continue to produce sustainable products in a sustainable way. Also, 

worth noting is that Gamma is limited by political and legal barriers to how much they 

could produce.  

 

This observed sense of obligation to be sustainable as a means to ensure the future of 

organizations but also the planet, goes in line with the Brundtland definition presented in 

earlier chapters; it emphasizes that we have an obligation to be sustainable for future 

generations (Anand & Sen, 2000). We can also connect this motivator to one of Bansal 

and Roth’s (2000, p. 728) reasons for becoming sustainable – ecological responsibility – 

where it is identified that some companies were motivated by a concern for social good 

and interest in ethical aspects such as “doing the right thing despite extra costs.”. 

 

What we find interesting is that this sense of obligation to pursue sustainability and drive 

implementation of innovations, is shared by all companies, despite their core activities 

being vastly different. This shows that actively trying to solve sustainability challenges 

has become high priority for firms, and that the issues are so prominent that a wide variety 

of firms choose to work to improve the situation. 

5.2.4 Synergy and Competitive Advantages 

Many participants expressed that sustainable activities are synergistic, meaning that they 

have the potential to positively impact multiple aspects of the triple bottom line 

(Elkington, 1999). As an illustrative example, every case firm is in some way working 

with their energy supply and consumption as a means to benefit the climate while 

simultaneously cutting costs. However, we did notice subtle differences between the 

cases. Some participants alluded that sustainable activities are associated with an 

increased cost; thus, implementing synergistic activities is also about being tolerant to 

losses in the short term. Participants also expressed that sustainable activities enacted 

from a triple bottom line perspective can generate some competitive advantages and 

selling points. This finding is mirrored in other industries as well, for example the lodging 

industry: managers of hotels had a strong belief that doing business with a triple bottom 
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line approach would positively affect their long-term competitiveness (Boley & Uysal, 

2013, p. 236). This is also tied into the notion that sustainable business models are 

configured the way they are as a means to gain competitive advantages (Bocken et al., 

2014, p. 42). 

5.2.5 Employer Branding  

Participants expressed that employer branding was a motivator of business model 

innovation for sustainability. Although not strictly related, this finding ties into the 

finding that branding serves as a driver for corporate sustainability (Hockerts, 2015, p. 

103-105). We also find this motivator to be related to the motivator of seeking to gain 

competitive advantages through business model innovation for sustainability. As alluded 

by the participants, firms emphasize their sustainability work as a means to recruit highly 

skilled workers, who might also have an innate passion for sustainability, or seek to be 

part of a sustainable solution.  Our analysis here is that since the case firms operate in 

industries where the core product is in a late stage of its product life-cycle, these firms 

seek to recruit competency that allows them to gain competitive advantages through other 

forms of innovation, for example process innovation. 

5.2.6 Future Hygiene Factor 

One interesting finding from the cases is that participants alluded that sustainable 

activities are now considered a hygiene factor, even though they themselves have 

implemented sustainable activities to a large extent voluntarily. Participants alluded that 

the perception of sustainable activities as a hygiene factor is mostly driven by the demand 

side: customers and consumers; in some instances, it is also driven by suppliers. This 

seems plausible since studies have shown that sustainability concern is increasing 

(Einarsdottir et al., 2014), which would put pressure on firms to implement sustainable 

activities to sustain operations and ensure future survival. Moreover, this ties into the 

notion that business models are designed, and thus altered, with consideration of 

stakeholders’ activities (Amit & Zott, 2015, p. 341); if stakeholders are working 

sustainably and demand sustainable operations, the focal firm’s business model may be 

altered accordingly. We believe that this notion might be for the benefit of sustainable 

development on the one hand, since firms in all sectors might have to “up their game” 

and really acknowledge these trends, and to put higher emphasis on implementing 

sustainable activities. On the other hand, however, participants alluded that they do not 

want a “blanket model” about sustainability work coerced onto their firm. This could turn 

problematic, since it may cause firms without the necessary internal drivers (such as 

zealous leaders) to do “the bare minimum” concerning sustainability; for sustainable 

development to really move forward, we believe that firms must want to work with 

sustainability, not have to. 

5.3 Influencers of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability 

5.3.1 Financial Barriers 

One of the frequently observed influencers of business model innovation for 

sustainability was financial barriers. This finding is intuitive since conducting any 

business – whether sustainable or not – has costs associated to the activities. We find that 

financial barriers can be neatly connected to the constraint's antecedent of business model 

design (Amit & Zott, 2015), as financial matters to a great extent dictate what is possible 
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for a firm to do. Financial aspects and firm asset management might serve as a barrier to 

business model innovation for sustainability since a new business model might clash with 

the current configuration of assets (Chesbrough, 2010, p. 358). Moreover, innovative 

initiatives of any kind, with all the internal funding and human resource allocation 

connected to them, might be decided on by top management; however, they are oftentimes 

enacted by personnel who hold experience in running the organization profitably. These 

enactors have little incentive to keep up the search for a disruptive technology – or 

business model – as it might compromise the success and profitability of the firm 

(Christensen, 2003, p. 258). This touches the core of the complexity relating to 

sustainability (Hahn et al., 2015; 2018): how can we change our business model toward 

sustainability if the process of doing so implies that we are financially unviable, and that 

our operations might all together become compromised? Thus, lack of financial viability 

does indeed serve as a potential barrier to business model innovation for sustainability 

(Richter, 2013, p. 463). 

5.3.2 Technological and Practical Barriers 

Our empirical findings suggest that some business model innovation for sustainability is 

not possible unless the technological tools are available. This is supported by the rational 

positioning view of business model innovation (Martins et al., 2015), suggesting that 

business model innovation occurs as a reaction to exogenous shocks such as changes in 

platform technologies. Participants expressed that for their respective fields of operation, 

products and processes cannot be altered to such a great extent. Additionally, the firms 

we investigated are all in late stages of their product’s life-cycles, thus, radical and 

disruptive innovation related to the core raw material might occur at a naturally slower 

rate; because of financial barriers, firms may not be willing to invest in research of 

disruptive technologies that may cause comprehensive changes of their business models. 

This goes in line with findings from Ulvenbad et al. (2018), although with a slight 

alteration. Ulvenbad et al. (2018, p. 312) find that a presence of technological turbulence 

as part of a restrictive macro-environment serves as a barrier to business model 

innovation; since all case firms under our inquiry are in late stages of their core product’s 

life-cycle, it might rather be an absence of technological turbulence and seemingly low 

innovation potential of the core product that hinders business model innovation for 

sustainability. Moreover, in the quest of becoming truly sustainable, many of the 

investigated case firms are constrained by the technologies embedded in their value 

chains; and since they have to allocate their resources to support their core value creation, 

there might not be abundant resources left to invest in technological development of these 

value chains. Here, the case firms have chosen to make an impact where they are indeed 

able to: for example in-house energy production, and working with increasingly 

sustainable materials and processes. 

 

Further, participants alluded that many of their barriers for activity innovation for 

sustainability is of a practical nature. This neatly highlights the challenges for all business 

practice: how do we actually go about creating and delivering the value we say that we 

do? Finding practical solutions for enabling value creation, delivery and capture is a 

substantial challenge for businesses in all sectors, so it seems like common sense that this 

barrier also influences the decision of managers to do business model innovation for 

sustainability.  
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5.3.3 Cultural Barriers 

Participants expressed that company culture might influence business model innovation 

for sustainability. This is something that was not part of our initial conceptual model, as 

it did not occur explicitly in the initially received literature. However, the finding that 

participants expressed a notion of company culture being influential in business model 

innovation for sustainability goes in line with findings that culture has an effect on 

strategic flexibility during business model innovation; more explicitly, a creative 

company culture has a positive effect on business model innovation (Bock et al., 2012, p. 

301). We argue that a creative culture might not be enough. A creative culture can indeed 

be useful in generating novel solutions for business model innovation for sustainability, 

but if there is a strong resistance to change ingrained in the company culture, the decided-

on changes from management might not be enacted by the rest of the organizational 

structure. As such, business model innovation can be hindered by cognitive biases nested 

in the company culture (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002, p. 538). 

 

All of the aforementioned barriers tie into the environmental constraints imposed on the 

business model design process; they are formed by the conditions prevalent in the context 

in which the firm operates, and in the firm-specific resources and capabilities which allow 

the firm to perform its activities (Amit & Zott, 2015, p. 343). 

5.4 Revised Conceptual Model 

This section will close our discussion of the empirical findings and argue for a revised 

conceptual model describing the motivators and influencers of business model innovation 

for sustainability. In comparison to the model presented in Chapter 2, our revised model 

is primarily based on our findings from the investigated cases, secondarily it merges 

themes from the business model design literature (e.g. Amit & Zott, 2015) and the 

corporate sustainability literature (e.g. Hockerts, 2015). The reason for this is to paint a 

unified picture of the motivators and influencers of business model innovation for 

sustainability.  

 

Our revised model does not distinguish between the various degrees of business model 

innovation for sustainability (Schaltegger et al., 2012). The reason for this is that with our 

findings we cannot determine the nature of the connection between prevalence of 

motivators and influencers, and a certain degree of business model innovation; all we 

found was that the proposed motivators and influencers affected the decision to do 

business model innovation for sustainability in general. 

 

There are certain elements in our initial conceptual model which are not included in the 

revised model. Upon reading the received literature and constructing the theoretical frame 

of reference, we expected these now removed elements to be of greater importance in 

answering our research question; however, we could not identify sufficient empirical 

accounts concerning these topics or specific motivators to include in the revised model. 

 

The first element we removed from the initial model was the internal and external 

motivators, since we did not observe any significant difference in how the cases innovated 

their business model based on if the main motivator was internal or external. We have 

also stated that one motivator seldom is the cause for business model innovation for 

sustainability by itself; rather, there is a combination of more motives, which also makes 

it difficult to include this category as an influential building block. 
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The second element we removed from the initial conceptual model was the different 

sustainable business model groupings: technological, organizational and social. Indeed, 

we were able to classify the case firms’ business models as predominantly technological, 

organizational or social, however we could not propose any connection between more 

influential motivators and influencers, and which grouping an innovated business model 

for sustainability would belong to. Moreover, all case firms displayed features of 

archetypes belonging to all three groupings, which further complicates making any 

meaningful classification of sustainable business model resulting from business model 

innovation for sustainability. Hence, we decided to merge these three groupings into one: 

sustainable business models. 

 

 

Presented below is our revised conceptual model describing the motivators and 

influencers of business model innovation for sustainability:   

 
Figure 5: Revised Conceptual Model 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 

6.1 Research Questions and Study Purpose 

The research question we’ve sought to answer with this work followed:  

 

What are the motivators of – and how do they influence – business model innovation for 

sustainability? 

 

Upon presentation and analysis of the results, we can conclude that our research question 

has in part been answered. The one part of our research question relating to the motivators 

of business model innovation for sustainability, is answered by our identification of the 

motivators zealous leadership, sense of obligation, future hygiene factor, employer 

branding, goal-setting, synergy, and competitive advantage. However, we have not been 

able to establish a causal link between the motivators and their influence on business 

model innovation for sustainability per se, meaning we cannot determine which motivator 

has the highest influence on the decision to do business model innovation for 

sustainability; rather, we have identified three barriers that influence the managerial 

decision making process which marks the start of a business model innovation initiative: 

financial, technological, and cultural. The purpose of our study was to understand why 

and how firms innovate their business models for sustainability; we consider this purpose 

fulfilled. The “why” part of our purpose is fulfilled in the way that we have identified 

motivating factors for business model innovation for sustainability; the “how” part is 

answered by the accounts participants gave concerning the incremental nature of change 

within their respective firms. Additionally, we wanted to explore the challenges and trade-

offs related to business model innovation for sustainability; this purpose is fulfilled in our 

identification of the aforementioned barriers. Moreover, we have succeeded in gaining 

understanding concerning the motivators of business model innovation over time as well; 

participants indicated that the motivators have been somewhat consistent over time, but 

the intensity and focus regarding sustainable innovation have increased as the public 

debate has become more prevalent. 

6.2 Knowledge Contributions 

The knowledge contributions of this paper can be placed in several research streams: 

business model innovation, corporate sustainability, business model design, and business 

models. We contribute to the knowledge of business model innovation in several ways. 

First, we find that business model innovation for sustainability is motivated by a 

combination of internal and external drivers, and influenced by both internal and external 

barriers; this finding emphasizes that the three perspectives on business model innovation 

– the rational positioning view, the evolutionary view, and the cognitive view (Martins et 

al., 2015) are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Thus, we contribute to the knowledge 

of business model innovation by presenting a revised and simplified conceptual model of 

the phenomenon in relation to sustainability, and by consolidating notions from previous 

research. Second, since we find that large and older firms tend to change their business 

models for sustainability in an incremental manner by changing small elements of the 

existing business model, we contribute to the business model innovation literature by 

confirming that the phenomenon can occur in various degrees; in our study, we observed 

changes in business models that were similar to business model adjustment (Schaltegger 
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et al., 2012, p. 109); thus, we contribute to building validity to this stream of research, 

however in our case we do not have statistical empirical support to generalize this finding. 

Our findings contribute to the literature of corporate sustainability in that we find that 

sustainability initiatives can be driven by similar factors as proposed by Schaltegger et al 

(2012, p. 101) and Hockerts (2015, p. 103-105); thus, our knowledge contributes to 

building validity of previous research findings. Further, we contribute to the knowledge 

of business models by building further on the perspective that business models can be 

seen as activity systems (Zott & Amit, 2010): we do this by presenting how such systems 

can be visually represented in order to gain a deeper understanding of the connections 

between firm activities and value creation. Finally, we contribute to the literature of 

business model design by finding how the antecedents of business model design (Amit & 

Zott, 2015) influence business model innovation for sustainability; here we find that such 

antecedents may be present in designing (or innovating) a sustainable business model, as 

well as a conventional one, thus we contribute to the solidification of the construct. 

6.3 Practical Suggestions and Societal Implications 

This section outlines the practical contributions of our findings, which can be used for 

practitioners. First, in order to motivate business model innovation for sustainability, we 

suggest that firms work with company culture to foster a zeal for sustainability, and either 

through internal or external recruitment install a zealous leader; a key skill of this leader 

should be to set challenging, yet attainable goals relating to sustainability performance. 

Moreover, the leader should guide staff into a thinking of sustainable activities as being 

synergistic: profitability and operational efficiency does not necessarily have to be 

compromised by implementation of sustainable activities. In fostering a culture 

emphasizing sustainability, we suggest a common tool used by many firms today: 

workshops, and even perhaps funding competency extension through university courses 

addressing sustainability for employees. This may enhance the motivators of business 

model innovation for sustainability, while at the same time lowering the cultural barrier 

of the managerial decision-making process occurring ex ante the start of the innovation 

process. Moreover, any leader wanting to make changes toward sustainability needs a 

certain amount of freedom to operate; thus, governance boards can strive to develop a 

measure of “freedom to operate under responsibility” for top management of firms in 

order to facilitate innovation, and development for sustainability. Second, it will be 

important that the employees all through the ranks understand the importance of 

sustainability as a hygiene factor and a source of competitive advantage, and that they 

have a sense of obligation for pursuing sustainable business practice. This might be 

achieved by frequently alluding to industry benchmark reports concerning sustainability 

performance to highlight what competitors do to address the matter. Third, in order to 

overcome the financial barrier of the decision to do business model innovation for 

sustainability, firms can – for example – work toward a greater tolerance for carrying 

investment costs, or look for new revenue streams to finance sustainability initiatives: 

such as government grants or diversifying the offering portfolio. Fourth, overcoming the 

technological barrier is connected to the financial one in the regard that investments in 

research and development may lower the technological barrier in the long run. As such, 

firms seeking to incrementally make their business model sustainable may invest in, for 

example: long term infrastructure projects, projects to secure sustainable sourcing of raw 

material, and product development. 
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There are several societal implications of our findings. First, the findings describing the 

challenges concerning sustainability that businesses face on a daily basis can send a signal 

to the general public – and policy makers – that reality is often more complex than it may 

seem. The statement that sustainability can be achieved by balancing the triple bottom 

line is compelling; however, reality is in many instances vastly different – many variables 

and potential outcomes need to be considered – and finding the balance is by no means 

easy. Second, our findings that business model innovation for sustainability is in some 

cases an incremental process may help the general public and policy makers understand 

that organizational change rarely happens successfully overnight; change for 

sustainability that considers the entire triple bottom line takes a little time, and maybe it 

has to be allowed to do that for the sake of letting some locally important firms survive. 

Third, policy makers reading our report can increase their understanding of what 

businesses consider to be incentives for change toward sustainability; thus, policy makers 

can use the findings to craft incentive structures which steer businesses toward sustainable 

development in the long run. 

6.4 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

There are several limitations to our research. First, one assumption we have had 

throughout the study is that business models can be seen as activity systems, and that 

changes to individual activities represent a change in the entire system; thus, in order to 

observe a change in the system, we could look at changes of isolated activities, with their 

connected motivators, influencers, and challenges. This perspective could be a naive and 

flawed way of obtaining a representable picture of how business models change. 

However, as we found that the concept of business models is still not widely used and 

accepted – at least not in the firms under our inquiry – we stand by our decision of method 

since we believe it can open new avenues for business model research; however, we are 

open to the possibility that there may have been other appropriate ways of investigating 

this phenomena. 

 

We are also limited in the comparability aspect of the three cases. First, since there are 

differences between the cases and that our questions were shaped with an aim for 

participants to provide their own examples of activities, rather than us asking about 

information connected to specific types of activities; we are limited in the extent to which 

we can say how the motivators affect a certain type of business model innovation. Thus, 

for better generalizability, and a better view of the motivators for specific activities, we 

could have investigated activities of similar nature. 

  

Further, we are limited in making assessments as to what degree of influence a certain 

motivator has on business model innovation for sustainability. Since organizations may 

introduce multiple activities simultaneously with different motivators, we cannot make 

any conclusions about which motivator influenced the business model innovation the 

most. 

  

Our interview guide may have also been a limiting factor in terms of data collection, as it 

was quite extensive, and several questions were there to mainly provide contextual 

information and background to the cases’ operations and how they have changed over 

time. Some questions may have been redundant and in some cases taken focus from the 

focal questions that would provide the richest information in regard to our research 

question. This holds especially for the interviews where we experienced time pressure. 
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Because of the comprehensive interview guide we also made the decision to send out a 

copy of the questions prior to the interview, this may have contributed to some prepared 

and scripted answers. However, we did not perceive answers to have been fabricated to 

any meaningful extent; we believe that giving the participants time to prepare and recall 

specific events that occurred several years ago is important, and it outweighs the risk of 

dishonesty in answers since almost all participant were able to give thorough answers in 

regard to most questions.   

 

Concerning suggestions for future research, we would be interested in seeing future 

studies test the validity of our conceptual model in similar or different contexts, from a 

qualitative but also quantitative perspective. This would create more validity regarding 

the motivators and influencers of business model innovation for sustainability, but it 

could also give a more detailed understanding of the connections between the motivators 

and certain activities, and how those affect the design of the sustainable business model.  

 

We would also like to see some more research on the role of governance structure as an 

enabling or motivating factor for business model innovation for sustainability. This 

emerged as an interesting topic during the study and could be seen as an influential factor 

on which motivators and influencers were prevalent in our cases. Moreover, it would be 

interesting to see how governance structure affects the way firms approach sustainable 

development in general.   

 

We would further like to see research aiming at finding better ways to map sustainable 

business models and the components that go into them. However, this would require a 

much more comprehensive investigation of specific cases, combining both interviews, 

quantitative data, documentation, and objective observations.  

 

Investigating different types of case firms would also be an interesting avenue for future 

research. We suggest investigating if there are similarities or differences in motivators 

and influencers of business model innovation between traditional and older late-stage 

product life-cycle organizations, such as the ones we investigated, and younger firms 

which are early in their business model innovation process, or organizations that operate 

in early-stage product life-cycles.  
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Appendix 1. Interview Guide, English Version 

1. Please tell us briefly about yourself (education level & previous work 
experience) and explain your role in the company. 

a. Do you have any other managerial positions and engagements with 
other organizations, like board seats etc.? 

b. Please explain your role in decision-making in your firm 
 

2. Are you familiar with the concept of ‘business models’? 
a. Please describe what it means to you?  

  
3. Please describe how your company creates, delivers and captures value. 

a. For whom do you create and deliver value? 
b. Please describe the central activities your company performs today 
c. Have this changed over time? 

i. How did it change? 
ii. Why did these changes occur? 

 
4. Describe your definition of “sustainability” 

a. Describe the firm’s view on sustainability 
b. Why do you think sustainability is important?  
c. What role does businesses play in sustainability? 

 
5. When did your company start working with sustainability?  

a. Were you active in the firm at the time? 
i. If so, in what way were you involved in the sustainability work? 

 
b. Why did you start to work with sustainability?  

i. What/Who motivated the firm to make this change? 
ii. How did this process occur? (e.g. small steps, radical change in 

operations?) 
 

c. How has sustainability changed the way you do business? 
i. Has the view on sustainability in the firm changed? 

1. How?  
 

ii. Has the way the company works with sustainability changed 
since it was first implemented? 

1. How? 
 

iii. Were the motivations behind implementation of new company 
activities different before you started to work with sustainability?  

1. How? 
 

6. Please describe 1- 2 early activities the firm implemented in their sustainability 
approach. 

a. How did the activity come about? i.e. what inspired the idea for this 
activity? 

b. Were there specific problems or reasons that motivated this activity? 
i. What problems or reasons? 

1. Why were these significant to your firm?  
c. What did you seek to achieve by implementing said activity? 
d. Who were to benefit from this activity? 

i. Why is this group of significance? 
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7. Please describe 1- 2 more recent activities the firm implemented in their 
sustainability approach. 

a. How did they come about? i.e. what inspired the idea for this activity? 
b. Were there specific problems or reasons that motivated this activity? 

i. What problems or reasons? 
1. Why were these significant to your firm? 

c. What did you seek to achieve by implementing said activity? 
d. Who were to benefit from this activity? 

1. Why is this group of significance? 
 

8. Explain which challenges you faced when implementing sustainable activities in 
your company 

a. Describe if the challenges were internal or external 
i. How could you tell? 

 
 

9. Do you find that there are trade-offs concerning sustainability? 
a. According to you, what are these trade-offs? 
b. In what ways does your firm balance trade-offs in corporate 

sustainability? 
i. Why that particular balance? 

 
10. How do you view your company’s sustainability work in relation to you 

competitors’? 
a. Do you cooperate with anyone concerning sustainability?  

i. In what way?  
 

11. Looking forward, what are the sustainability challenges for your industry? 
a. What about for your firm individually? 
b. In what ways may you have to change your business model to address 

these challenges? 
 

12. Do you have any other comments relating to the topic we have discussed that 
could be of interest for our study, or any questions in general? 
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Appendix 2. Summarized Table of Motivators and Influencers of 

Business Model Innovation for Sustainability 
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Appendix 3. Interview Guide: Purpose of Questions and 

Theoretical Anchoring 



 

 

 82 



 

 

 

 

Business Administration SE-901 87 Umeå www.usbe.umu.se 

  

 

 


	Chapter 1: Introduction
	1.1 Background
	1.2 Research Gap
	1.3 Purpose and Research Question
	1.4 Contributions and Delimitations

	Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework
	2.1 Theoretical Overview
	2.2 Perspectives on Business Models
	2.2.1 Business Models as Attributes of Real Firms
	2.2.2 Business Models as Cognitive Schemas
	2.2.3 Business Models as Formal Conceptualizations

	2.3 Where Business Models Come From and How They Change
	2.3.1 Business Model Design
	2.3.2 Business Model Innovation

	2.4 Sustainability
	2.5 Conceptualizing a Sustainable Business Model
	2.6 Summary of Theoretical Framework

	Chapter 3: Methodology
	3.1 The Nature of the Link Between Theory and Research
	3.2 Epistemology
	3.3 Ontology
	3.4 Axiology
	3.5 Literature Search
	3.6 Research design
	3.6.1 Case Selection
	3.6.2 Data Collection
	3.6.3 Interview Guide
	3.6.4 Data Analysis

	3.7 Quality and Truth Criteria
	3.8 Ethical Considerations
	3.9 Limitations of Our Method

	Chapter 4: Empirical Findings
	4.1 How the Interviews Were Conducted
	4.2 Alpha
	4.2.1 Case Description
	4.2.2 Motivators and Influencers of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability

	4.3 Beta
	4.3.1 Case Description
	4.3.2 Motivators and Influencers of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability

	4.4 Gamma
	4.4.1
	4.4.2 Motivators and Influencers of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability


	Chapter 5: Analysis
	5.1 General discussion
	5.2 Motivators of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability
	5.2.1 Zealous Leadership and Values
	5.2.2 Goals and Vision
	5.2.3 Sense of Obligation
	5.2.4 Synergy and Competitive Advantages
	5.2.5 Employer Branding
	5.2.6 Future Hygiene Factor

	5.3 Influencers of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability
	5.3.1 Financial Barriers
	5.3.2 Technological and Practical Barriers
	5.3.3 Cultural Barriers

	5.4 Revised Conceptual Model

	Chapter 6: Conclusions
	6.1 Research Questions and Study Purpose
	6.2 Knowledge Contributions
	6.3 Practical Suggestions and Societal Implications
	6.4 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

	References
	Appendix 1. Interview Guide, English Version
	Appendix 2. Summarized Table of Motivators and Influencers of Business Model Innovation for Sustainability
	Appendix 3. Interview Guide: Purpose of Questions and Theoretical Anchoring


