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The world is facing many macro-level sustainability challenges, including poverty, 

climate change, inequality, and the finance gap. To solve these challenges and to 

contribute to sustainable development, effective actions and efforts are needed from 

companies working with other societal actors. Although companies are increasingly 

interested in sustainability issues, many sustainability related innovations and strategies 

do not reach their full potential, and sometimes even fail because companies tend to focus 

on internal and incremental improvements that mainly benefit its own interests and 

neglect the macro-level requirements of sustainable development. Sustainable 

development refers to processes that promote solutions to macro-level sustainability 

challenges over time. In this thesis, the target of sustainable development is called 

“system-level sustainability”. From the macro-level perspective, system-level 

sustainability refers to a state of the Earth which would offer the possibility of supporting 

the well-being and survival of humans and other life forever. System-level sustainability 

is based on the paradigm of strong sustainability – which acknowledges social-ecological 

resilience – whereby humans and nature are studied as an integrated whole and not as 

separate parts, given that humans and their well-being fundamentally rest on the capacity 

of the biosphere to sustain life. 

From the company perspective, therefore, contributing to system-level sustainability 

requires that companies understand the wider ecological and social systems within which 

they are operating, take responsibility for sustainability challenges by aligning their core 

business with sustainability principles, and incorporate environmental and social 

concerns into their business models and, ultimately, business practices. However, it is still 

unclear how system-level sustainability requirements may be integrated into business 

strategies and implemented in practice. The notion of sustainability target-driven 

business (STDB) is conceptualized in this thesis as encompassing a way of conducting 

business whereby a company integrates and operationalizes scientifically defined macro-

level sustainability targets and principles into its strategy and business practices, with the 

aim of contributing to system-level sustainability. 

Thus, the purpose of this thesis is to increase understandings of how for-profit companies 

can conduct business that is driven by sustainability targets. This is divided into two 

subtopics: the first focuses on planning and implementing sustainability target-driven 

strategies, and the second on creating and assessing system-level sustainable value. The 

objectives of the thesis are addressed through four individual publications. Case study 



 

 

research strategy was used in Publications I, III (single in-depth case study) and IV 

(multiple case study). In publications I and III, the data was collected through semi-

structured interviews from European horticulture company, while in publication IV data 

was collected through unstructured interviews from three companies working toward a 

circular economy. Publication II is a conceptual study and it combined existing 

approaches into new sustainability management framework. The sustainable 

development research field offers macro-level and scientific perspectives on 

sustainability which individual companies should operationalize. The corporate 

sustainability management field brings the macro-level perspective on sustainability to 

the business level, while the literature on sustainable business models provides the 

theoretical background for the linkage between individual company and system-level 

sustainability from the sustainable value creation point of view. Ultimately, a framework 

that includes managerial activities for conducting STDB is proposed. 

 

Keywords: system-level sustainability, sustainable business model, value creation, 

sustainable development, corporate sustainability management



 

 

Acknowledgements 

Up and down, back and forth and finally finding the golden mean – that’s the way I would 

describe my past five years. Looking back at the beginning of my doctoral journey, I 

remember my enormous enthusiasm: finally, I had found something I was really 

interested in. I wanted to learn more and more, but the more I learned, the more 

overwhelmed I was with all the information I gained. I didn’t know which path to follow. 

Nonetheless, here we are! 

First, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my supervisor, Professor Janne 

Huiskonen. You didn’t let me off easily, and that is something I am grateful for. Many 

times, I came to our meetings full of great ideas but left the room feeling like a flattened 

pancake or a deflated balloon. Nevertheless, without your critical feedback and our 

fruitful discussions, I wouldn’t have found the path and its end point. Now, I can say that 

I am proud of the final outcome I achieved under your supervision. 

I would like to thank my preliminary examiners, Professor, Dr. Florian Lüdeke-Freund 

and Dr. Doroteya Vladimírova, whose positive and encouraging feedback confirmed that 

I had gone the right way with my research. Thanks also to Assistant Professor, D.Sc. 

Samuli Patala for taking the time to be my opponent. 

This research was conducted at the Department of Industrial Engineering and 

Management at the Lappeenranta–Lahti University of Technology LUT, Finland, 

between 2017 and 2022. However, my interest in the topic emerged when I worked as a 

researcher at the Finnish Environment Institute (SYKE). I would like to thank all the 

people I worked with on the AARRE project (2015–2017) at SYKE. My talented 

colleagues inspired me to take a decisive step towards my doctoral degree. Special thanks 

to Sirkka Koskela, who guided us (then) young researchers to find our own areas of 

interest. I would also like to thank my dear old SYKE friends. I miss our magnificent 

years at SYKE, but I am happy that many of you have stayed in my life. Thank you 

Opintopiiri, which is still alive! 

I have been honored to have good friends at different stages of my life. You have all 

brought me joy and happiness in your own ways during this project and influenced who 

I am today. Therefore, I would like to thank you Mäläskät, Ymtetytöt and 

Mammaryhmittymä. 

Minttu, you shared my research pains and joys, but I also found a friend in you with whom 

to share private matters. When I first met you, I immediately felt a sense of togetherness. 

So, thank you for being part of this journey as a coauthor but especially as a friend. 

Sanna, thank you for three wonderful decades of friendship! 

Thank you, mom and dad; you have always encouraged me to study, always asked how 

it was going, and wished me “tsemppiä”! 



 

 

Lastly, thank you, my own dear family: Ilmari and Erno, we make a great team! 

 

Kaisa Manninen 

February 2022 

Kotka, Finland



 

 

Contents 

Abstract 

Acknowledgements 

Contents 

List of publications 9 

1 Introduction 11 
1.1 Research background and motivation ..................................................... 11 
1.2 Research gaps and theoretical framework ............................................... 14 
1.3 Conceptual positioning ............................................................................ 16 
1.4 Research objectives and research questions ............................................ 22 
1.5 Outline of the thesis ................................................................................. 25 

2 Theoretical background 27 
2.1 Sustainable development ......................................................................... 27 
2.2 Corporate sustainability management ..................................................... 31 
2.3 Sustainable business model ..................................................................... 37 

3 Research design 43 
3.1 Philosophical foundation and research approach .................................... 43 
3.2 Research strategies .................................................................................. 44 

3.2.1 Conceptual research .................................................................... 45 
3.2.2 Case study research ..................................................................... 46 

3.3 Research methods .................................................................................... 49 
3.3.1 Publication I ................................................................................ 50 
3.3.2 Publication II ............................................................................... 50 
3.3.3 Publication III ............................................................................. 51 
3.3.4 Publication IV ............................................................................. 52 

3.4 Quality of the research ............................................................................ 53 

4 Findings of the publications 59 
4.1 Publication I ............................................................................................ 59 

4.1.1 Background and objectives ......................................................... 59 
4.1.2 Main findings .............................................................................. 60 
4.1.3 Main contributions ...................................................................... 60 

4.2 Publication II ........................................................................................... 61 
4.2.1 Background and objectives ......................................................... 61 
4.2.2 Main findings .............................................................................. 61 
4.2.3 Main contributions ...................................................................... 62 

4.3 Publication III .......................................................................................... 62 
4.3.1 Background and objectives ......................................................... 62 



 

 

4.3.2 Main findings .............................................................................. 63 
4.3.3 Main contributions ...................................................................... 63 

4.4 Publication IV .......................................................................................... 64 
4.4.1 Background and objectives ......................................................... 64 
4.4.2 Main findings .............................................................................. 64 
4.4.3 Main contributions ...................................................................... 65 

5 Discussion 67 
5.1 Summary of the findings ......................................................................... 67 
5.2 Conducting sustainability target-driven business .................................... 71 

6 Conclusions 75 
6.1 Theoretical contributions ......................................................................... 75 
6.2 Implications for practice .......................................................................... 78 
6.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research ...................................... 81 

References 83 

Publications



9 

 

List of publications 

This dissertation is based on the following papers. The rights have been granted by 

publishers to include the papers in the dissertation. 

I. Laukkanen, M., Manninen, K., Huiskonen, J., and Kinnunen, N. (2021). 

Sustainable Value Creation for Advancing Sustainability Transition: An 

Approach to Integrate Company- and System-Level Sustainability. In: Aagaard, 

A., Lüdeke-Freund, F., and Wells, P. (Eds.). Business Models for Sustainability 

Transitions: How Organisations Contribute to Societal Transformation, pp. 89-

121. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. ISBN 978-3-030-77579-7. 

II. Manninen K., and Huiskonen, J. (2019). Sustainability Goal Setting with a Value-

Focused Thinking Approach. In: Aagaard, A. (Ed.). Sustainable Business Models. 

Innovation, Implementation and Success, pp. 89-118. Palgrave Studies in 

Sustainable Business In Association with Future Earth. Palgrave Macmillan, 

Cham. ISBN 978-3-319-93274-3. 

III. Manninen, K., and Huiskonen, J. Factors influencing the implementation of an 

integrated corporate sustainability and business strategy. (2022). Journal of 

Cleaner Production, 343. 

IV. Manninen, K., Koskela, S., Antikainen, R., Bocken, N., Dahlbo, H., and Aminoff, 

A. (2018). Do circular economy business models capture intended environmental 

value propositions? Journal of Cleaner Production, 171, pp. 413-422. 

Author's contribution 

Detailed descriptions of the author’s contributions to each publication are listed below. 

Publication I: The first author had the principal idea for the paper and was responsible 

for planning and coordinating the research process. Kaisa Manninen contributed to the 

collection and analysis of the literature and empirical data, and wrote the paper jointly 

with the first author. The paper was finalized and revised in collaboration with all the co-

authors. 

Publication II: Kaisa Manninen was the paper’s principal author and investigator. The 

author was responsible for planning and coordinating the research process, conducting 

the literature review, and developing the first version of the framework. The framework 

and the paper were revised jointly with the co-author. 

Publication III: Kaisa Manninen was the paper’s principal author and investigator. The 

author was responsible for planning and coordinating the research process, collecting and 

analyzing the empirical data, and writing the paper. The author finalized and revised the 

paper jointly with the co-author. 

Publication IV: Kaisa Manninen developed the research plan jointly with the co-authors. 

The author collected and analyzed the empirical data in collaboration with the second, 



List of publications 10 

third, and fourth authors. The author was the principal writer of the paper, but the paper 

was revised and finalized in collaboration with the co-authors. 



11 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Research background and motivation 

How can a company go about solving our world’s biggest macro-level sustainability 

challenges, such as poverty, climate change, inequality, and the finance gap? The answer 

is that it cannot be done alone. However, by joining other companies that subscribe to the 

goals of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals, and taking part in 

action at global, local and individual scales, businesses can help bring the world a step 

closer to solving these challenges, thus advancing sustainable development (United 

Nations, 2019). Indeed, effective action to solve these challenges is needed sooner rather 

than later. Yet, while companies are increasingly interested in sustainability issues, many 

sustainability related innovations and strategies do not reach their full potential, and 

sometimes even fail (Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018; Kiron et al., 2017), 

thereby not effectively contributing to sustainable development (Dyllick and Muff, 2016; 

Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020). Furthermore, companies tend to focus on internal 

and incremental improvements that mainly benefit the company itself and neglect the 

macro-level requirements of sustainable development (Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Landrum, 

2018; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020); in any case, incremental changes are 

insufficient, and more effective actions and efforts are needed from companies together 

with other societal actors, given the many simultaneous sustainability challenges the 

world is facing (Boons et al., 2013; Morioka et al., 2017). 

Sustainable development refers to a process that advances solutions to macro-level 

sustainability challenges over time (Shaker, 2015). In this thesis, the target of sustainable 

development is referred to as system-level sustainability. From the macro-level 

perspective, system-level sustainability can be described as a state of the Earth in which 

the well-being and survival of both humans and other life forms have the possibility of 

being sustained forever (Ehrenfeld, 2000). System-level sustainability is based on the 

paradigm of strong sustainability (Daly, 1990) – which acknowledges social-ecological 

resilience – whereby humans and nature are studied as an integrated whole and not as 

separate parts, given that humans and their well-being fundamentally rest on the capacity 

of the biosphere to sustain life (Folke et al., 2016). From the company perspective, 

contributing to system-level sustainability thus requires that an understanding of the 

wider ecological and social systems within which they are operating (Bansal, 2002). 

Moreover, to operate sustainably within these systems, companies must follow 

sustainability principles, which allow a clear and contextual definition of the 

sustainability target for a specific company (Broman and Robèrt, 2017; McElroy and 

Thomas, 2015; Missimer, Robèrt and Broman, 2017). Companies can contribute to 

system-level sustainability through their corporate sustainability (CS) management 

activities (Schaltegger, Beckmann and Hansen, 2013). By applying CS strategies, 

companies take responsibility for sustainability challenges, aligning their core business 

with sustainability principles (Broman and Robèrt, 2017) and incorporating 
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environmental and social concerns into their business model and, ultimately, business 

practices (Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020; Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos, 2014).  

As it is not truly realistic to expect commercially oriented companies to change their core 

business strategy to create value only for the common good (Dyllick and Muff, 2016), 

studies on the business case for sustainability link sustainability actions with economic 

benefits gained. Existing research has studied sustainability drivers, for example: 

variables directly influencing the economic success of voluntary sustainability activities 

(Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner, 2016; Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen, 2012). 

However, while these kinds of economic value-bounded drivers might be an easy way to 

explain the benefits of sustainability activities in business terms, they often lead to 

instrumental sustainability strategies which subordinate sustainability to economic 

benefits (Hahn et al., 2010). Research into sustainable business models (SBM) has 

recently presented a business perspective on CS management (Lüdeke-Freund and 

Dembek, 2017) in which SBMs are recognized as vehicles which help companies to 

operationalize their strategies into business success while advancing sustainable 

development (Bidmon and Knab, 2018; Bocken et al., 2014; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 

2013; Lüdeke-Freund, 2020; Upward and Jones, 2016). In addition, several tools and 

frameworks have been developed over recent years that aim to support companies that 

engage with sustainable development (Grainger-Brown and Malekpour, 2019). Yet many 

of these approaches are focused on mapping companies’ existing programs or value 

chains with sustainability goals, or on reporting and assessing companies’ performance 

in terms of sustainability goals. While such approaches help companies to investigate 

their current contribution to sustainability, they do not guide them towards developing 

sustainability strategies and practices that are aligned with sustainability principles and 

targeted to create a significant positive impact in critical and relevant areas for society 

and the planet: that is, that contribute to system-level sustainability (Dyllick and Muff, 

2016).  

There are, however, some rare approaches which provide more holistic guidelines for 

companies to target system-level sustainability. One of the more convincing of these – 

the result of almost 30 years of research – is called the framework for strategic sustainable 

development (FSSD) (Broman and Robèrt, 2017); it provides a process that can guide 

companies strategically toward a sustainability vision based on scientifically defined 

sustainability principles. The case company studied in Publications I and III used the 

FSSD framework in its sustainability strategy development phase, and, therefore, the 

rationale behind the framework, including its sustainability principles, is presented in 

Section 2.1. There are also approaches which direct the sustainability science perspective 

toward a target setting. For example, the Future-Fit Business Benchmark (FFBB) 

provides 23 science-based, business-tailored goals toward which all companies should 

aim, and the means to guide and assess progress toward the goals (Future-Fit Business 

Benchmark, 2021; Kurucz et al., 2017). Another approach, the Science Based Targets 

initiative (Giesekam et al., 2021), drives climate actions in the private sector by enabling 

companies to set science-based emissions reduction targets. Recently, the Science Based 

Targets for Nature extended the Science Based Targets initiative to address business 
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impacts across all ecological areas (SBTN, 2020). Common to these approaches is that 

they guide companies toward a scientifically defined sustainability state (only a 

greenhouse gas emission target in the case of the Science Based Targets initiative). The 

approaches thus challenge the traditional definition of business success in terms of 

increased profit and monetary returns to shareholders by advocating that successful 

business should engender outcomes at all scales, including macro-level natural systems, 

meso-level organizations, and micro-level individuals (Upward and Jones, 2016).  

This thesis focuses on the role of companies in contributing to system-level sustainability. 

It is obvious that a lot is known about the reasons why companies should do so (Engert, 

Rauter and Baumgartner, 2016; Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen, 2012), while 

what needs to be achieved in terms of such contributions can also be defined with the help 

of the natural and social sciences (Broman et al., 2017; Upward and Jones, 2016; 

Whiteman, Walker and Perego, 2013). However, it is still unclear how system-level 

sustainability requirements may be integrated into business strategies and implemented 

in practice (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). The notion of sustainability target-

driven business (STDB) is conceptualized in this thesis to encompass a way of conducting 

business wherein a company adopts one of the holistic approaches presented above or in 

other ways integrates and operationalizes scientifically defined macro-level sustainability 

targets and principles into its strategy and business practices, aiming to contribute to 

system-level sustainability. The purpose of this thesis is to increase the understanding of 

conducting sustainability target-driven business in for-profit companies.   

The main contribution of this thesis is the development of the framework for conducting 

STDB, which provides concrete management activities, thus clarifying the how-question 

presented above about the integration of sustainability requirements into business 

strategies and their implementation in practice. Contextually, the thesis focuses on 

pioneering for-profit companies whose sustainability maturity level is close to what 

Baumgartner and Ebner (2010) call systemic visionary: companies showing a highly 

developed commitment to becoming market leaders in sustainability issues. This context 

provides interesting insights into how for-profit companies can do successful business 

and contribute to system-level sustainability at the same time, hopefully offering 

encouraging guidelines for companies at the beginning of their sustainability journey. 

When a company knows its role in a global production and consumption system, it can 

consider its business from new perspectives. By developing new sustainability values-

based strategies, a company can harness and turn sustainability challenges into business 

opportunities, become part of solving those global challenges, and do profitable STDB at 

the same time. In this introduction chapter, the research gaps and theoretical framework 

guiding the thesis are presented. This is followed by a more detailed description of the 

research objectives, research questions, and conceptual position of the thesis.  



1 Introduction 

 

14 

1.2 Research gaps and theoretical framework 

To contribute effectively to sustainable development, companies need to be aware of 

system-level targets and how to get there. For business companies, “managing 

contributions to sustainable development is what corporate sustainability is about” 

(Schaltegger, Beckmann and Hansen, 2013, p. 219). The concept of corporate 

sustainability first appeared after the Brundtland Commission launched the definition for 

sustainable development in 1987 (WCED, 1987); however, the CS field is still evolving 

and different approaches to define, theorize, and measure it have been used (Meuer, 

Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020; Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). Indeed, CS is a 

complex endeavor, criticized for failing to contribute effectively to sustainable 

development and for its limited impact on managerial practices, as it can be unclear to 

companies what CS means, and how the requirements of sustainable development can be 

operationalized at the company level  (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010; Engert and 

Baumgartner, 2016; Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018; Kiron et al., 2017; 

Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020). 

In order to make a relevant contribution to sustainable development through their business 

operations, companies need strategic approaches toward CS management (Broman and 

Robèrt, 2017; Schaltegger, Beckmann and Hansen, 2013); in other words, companies 

must look at their role in the external environment within which they operate and seek 

sustainability challenges they can address with their business practices (Dyllick and Muff, 

2016). Moreover, they should incorporate general sustainability principles (Broman and 

Robèrt, 2017) into the company context and introduce environmental and social concerns 

into all their activities, measures, practices, and business operations (D'Amato and 

Korhonen, 2021; Montiel, 2008). In that way, companies can turn sustainability 

challenges into business opportunities and formulate strategies to solve these challenges 

through commercial activities. Implementing CS thus requires taking an integrated 

perspective on CS and strategic management (Baumgartner, 2014; Engert, Rauter and 

Baumgartner, 2016; Kitsios, Kamariotou and Michael, 2020). Although there have been 

studies on the factors supporting or hindering the integration of CS into strategic 

management (Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner, 2016), most have explored the issue of 

integration from the sustainability perspective and not from the perspective of strategic 

management. Thus, researchers have not discussed barriers and problems that 

companies often face in practice during this integration and there is an absence of 

guidelines concerning the integration of decision-making, strategic management, and CS 

(Kitsios, Kamariotou and Michael, 2020). 

SBMs are one way to take a business perspective on CS management (Lüdeke-Freund 

and Dembek, 2017). Through SBMs companies can operationalize their strategies into 

business success while advancing sustainable development (Bidmon and Knab, 2018; 

Bocken et al., 2014; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Lüdeke-Freund, 2020; Upward 

and Jones, 2016). The current SBM research field is wide ranging, focusing on SBM 

innovations (Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2018; 
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Shakeel et al., 2020), key features of SBMs (Goni et al., 2020), SBM archetypes (Bocken 

et al., 2014) and conceptual models, methods, and tools for SBM innovations and 

development (Pieroni, McAloone and Pigosso, 2019). Moreover, research has presented 

different strategies or approaches for SBMs, including, for example, the circular economy 

(CE) (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). In general, it is stated that SBMs are normatively 

grounded, meaning that sustainable development or social justice should guide SBM 

development and implementation. This has led to expectations that SBMs are a means to 

help solve ecological, social, and economic problems when following normative concepts 

such as sustainable development or social justice. However, SBMs that are truly aligned 

with system-level sustainability principles and SDGs are rare (Lüdeke-Freund and 

Dembek, 2017, p. 1670).  

In light of the identified research gaps presented above, the primary motivation for 

research for this thesis is the lack of understanding of how scientific sustainability 

principles can be integrated into strategy planning and implemented through business 

models in order to contribute to system-level sustainability. This gap limits for-profit 

companies’ augmenting their core business strategies and goals with long-term objectives 

of sustainable development, which is the main aim of STDB. Introducing STDB thus 

requires the combining of system-level sustainability principles and targets in a 

company’s strategy planning (Breuer and Lüdeke-Freund, 2017; Broman and Robèrt, 

2017). This includes defining the company’s vision of a sustainable future and 

formulating an integrated sustainability strategy, that is, one that includes sustainability 

targets and business goals that are aligned with system-level sustainability principles. 

Thus, the planning of integrated sustainability strategy requires that organizational values 

are aligned with a defined sustainability vision (Pedersen, Gwozdz and Hvass, 2018). The 

integrated sustainability strategy is implemented through an SBM (Rauter, Jonker and 

Baumgartner, 2017; Sommer, 2012), which mediates company-level impacts on the 

system level through sustainable value creation, and contributes to system-level 

sustainability (Bidmon and Knab, 2018; Lüdeke-Freund, 2020; Morioka, Bolis and 

Carvalho, 2018)  (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 Theoretical framework for planning and implementing sustainability target-driven 

business, and creating and assessing system-level sustainable value. 

1.3 Conceptual positioning 

The research fields of sustainable development, corporate sustainability management, 

and sustainable business models provide the main theoretical background for this thesis 

(Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 Theoretical background and conceptual positioning of the thesis. 

 

First, the sustainable development field offers a scientific sustainability viewpoint of 

business by providing requirements for system-level sustainability targets. Sustainable 

development is usually defined as the ability to meet the needs of the present without 
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concept by bringing it closer to companies’ strategy development and target-setting   
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Nations, 2019) are achieved in accordance with scientific sustainability principles. 

Scientific sustainability principles set the basic conditions that are necessary for 

companies to fulfill to protect ecological and social systems from degrading 

systematically. Therefore, these principles should guide companies’ decisions and 

behavior in their business practices. (Robèrt et al., 2012) 

Second, the CS management field enables social, environmental, and economic issues at 

different management levels to be linked in an integrated manner to transform 

organizations so that they may contribute to the sustainable development of the economy 

and society within the limits of the ecosystem  (Schaltegger, Hansen and Lüdeke-Freund, 

2016). A strategic perspective on CS management is taken, meaning that there is an 

overall goal or some specific vision of the nature of success, which, in this thesis, refers 

to both the business success of a company and the sustainability of the wider socio-

ecological system (Baumgartner and Rauter, 2017). In this thesis, the emphasis is on the 

normative orientation of a company, including its values, and on integrated sustainability 

strategy planning and implementation whereby the company’s targets and business goals 

are aligned with system-level sustainability principles, which guide decision-making. 

Third, the field of sustainable business models links the company level with the wider 

socio-ecological system. The choices made in integrated sustainability strategy planning 

are implemented through an SBM. SBMs help to describe, analyze, manage, and 

communicate a company’s sustainable value proposition to its customers and other 

stakeholders, along with how it creates and delivers this value, and how it captures 

economic value while maintaining or regenerating natural, social, and economic capital 

beyond its organizational boundaries (Schaltegger, Hansen and Lüdeke-Freund, 2016, p. 

6). In this thesis, the focus is on system-level sustainable value creation, which has a role 

in mediating the impacts of an individual SBM on the various stakeholders within the 

wider societal and ecological contexts in which a company operates, thereby providing a 

link between micro-level actions taken in companies and macro-level sustainability 

targets (Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016). This thesis considers CE business models as one 

form of SBMs which advance system-level sustainability and thus help create sustainable 

value (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The main concepts used in this study are defined in 

Table 1. 

Table 1 The key concepts and used abbreviations of this thesis and their corresponding 

definitions. 

Key concepts Definition 

Sustainable development Sustainable development refers to an economic, 

environmental, and social development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 

1987). The term describes the holistic approach and 
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temporal process toward system-level sustainability 

(Shaker, 2015). 

System-level sustainability System-level sustainability is the desirable 

sustainability state in the wider socio-ecological 

system (Lankoski, 2016) in which humans and other 

life will have the possibility to flourish forever 

(Ehrenfeld, 2000); it can be defined through 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United 

Nations, 2019) and scientific sustainability principles 

(Broman and Robért, 2017). 

Socio-ecological system The term socio-ecological system denotes that the 

economy and society are embedded within the 

biosphere as intertwined parts of the planet. It thus 

emphasizes that companies are also embedded parts of 

the biosphere and shape it from local to global scales. 

At the same time companies are shaped by, dependent 

on, and evolving with the biosphere. (Folke, 2016)  

Sustainability target-driven 

business (STDB) 

Sustainability target-driven business refers to a way of 

conducting business whereby a company adopts a 

holistic sustainability approach to business and 

integrates and operationalizes scientifically defined 

macro-level sustainability targets and principles in its 

strategy and business practices, aiming to contribute 

to system-level sustainability (drawing from e.g., 

Broman and Robèrt, 2017; Dyllick and Muff, 2016; 

Upward and Jones, 2016). 

Scientific sustainability 

principles 

The required state of system-level sustainability can 

be defined through four sustainability principles. The 

current phrasing of sustainability principles is the 

following: in a sustainable society, nature is not 

subject to systematically increasing… 

(i) …concentrations of substances extracted from 

Earth’s crust; 

(ii) …concentrations of substances produced by 

society; 

(iii) …degradation by physical means; and 

people are not subject to structural obstacles to (iv) 

health, (v) influence, (vi) competence, (vii) 

impartiality and (viii) meaning-making (Broman and 
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Robèrt, 2017; Missimer, Robèrt and Broman, 2017; 

Robèrt et al., 2012). 

Corporate sustainability 

management (CS 

management) 

Corporate sustainability management covers all 

systematic activities to measure, analyze and improve 

economic, social, and environmental aspects of a 

company to (a) achieve a sustainable development of 

the organization and (b) enable the organization to 

create a relevant contribution to the system-level 

sustainability of the economy and society, now and in 

the future (Schaltegger, Beckmann and Hansen, 2013, 

p. 220). 

Normative orientation The normative orientation of a company determines 

the basic management philosophy guiding strategic 

management, thus providing the overall direction for 

the company’s strategy planning (Baumgartner and 

Rauter, 2017). The normative orientation of a 

company is formed by the shared values of company 

members. In the sustainability context, the importance 

of sustainability is emphasized in a company’s vision, 

mission, and values statements (Breuer and Lüdeke-

Freund, 2017; 2015). 

Company values A company’s values reflect those of the people 

involved in it. Values define what people strive for 

(human values) and how they influence their behavior 

(motivational values) (den Ouden, 2012). 

Sustainability-related values act as principles that 

guide decision-makers toward desirable, trans-

situational economic, environmental, and social goals 

of varying importance (Schwartz, 2007). 

Integrated sustainability 

strategy 

A company’s integrated sustainability strategy aligns 

sustainability targets and business goals with system-

level sustainability principles, resulting in 

sustainability and business perspectives being equally 

considered in decision-making (Baumgartner and 

Rauter, 2017). 

Sustainable business model 

(SBM) 

A sustainable business model “helps describing, 

analyzing, managing, and communicating (i) a 

company’s sustainable value proposition to its 

customers, and all other stakeholders, (ii) how it 

creates and delivers this value, (iii) and how it captures 
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economic value while maintaining or regenerating 

natural, social, and economic capital beyond its 

organizational boundaries” (Schaltegger, Hansen and 

Lüdeke-Freund, 2016, p. 29). An SBM thus describes 

the sustainable value creation processes through 

which a company transforms input capital into 

outputs, and creates system-level sustainable value 

outcomes (Bocken et al., 2014; IIRC, 2021; Upward 

and Jones, 2016). 

Circular economy (CE) 

business model 

Business model that is “cycling, extending, 

intensifying, and/or dematerializing material and 

energy loops to reduce the resource inputs into and the 

waste and emission leakage out of an organizational 

system. This comprises recycling measures (cycling), 

use phase extensions (extending), a more intense use 

phase (intensifying), and the substitution of products 

by service and software solutions (dematerializing)” 

Geissdoerfer et al., 2020, p. 7).  

Sustainable value creation 

(SVC) 

Sustainable value creation combines 1) SVC 

processes that consider how a value proposition is put 

into practice through the activities, resources, and 

value network; and 2) sustainable value outcomes that 

consider how beneficiaries perceive value and what 

the actual impacts on the environment and society are 

(Bocken et al., 2014; Upward and Jones, 2016). 

Through SVC the impacts of an individual SBM are 

mediated to the various stakeholders within the wider 

ecological and societal context in which a company 

operates (Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016; Bocken et 

al., 2014; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2020). 

Sustainable value creation 

processes and outcomes 

Sustainable value creation processes consider how a 

value proposition is put into practice through the 

activities, resources, and value network of a business 

model, while sustainable value outcomes consider 

how beneficiaries perceive value and what the actual 

impacts on the environment and society are (Bocken 

et al., 2014; Upward and Jones, 2016).  

System-level sustainable 

value 

System-level sustainable value refers to realized 

positive economic, environmental, and social value of 

a socio-ecological system that positively contributes 

to a desirable sustainability state within the context in 
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which a company operates (drawing from e.g., Bocken 

et al., 2014; Lankoski, 2016; Upward and Jones, 2016; 

Williams et al., 2017).  

1.4 Research objectives and research questions 

It is not common in traditional profit-normative companies to conduct business which has 

as its target contributing to system-level sustainability (Upward and Jones, 2016). Profit-

normative companies refer to companies whose main interest is to create value for 

customers and shareholders, capture economic value itself, and enhance competitiveness 

(Zott, Amit and Massa, 2011). Therefore, the purpose of this thesis is to increase the 

understanding of conducting sustainability target-driven business in for-profit 

companies. This is divided into two subtopics of which the first focuses on increasing 

understanding of planning and implementing sustainability target-driven strategy, and the 

second on increasing understanding of how to create and assess system-level sustainable 

value. The main objective of the first subtopic is to describe how companies can integrate 

sustainability principles into their strategy planning, and explore factors influencing the 

implementation of strategy which is aligned with sustainability principles. The main 

objective of the second is to describe how companies can contribute to system-level 

sustainable value creation through their business.  

The main objective leads to the following research question: how can a company integrate 

scientific sustainability principles into strategy planning and implement the principles 

through business models in order to contribute to system-level sustainability? The 

subtopic-specific research questions are: 1) how can a company plan and implement 

sustainability target-driven strategy? 2) how can a company create and assess system-

level sustainable value? 

The objectives of the thesis are addressed in appended Publications I-IV (Figure 3) with 

separate publication-related objectives and research questions (Table 2). 
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Figure 3 Purpose of the thesis, research subtopics and objectives, and research questions. The 

research questions are answered through four individual publications utilizing different research 

strategies. 

 

Table 2 Research subtopics, questions and objectives addressed in appended publications. 

Research 

subtopics and 

questions 

Research 

questions related 

to the publication 

Objectives Publications 

1) 1) Planning and 

implementing 

sustainability 

target-driven 

strategy: 

2)  

3) How can a 

company plan and 

implement 

sustainability 

How can 

individual 

companies make 

their business 

sustainable and 

advance system-

level 

sustainability? 

To define the 

concept of system-

level sustainability 

 

I - Sustainable 

Value Creation for 

Advancing 

Sustainability 

Transition: An 

Approach to 

Integrate 

Company- and 

System-level 

Sustainability 

1) Planning and implementing sustainability target-driven strategies: to 

describe how companies can integrate sustainability principles into their 

strategy planning, and explore factors influencing the implementation of 

strategy which is aligned with sustainability principles

Research question

How can a company plan and implement sustainability target-driven strategy?

Purpose

To increase the understandings of conducting sustainability target-driven business in for-profit companies

Research question

How can a company integrate scientific sustainability principles into strategy planning and implement the principles through 

business models in order to contribute to system-level sustainability?

Research subtopics and objectives

2) Creating and assessing system-level sustainable value: to describe how 

companies can contribute to system-level sustainable value creation through 

their business

Research question

How can a company create and assess system-level sustainable value?

Publication II

Sustainability goal setting with a 

value-focused thinking approach

• Conceptual study

• Outcome: framework for values-

driven sustainability management

Publication III

Factors influencing the 

implementation of an integrated 

corporate sustainability and business 

strategy

• Case study: single case study

• Outcome: framework for integrated 

strategy implementation

Publication I

Sustainable value creation for advancing sustainability 

transition: an approach to integrate company- and system-

level sustainability 

• Case study: single case study

• Outcome: conceptual framework for the sustainable value 

creation approach for advancing sustainability transition 

and system-level sustainability

Publication IV

Do circular economy business 

models capture intended 

environmental value propositions?

• Combined conceptual study and 

case study: multiple case study

• Outcome: framework for 

evaluating the impacts of circular 

economy business models
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target-driven 

strategy? 

How can 

management align 

a company’s 

values with 

system-level 

sustainability 

principles?  

To provide a 

framework that 

supports managers 

to combine the 

values of decision-

makers, the 

sustainability 

objectives of the 

company, and 

system-level 

sustainability 

principles 

II - Sustainability 

goal setting with a 

value-focused 

thinking approach 

What are the 

factors influencing 

integrated 

corporate 

sustainability and 

business strategy 

implementation? 

To provide a 

comprehensive 

categorization of 

factors influencing 

the 

implementation of 

an integrated 

strategy 

III - Factors 

influencing the 

implementation of 

an integrated 

corporate 

sustainability and 

business strategy 

4) 2) Creating and 

assessing system-

level sustainable 

value: 

5)  

6) How can a 

company create 

and assess system-

level sustainable 

value? 

How can 

individual 

companies 

contribute to 

system-level 

sustainability 

through their 

business models? 

To understand how 

SVC provides a 

link between a 

company and 

system levels 

I - Sustainable 

Value Creation for 

Advancing 

Sustainability 

Transition: An 

Approach to 

Integrate 

Company- and 

System-level 

Sustainability 

Do circular 

economy business 

models contribute 

system-level 

sustainability from 

the environmental 

value creation 

perspective?  

To identify 

potential system-

level impacts of 

circular economy 

business models 

 

IV - Do circular 

economy business 

models capture 

intended 

environmental 

value 

propositions? 
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1.5 Outline of the thesis 

The thesis comprises two main parts. The first contains a summary of the study as a whole 

and the second consists of four individual, complementary publications. In this first part, 

Chapter 1, introduces the research background and motivation for the study, identifies 

research gaps, presents the theoretical framework for the thesis, and describes its 

objectives and research questions. Chapter 2 addresses the theoretical background of the 

thesis, discussing literature from the fields of sustainable development, corporate 

sustainability management, and sustainable business model research. Chapter 3 details 

the research design, including the philosophical foundation of the thesis, research strategy 

choices, and quality assessment. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the individual 

publications by focusing on the background and objectives, key conclusions, and 

contributions. Chapter 5 summarizes the findings in a framework of conducting 

sustainability target-driven business and discusses suggested activities and phases for the 

conduct of STDB. Chapter 6 concludes the first part of the thesis and presents its main 

theoretical contributions, implications for practice, and limitations and suggestions for 

future research. The second part comprises the individual publications, each providing 

different perspectives onto the main research topic. 
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2 Theoretical background 

Describing the theoretical background of the thesis in detail, this section is divided into 

three different subsections corresponding to the three major streams of research in which 

the thesis is positioned: sustainable development, corporate sustainability management, 

and sustainable business models. The first sub-section focuses on sustainable 

development, offering the macro-level and scientific perspective onto forms of 

sustainability which individual companies should operationalize. In the second sub-

section the macro-level perspective on sustainability is brought to the company level 

through corporate sustainability management. In the third sub-section, sustainable 

business model literature provides the theoretical background for the linkage between 

sustainability at individual company and system levels from the sustainable value creation 

point of view. 

2.1 Sustainable development 

The concept of sustainable development has increased people’s understanding of the 

relationships between environmental and socio-economic issues. It has been developed 

due to growing awareness of the link between increased environmental and socio-

economic problems and concerns about a healthy future for humanity. (Hopwood, Mellor 

and O'Brien, 2005) The Brundtland Report provides the most commonly used definition 

of the concept: “sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(WCED, 1987). However, the concept of sustainable development is contested and open 

to interpretation, leading to a situation in which it can range from being almost 

meaningless to representing something of extreme importance to humanity (Giddings, 

Hopwood and O'Brien, 2002; Hopwood, Mellor and O'Brien, 2005). The usual model for 

sustainable development presents the three separate but connected rings of environment, 

society, and economy, indicating that these three sectors are at least in part independent 

of each other (Hopwood, Mellor and O'Brien, 2005). However, the reality is that people 

are dependent on the society, society exists within and is dependent on the environment, 

and the economy exists within society (Figure 4). If these three rings are seen as separate, 

decisions can lead to weak sustainability actions wherein trade-offs are made between the 

three sectors and built capital replaces or substitutes for natural resources (Giddings, 

Hopwood and O'Brien, 2002). Yet the nested dependency of the three dimensions of 

sustainable development is also a simplified abstraction of the truth. In reality, a multitude 

of environments, societies, and economies exist at different spatial scales. 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted by all United Nations 

Member States in 2015, and included 17 SDGs and 169 targets (United Nations, 2019). 

The SDGs, which aim to provide a more sustainable future for all and will trace the 

sustainability path until 2030, are an interconnected set of measurable goals designed to 

address interrelated challenges and achieve global sustainable development. They are 
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addressed to all actors in society: governments, civil society, non-profit organizations, 

and the private sector (Mio, Panfilo and Blundo, 2020). Achieving the SDGs and 

solutions requires understanding of socio-economic and environmental interconnections 

(Folke et al., 2016; Griggs et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2015). Therefore, alongside SDGs, a 

number of approaches need to be implemented. These include systemic approaches that 

consider the stable functioning of the Earth’s systems as a whole, such as the planetary 

boundary approach (Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015), and approaches that 

take into account the activities and components that interact across organizational levels, 

space, and time – in other words, that enable systems integration (Liu et al., 2015). 

However, these systemic approaches are not necessarily designed to be “down scaled” or 

“disaggregated” to smaller levels, such as nations or local communities (Steffen et al., 

2015), even less to the company level. However, the planetary boundaries approach can 

be used to connect to the natural science perspective on management studies, to refocus 

in order to study the interconnections of individual companies with macro-level systems, 

and to measure the role of companies in the decline of Earth’s systems (Whiteman, 

Walker and Perego, 2013). 
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Figure 4 The 17 Sustainable Development Goals positioned in relation to the nested concepts of 

environmental, social, and economic pillars (adapted from Folke et al., 20161). 

 

Although sustainable development deals with issues at the wider systemic level, 

companies – along with governments and civil society actors – are equally called on to 

pursue a more sustainable path forward (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002; Milne and Gray, 

2013; Scheyvens, Banks and Hughes, 2016), as businesses are most likely the largest 

interface between humanity and global biophysical and social systems (Broman et al., 

2017). For companies, advancing sustainable development means implementing macro-

level SDGs at the micro-level, and therefore it is not necessary directly apparent where 

the advantage for business lies in pursuit of these actions within the prevailing economic 

 
1 Reprinted from Ecology and Society. Vol 21(3): 41. Authors Folke, C., Biggs, R., Norström, A. V., Reyers, 

B., and Rockström, J. “Social-ecological resilience and biosphere-based sustainability science”. Copyright 

(2016), with permission from Ecology and Society. 

The figure is redrawn from Rockström, J., and P. Sukhdev. (2014). “From MDGs to SDGs: transition to a 

development paradigm of human prosperity within a safe operating space on Earth”. Input to the 11th 

session of the UN Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals, 30 April, 2014. UN, New 

York, New York, USA. 

Sustainable Development Goals and icons used in the figure follow the guidelines: 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/.  
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paradigm. Ultimately, the subjectivity, complexity, and often competing interests of 

sustainable development have limited the effectiveness of integrating SDGs into 

mainstream business strategy (Sullivan, Thomas and Rosano, 2018).  

Twenty years ago, eco-efficiency was seen as the guiding principle for pursuing 

sustainable development from the company perspective (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002), 

and this is still widely used as a measure of sustainability (Caiado et al., 2017). Alone, 

however, eco-efficiency is insufficient to deliver the holistic changes necessary to achieve 

long-term social and environmental sustainability (Bocken et al., 2014). As it is defined 

as the ratio of value added to environmental impact added per unit (Schaltegger and 

Burritt, 2005), eco-efficient improvements do not counter the absolute impacts created by 

current economic growth (Ehrenfeld, 2000). Therefore, even when sustainability targets 

based on comparisons relative to a baseline year, to current best practice, or to a 

company’s own internal targets can indicate progress toward sustainability in the form of 

decreased emissions per production unit, a company’s overall net impact on the 

environment can still be negative, causing increased harm to the environment year by 

year (Kurucz et al., 2017). Instead, companies should understand the interconnectedness 

of ecological, societal, political, and economic subsystems; this leads to a situation in 

which natural limits are imposed on companies’ economic growth “as all physical 

resources are ultimately drawn from the earth” (Bansal and Song, 2017, p. 124). 

Therefore, approaches that link the macro-level sustainable development concept with 

micro-level company level operation are needed to advance system-level sustainability 

(Dyllick and Muff, 2016). 

The framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD) is an approach which 

suggests a five-level model for both approaching goals and backcasting in order to assist 

companies in understanding global sustainability challenges, in putting themselves in that 

sustainability context, and in moving themselves strategically towards sustainability 

(Broman and Robèrt, 2017). In its strategy development process, the case company 

presented in Publications I and III utilized the FSSD, which defines a required end state 

for society based on robust, comprehensive, and generic principles for sustainability, and 

facilitates planning and action toward it (Baumgartner and Rauter, 2017). The current 

phrasing of sustainability principles takes the following form: in a sustainable society, 

nature is not subject to systematically increasing (i) concentrations of substances 

extracted from Earth’s crust; (ii) concentrations of substances produced by society; (iii) 

degradation by physical means; and people are not subject to structural obstacles to (iv) 

health, (v) influence, (vi) competence, (vii) impartiality and (viii) meaning-making 

(Broman and Robèrt, 2017; Missimer, Robèrt and Broman, 2017; Robèrt et al., 2012). 

Based on the sustainability principles, companies can build a sustainability vision within 

the context in which they operate, allowing them to identify the gap between the current 

state and the required future state. The next phase is to think up innovations and solutions 

that will bring companies closer to that vision. Finally, companies need to devise a plan 

of what must be done and when. The FSSD aims to be a unified and structured framework, 

and one which allows the added use of other methods and tools during the process. 

Applying the FSSD approach, or any of the approaches guiding companies toward a 



2.2 Corporate sustainability management 

 

31 

scientifically defined sustainability state, can require companies to change their core 

values, business strategy, and ultimately business model. These steps are discussed in 

detail in the following sections. 

2.2 Corporate sustainability management 

Corporate sustainability (CS) management refers to the managing company’s 

contribution to sustainable development.  

CS management covers all systematic activities to measure, analyse and improve 

economic, social and environmental aspects of a company to (i) achieve a 

sustainable development of the organization and (ii) enable the organization to 

create a relevant contribution to a sustainable development of the economy and 

society, now and for the future (Schaltegger, Beckmann and Hansen, 2013, p. 220).  

As noted in Section 2.1, sustainable development is a macro-level concept which should 

be considered in the light of interconnections between several environments, societies, 

and economies. Therefore, CS management involves downscaling system-level 

sustainability requirements to the company level, which can be defined in terms of 

scientifically defined sustainability principles (Broman and Robèrt, 2017). For this 

purpose, the FSSD and similar kinds of approaches can be useful as they are designed to 

aid companies in understanding the global sustainability challenge and the self-benefit of 

sustainability proactivity, as well as how to conduct the hands-on co-creation of attractive 

sustainable futures and concrete stepwise transformations to such visions (Broman et al., 

2017, p. 5). Yet targeting system-level sustainability is not common practice in traditional 

profit-normative companies (Upward and Jones, 2016); therefore, to understand what it 

requires, the CS management literature is examined and reviewed.  

The concept of CS is often used interchangeably with corporate (social) responsibility. 

Although both concepts tackle the relationship between business and society, they have 

distinctly different historical development trajectories: ethics and normative economics 

can be linked to corporate responsibility, whereas the background of sustainability is in 

the natural sciences (Bansal and Song, 2017). The difference can be concretized with the 

following example: 

Business ethicists provide a knowledge system that evaluates humanistic values in 

management, but cannot model changes in productivity, for example. Scientists, on 

the other hand, can model changes in productivity based on facts and simulations, 

but they cannot explain why high productivity should be the ultimate goal, 

especially vis-á-vis other goals. Scientists aim to discover the causes for 

productivity; ethicists give meanings to productivity. Thus, ethics and science 

pursue different scholarly inquiries for their own purposes. (Bansal and Song, 2017, 

p. 120)  
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Today, however, discussions, responsibility, and sustainability have converged, and their 

distinctiveness has been lost (Bansal and Song, 2017; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 

2020; Montiel, 2008). The term “corporate sustainability” is used in this thesis, but it also 

encompasses the ethical view of business as explained in the following. 

The orientation that companies should have toward sustainable development in terms of 

their business is normatively grounded; that is, it reflects companies’ obligations, claims, 

and duties (Bansal and Song, 2017) insofar as they relate to sustainable development. The 

institutionalization of sustainable development increases companies’ willingness to 

respond to sustainable development requirements, leading to companies’ valuing their 

advancing sustainability issues (Bansal, 2002). Meanwhile, there are increasing numbers 

of pioneer companies that act as core drivers for sustainable development by influencing 

or even shaping markets and societies toward more sustainable practices through their 

sustainability-oriented businesses (Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen, 2016). The 

willingness of a company to respond to sustainable development and act as a pioneer 

stems from its normative orientation toward advancing sustainability, which directs it to 

find business opportunities connected with sustainability issues. Such a normative 

orientation is formed by the shared values of company members, leading to the 

importance of sustainability being emphasized in the company’s vision, mission, and 

value statements (Breuer and Lüdeke-Freund, 2015; 2017). CS management can be 

divided into three interrelated levels: normative, strategic, and operational management 

(Baumgartner, 2014). Normative management determines the basic management 

philosophy when dealing with issues related to a company’s sustainability vision, 

mission, and organizational culture. Strategic management is the process comprising the 

construction and development phase of a strategy (Baumgartner and Rauter, 2017) 

providing the overall direction for corporate activities based on the vision and mission 

defined at the level of normative management. Operational management considers 

implementation of the normative and strategic objectives and the sustainability strategy 

in the different areas and functions within the company (Baumgartner, 2014). 

The management philosophy formed at the normative management level influences the 

behavior and decisions of employees and managers. Therefore, if the idea of advancing 

sustainable development is rooted in employees’ and managers’ values, attitudes, and 

beliefs, it is also influential at the strategic and operational levels, when social and 

environmental dimensions are integrated, for example, into a company’s mid and long-

term goals and sustainable business model development (Baumgartner and Rauter, 2017). 

Kiesnere and Baumgartner (2019) have applied Baumgartner’s management levels 

(2014) and offered a framework for CS/CSR with different management levels and 

contextual factors. Using the framework, assessment can be made of the relevance of 

sustainability in a company’s context, the integration of sustainable development in 

normative and strategic management levels, and the breadth of sustainability impacts at 

the operational level. 

A recent study of companies’ CS strategies  (Kiron et al., 2017) showed that although 

90% of companies considered a sustainability strategy important, only 60% of them have 
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one, and only 25% have developed a clear business case: that is, have developed a 

sustainability strategy that is relevant to their core business and that advances their overall 

business strategy. Moreover, as noted above, many CS innovations and strategies do not 

reach their full potential or even fail  (Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018; Kiron 

et al., 2017), thereby not contributing effectively to sustainable development  (Dyllick 

and Muff, 2016; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020). According to Meuer, Koelbel and 

Hoffmann (2020, p. 320) the fundamental reason for this is the lack of clarity among 

researchers and practitioners about the essence of CS, which means that almost any 

company action can be labelled sustainable – a problem shared by the concept of 

sustainable development, discussed in Section 2.1. Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann (2020) 

suggests four attributes which would improve the clarity of the concept of CS: the genus 

describes the family of objects to which corporate sustainability belongs, and three 

differentiae describe the specificity of sustainable development, the level of ambition, and 

the level of integration (Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5 The “corporate sustainability cube” (adapted from Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 

20202). 

 

More specifically, Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann pointed out that scholars define CS as 

belonging either to a family of specific components of a company’s design (e.g., practices, 

 
2 Reprinted from Organization & Environment. Vol 33(3). Authors Meuer J., Koelbel, J., and Hoffmann, 

V. H. “On the Nature of Corporate Sustainability”. Pages No. 319-341, Copyright (2019), with permission 

from SAGE Publishing. 



2 Theoretical background 

 

34 

processes, strategies) or to ways of doing business (e.g., approaches, concepts, 

paradigms). How scholars define the genus influences the stringency level of the 

definition of CS. If the CS genus is related to a company’s design, more lenient definitions 

are used. If it is seen more as a management paradigm, the role of a company in wider 

ecological and social systems is also considered. The three differentiae attributes help to 

explain how a specific conceptualization of CS differs from other variants in its family: 

first, the “level of ambition” specifies the extent to which companies must exert effort; 

second, the “level of integration” describes the extent to which corporate sustainability is 

integrated into a company’s core activities; third, the “specificity of sustainable 

development” describes whether the social, economic, ecological, and intergenerational 

dimensions of sustainable development are included in the definition of CS.  

Lankoski (2016) has provided a systematic examination of alternative conceptions of 

sustainability in a business context. She employs the definition of system-level 

sustainability to describe sustainability as a desirable state in the wider system wherein 

the business organization is nested (Figure 6). Moreover, she presents three constituent 

dimensions that can produce variation in how sustainability in a business context may be 

conceived. The first, the scope dimension, deals with the content domain of sustainability 

and considers what are consequently regarded as sustainability issues; thus, it corresponds 

closely differentia attribute of specificity by Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann  (2020). 

Lankoski’s second dimension, substitutability, refers to the extent to which poor 

performance in one sustainability issue can be compensated for by good performance in 

another. The third dimension, goal orientation, refers to the benchmark, absolute or 

relative, by which sustainability is assessed.  
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Figure 6 An illustration of the three constituent dimensions underlying alternative conceptions 

of sustainability in a business context (adapted from Lankoski, 20163). 

 

To summarize the CS management aspects presented here (i.e., Kiesnere and 

Baumgartner, 2019; Lankoski, 2016; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020), it can be 

stated that the relevance of CS for different companies can vary depending on their 

context, and is influenced by different context-specific factors, such as business 

environment factors, sector-specific factors, and stakeholder factors (Baumgartner, 

2014). The integration of CS at different management levels can vary from total 

ignorance, through being regarded as an add-on topic, to full integration. The level of 

ambition with regard to CS can vary from low to high depending on, for example, goal 

orientation, substitutability, or the strictness of the CS definition. The breadth of impacts 

can vary according to the extent the strategic goals cover each of the sustainability 

dimensions. Baumgartner and Ebner (2010) presented four sustainability strategy types – 

introverted, extroverted, conservative, and visionary – which consider different 

sustainability issues with varying breadth of impacts. Based on these sustainability 

strategy types, the STDB represents the most the systemic visionary type. It means that a 

company conducting STDB shows a highly developed commitment to becoming a market 

leader in sustainability issues and in all sustainability dimensions. Reflecting the 

definition of the CS genus by Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann (2020), the STDB is more 

 
3 Reprinted from Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol 139. Author Lankoski Leena. “Alternative 

conceptions of sustainability in a business context”. Pages No. 847-857. Copyright (2016), with permission 

from Elsevier. 
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a holistic way of doing business than just an add-on process to current business practices. 

Therefore, CS management aspects are interpreted in their stringent forms when 

conducting STDB. For example, a company’s vision, mission, and value statements are 

aligned with a scientifically defined desirable state of sustainability, and sustainability 

issues are fully integrated into business strategy development, leading to integrated 

sustainability and business strategy. A synthesis of the aspects of CS management, their 

definitions, and their relationship with STDB are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3 A synthesis of the aspects of corporate sustainability management and their definitions 

(adapted from Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019; Lankoski, 2016; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 

2020), and their relationship with sustainability target-driven business as interpreted by the author 

of this thesis. 

Synthesis of the aspects of 

corporate sustainability 

management  

Definition of the aspect 

Corporate 

sustainability 

management aspects 

related to 

sustainability target-

driven business 

Contextual relevance 

The relevance of business 

environment, business 

sector, and stakeholders 

to the company. 

Company considers its 

role of advancing wider 

sustainability challenges 

its own specific context. 

Sustainability integration at 

different management levels 

Sustainability integrated 

at normative, strategic, 

and operational levels. 

Sustainability as add-on, 

instrumental means, or 

fully integrated into each 

management level. 

Sustainability has a 

normative guiding role. 

Sustainability issues are 

integrated with business 

strategy. Holistic 

sustainability strategy 

focusing on 

sustainability issues 

within all business 

activities. 

Ambition for sustainability  

The extent of efforts 

made to reach 

sustainability goals; the 

extent to which 

sustainability issues can 

substitute for each other. 

Aims to, e.g., advance, 

maintain, or regenerate 

sustainability issues; 

poor performance in 

one sustainability 

dimension cannot be 

compensated for by 

good performance in 

another. 



2.3 Sustainable business model 

 

37 

Breadth of sustainability 

impacts 

Conception of 

sustainability issues from 

one topic to three- or 

four-dimensional 

sustainability; relative or 

absolute benchmark 

against sustainability 

impacts is assessed.  

Inclusive, combining all 

the sustainability 

dimensions, using 

absolute and relative 

measures as 

benchmarks, but 

targeting absolute 

decrease in total 

sustainability impacts, 

considering ecological, 

social, and economic 

thresholds. 

2.3 Sustainable business model 

As described in Sections 2.1 and 2.2, when conducting STDB, companies set a 

scientifically defined, desirable sustainability state as a target for their business, align the 

company’s vision, mission, and value statements with this state, and integrate 

sustainability issues into business strategies. To take a step further, the business model 

perspective helps to clarify how integrated sustainability strategy is put into practice 

(Rauter, Jonker and Baumgartner, 2017; Sommer, 2012), and how the company level 

impacts are mediated to the system level through sustainable value creation (SVC) 

(Bidmon and Knab, 2018; Lüdeke-Freund, 2020; Morioka, Bolis and Carvalho, 2018). 

Therefore, it is appropriate that the SBM literature, especially that focusing on the SVC 

perspective, is examined next. 

The concept of the business model (BM) was originally developed for and used in purely 

profit-oriented organizations (Chesbrough, 2010; Glinik et al., 2021; Osterwalder, 

Pigneur and Tucci, 2005; Teece, 2010). Today, however, a growing number of 

researchers dealing with sustainable development in general, as well as corporate 

sustainability, corporate social responsibility, or sustainable design, are exploring 

whether and how the business model concept can be used to investigate business-based 

solutions for ecological and social problems (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). This 

interest has created the research stream related to SBMs, whose impact on current 

understandings has rapidly expanded in years since Stubbs and Cocklin (2008) published 

an article entitled “Conceptualizing a ‘Sustainability Business Model’”. Since then, a 

number of articles dealing with new technologies and social practices have been 

published, facilitating understanding of ways in which societies become more sustainable 

(Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). Eight sustainable business model archetypes are 

presented in a seminal article in the SBM research field (over 1200 citations in Scopus in 

August 2021) (Bocken et al., 2014): archetypes developed to provide a common language 

to accelerate the development of sustainable business models in research and practice. 

Following that, articles framing the concept of SBM (Upward and Jones, 2016), review 
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articles (Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018; Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017; 

Nosratabadi et al., 2019; Pieroni, McAloone and Pigosso, 2019), and special issues 

dealing with a variety of SBMs (Dentchev et al., 2018; Schaltegger, Hansen and Lüdeke-

Freund, 2016) and the cross-disciplinarity of SBM research (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2021) 

have emerged. Despite conceptual development, SBM research has been strongly 

practical, presenting, for example, a variety of tools, frameworks, and other practical 

approaches for SBM development and innovation (e.g., Bocken et al., 2013; Geissdoerfer, 

Bocken and Hultink, 2016; Joyce and Paquin, 2016; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2018; 

Vladimirova, 2019; Yang, 2014). A recent research call, edited by Pinkse et al., (2020) in 

the journal Organization & Environment, invited scholars to draw on organization theory 

to examine how and under what conditions the development and implementation of SBMs 

are related to organizational change, and to what effect. This call makes it apparent that 

the field is on its way to establishing a strengthened theoretical foundation for SBM 

research in the future. 

The core concept of business model discussion and, therefore, also SBM research is value 

creation, as the common understanding of a business model is that it describes the 

rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, and captures value (Biloslavo, Bagnoli 

and Edgar, 2018; Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010). The management 

research field is multidisciplinary in nature and there are, therefore, different perspectives 

onto what value creation is and how it can be achieved. The differences relate, for 

example, to the targets or users for whom value can be created and to the potential sources 

of value creation (Lepak, Smith and Taylor, 2007), although the concept of value has 

different meanings depending on the level and the context in which it is considered (den 

Ouden, 2012). The classic economist view distinguishes between use value and exchange 

value, with use value referring to the specific qualities of a product perceived by 

customers in relation to their needs. Exchange value refers to price, so it is the monetary 

amount realized at a single point in time when the exchange of the good takes place. 

(Bowman and Ambrosini, 2000, p. 2-3) However, the increased interest in CS 

management has also widened the perspective on value to include triple bottom line value 

(Elkington, 1994) and shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2011). The value perspective 

onto the sustainability context thus encompasses individual and company levels, but also 

those of the environment and society (Bansal and Song, 2017). The concept of value can 

be considered in more detail in a business model which emphasizes a system-level, 

holistic approach to explain how companies “do business” (Zott, Amit and Massa, 2011).  

SBM research takes an extended notion of value and combines environmental and social 

value with the economic value-creation perspective, considers multiple stakeholders, and 

sees business success in a broader sense than mere profit maximization (Schaltegger, 

Hansen and Lüdeke-Freund, 2016; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008; Upward and Jones, 2016). 

SBMs are normatively grounded, meaning that sustainable development and social justice 

should guide the development and implementation of business models (Lüdeke-Freund 

and Dembek, 2017); in other words, SBMs are a means to advance system-level 

sustainability. Discussing this in more detail, Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, (2017, p. 

1670) identify five foundational features that represent major beliefs and concepts 
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underlying SBM research and practice in the literature: (i) an explicit orientation towards 

sustainability, comprising ecological, social, and economic elements; (ii) a redefinition 

of the traditional notion of value creation; (iii) an extended comprehension of value 

capture in terms of actors considered; (iv) a replacement of customer focus with 

stakeholder focus; and (v) embeddedness of the organization’s surroundings within its 

sustainable business and beyond. These features call for a grounding of SBMs that are 

deeply rooted in sustainability principles, to ensure the possibility of effective 

contributions to sustainable development (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). However, 

SBM research has mainly focused on established sustainability-oriented organizations 

(Glinik et al., 2021) that consider business model modification or improvements from 

efficiency perspectives. Therefore, examples of more fundamental SBM studies or cases 

that are aligned with sustainability principles are rare (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 

2017). Different definitions for SBMs exist, but the one by Schaltegger, Hansen and 

Lüdeke-Freund, (2016) can be applied in a different context by considering the 

foundational features of SBMs. According to Schaltegger, Hansen and Lüdeke-Freund, 

(2016 p., 6) an SBM  

helps describing, analyzing, managing, and communicating (i) a company’s 

sustainable value proposition to its customers, and all other stakeholders, (ii) how 

it creates and delivers this value, (iii) and how it captures economic value while 

maintaining or regenerating natural, social, and economic capital beyond its 

organizational boundaries. 

The SBM and capital perspective can be clarified through the approach presented in the 

International <IR> Framework (IIRC, 2021). According to IIRC (2021, p. 53) a business 

model is “an organization’s system of transforming inputs through its business activities 

into outputs and outcomes that aims to fulfil the organization’s strategic purposes and 

create value over the short, medium and long term”. The inputs represent different 

capitals,4 which are transformed through business activities into outputs including key 

products, services, by-products and waste. Outcomes are the internal and external 

consequences (positive and negative) of the capitals resulting from an organization’s 

business activities and outputs which can, therefore, produce increases, decreases, or 

transformations of the capitals.  SBMs aim to increase, maintain, or regenerate capitals 

(Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen, 2016); however, while the SBM was 

developed based on the main features described by Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek (2017), 

and the desirable sustainability state is integrated into and described in a company’s value 

proposition, implementing it will not automatically lead to positive outcomes for internal 

and external capitals.  

The impacts of business activities and outputs on different capitals can be considered 

through the lens of SVC, the core concept of SBMs, which mediates the impacts of an 

 
4 Compared to the capitals mentioned by Schaltegger, Hansen and Lüdeke-Freund (2016), IIRC (2021) 

presents a wider division with six capitals: financial, manufactured, intellectual, human, social and 

relationship, and natural. 
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individual SBM to the various stakeholders within the wider ecological and societal 

context in which a company operates (Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016; Bocken et al., 2014; 

Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2020). Therefore, the advancement of system-level sustainability 

can also be examined through the concept of SVC, which can help assess whether the 

company contributes to a desirable sustainability state, thus creating system-level 

sustainable value. For companies, SVC is realized as value captured, which can be in the 

form of direct economic value or intangible benefits (Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner, 

2016; Schaltegger, Lüdeke-Freund and Hansen, 2012) (Figure 7). In the following, 

system-level SVC is examined more closely. 

 

Figure 7 The relationship between sustainable business models and system-level sustainable 

value creation (SVC). SVC is divided into processes and value outcomes (adapted from 

Publication I, modified from Bocken, Rana and Short, 2015). 

 

SVC can be approached from two perspectives: 1) SVC processes that consider how the 

value proposition is put into practice through a company’s activities, resources, and value 

network; and 2) sustainable value outcomes that consider how beneficiaries perceive 

value, and actual impacts on the environment and society  (Bocken et al., 2014; Upward 

and Jones, 2016). Therefore, when developing an SBM, it is important to understand the 

context and overall system within which the business model will operate  (Bocken, Boons 

and Baldassarre, 2019), as they define what form of value can be created, how it can be 

created and with whom, who will perceive the value, and how the company can capture 
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environmental, social, psychological) 
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the value for itself. If the context is considered when defining the desired sustainability 

state of a company, and business success is combined and linked with the desired state, it 

is more realistic to anticipate that the company’s value propositions will be realized as 

outcomes at the system-level.  

With regard to SVC processes and value outcomes from the system-level perspective, 

there are certain elements to be taken into account when conducting STDB. First, SVC 

can be examined through multiple forms of value (Bocken, Rana and Short, 2015; Evans 

et al., 2017). System-level outcomes are often approached in the SBM literature through 

the positive impacts created for society and the environment (Freudenreich, Lüdeke-

Freund and Schaltegger, 2020; Slowak and Regenfelder, 2017; Yang and Evans, 2019); 

however, increased attention is also being paid to negative impacts (Alberti and Varon 

Garrido, 2017; Bocken, Boons and Baldassarre, 2019). For companies, it can be helpful 

to concretize value forms through the different input and output capitals (IIRC, 2021; 

McElroy and Thomas, 2015). Second, SVC concerns multiple stakeholders who can be 

examined from the perspective of with whom value is created and by whom value is 

perceived (Freudenreich, Lüdeke-Freund and Schaltegger, 2020). As a company is part 

of, and integrated into different networks, the possibility arises of collaboration with 

internal and external stakeholders at different network levels (Brennan and Tennant, 

2018; Hellström et al., 2015; Oskam, Bossink and de Man, 2018). Consequently, value 

outcomes can also be perceived by stakeholders around the whole system in which a 

company is operating, thus contributing to system-level sustainability in a positive or 

negative way.   

Third, conducting STDB requires consideration of a longer time horizon than is usual for 

traditional for-profit business (Alberti and Varon Garrido, 2017; Lozano, 2018) as aiming 

for a scientifically defined state of sustainability is a continuous process. Value outcomes 

can occur after extended time spans and at different lifecycle stages, and a company must 

balance short and long-term business performance (Rezaee, 2016). Fourth, when 

considering system-level outcomes, it is important to note that they can occur outside the 

immediate business ecosystem, where the value perceiver is unclear (Niinimäki and 

Hassi, 2011; Yang and Evans, 2019). Therefore, it is important to define specific system 

boundaries and the context that is relevant for the company. Fifth, as SVC combines 

several aspects that need to be considered (described above), including multiple 

stakeholders and value forms created in different time frames and locations, tensions and 

conflicts are likely to occur when conducting STDB (Hahn et al., 2010). The elements 

presented above are summarized in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8 Synthesis of SVC elements to consider when conducting STDB. 

 

Circular economy (CE) business models can be considered as one form of SBMs that are 

designed following CE principles  (Lewandowski, 2016; Pieroni, McAloone and Pigosso, 

2019). CE business models can create sustainable value through different CE strategies 

by minimizing resource input and waste, emissions, and energy leakage through closing, 

narrowing, slowing, intensifying, and dematerializing loops. (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020) 

CE strategies are in line with sustainability principles from the environmental perspective 

because they aim to eliminate society’s contribution to i) the systematic increase of 

concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust, ii) the systematic increase 

of concentrations of substances produced by society, and iii) the systematic physical 

degradation of nature and natural processes (Broman and Robèrt, 2017). Therefore, CE 

business models provide an interesting context to study SVC as in Publication IV.  

To summarize Sections 2.1-2.3, the underlying paradigm of STDB accepted in this thesis 

can be described as following: when conducting STDB, companies set a scientifically 

defined desirable sustainability state for their business, align the company’s vision, 

mission, and value statements with this state, and integrate sustainability principles into 

business strategies. The business model of STDB is developed to increase, maintain, or 

regenerate internal and external economic, social, and economic capitals to create system-

level sustainable value.
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3 Research design 

In this chapter the research design is presented. First, the philosophical foundation 

guiding the thesis and chosen research approach are described. This is followed by the 

research strategies used in the thesis, including conceptual and case study research. In the 

third section, the research methods used in the individual publications are described and, 

finally, the fourth section evaluates the quality of the research. 

3.1 Philosophical foundation and research approach 

All research is based on philosophical assumptions about the nature of the world and how 

knowledge about the world can be obtained. The philosophical basis defines what 

constitutes “valid” research and which research methods are appropriate for its purpose. 

(Myers, 2013) The philosophical foundation assists in specifying the overall research 

design and strategy which guides the whole research process, taking it from research 

questions to conclusions (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). Cresswell (2013) uses the 

term “philosophical worldview” to describe a researcher’s general orientation toward the 

world and the nature of research. Philosophical foundations and/or worldviews can be 

distinguished on the basis of their ontological and epistemological stances. Ontology 

deals with how the nature of reality is understood; this can range from objective (the 

realist approach) to subjective (the constructivist approach) assumptions about reality 

(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010). Epistemology refers to 

assumptions about knowledge and how it can be obtained (Myers, 2013), and can also be 

approached from objectivist and subjectivist perspectives which can be categorized as 

positivist and interpretivist epistemologies. The positivist view assumes that reality can 

be described in terms of measurable properties which are independent of the researcher, 

while, according to interpretivist view, knowledge is accepted through social 

constructions such as language, consciousness, shared meanings, and instruments (Myers, 

2013).  

This thesis inclines more toward a constructivist notion of reality, while taking an 

interpretive approach to knowledge; meanwhile, the worldview of the thesis can be 

positioned in the middle ground between critical realism and moderate constructionism 

(Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010). On the one hand, STDB as a research topic can be 

approached from the perspective of an observable truth: the sustainability target, which 

is defined by scientifically defined principles and measurable goals. On the other hand, it 

can also be approached from the more interpretive perspective of examining the meaning 

of the context in which a company is operating, as this is what defines what STDB can 

be for companies. In this thesis, the conceptual approach was used for framework 

development in Publication II and partly in Publication IV, while a qualitative empirical 

approach was used for increasing theoretical understanding in Publications I, III, and IV. 

As the aim of the thesis is to study STDB in the context of for-profit companies, a 

qualitative research approach provides the best way to see, understand, and finally explain 
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why and how the phenomenon takes place. Empirical research strategy encourages 

conversations with people, which enable in-depth understandings of their motivations, 

reasons, and actions in a specific context (Myers, 2013), while a conceptual approach can 

help to answer big, holistic questions about what the phenomenon could or might be (Xin, 

Tribe and Chambers, 2013).  

3.2 Research strategies 

According to Meredith (1993), a normal research cycle continuously iterates from 

description to explanation to testing. Overall, this thesis is a conceptual study in nature, 

as it aims to describe which concepts should be considered and how they are related when 

explaining how STDB can be advanced (Whetten, 1989). As the thesis contains four 

individual publications, their research stages differ from each other; Publication II is more 

descriptive, while Publications I, III and IV aim to explain the phenomena which are the 

focus of each publication. The research strategies used are divided into conceptual and 

case study strategies (Table 4), with the case study research strategy utilizing empirical 

data, while the conceptual study relies on existing theories and approaches. Although all 

the individual publications provide some form of conceptual framework as an outcome, 

only Publication II is purely conceptual, combining frameworks from existing 

approaches. Publication IV brings together conceptual research and case study research 

strategies, while the initial frameworks in the publications are constructed based on the 

relevant literature from the research fields. In Publication I, the final framework was the 

outcome of iterative analysis of literature review and a single, in-depth case study 

approach. Publication III used a single in-depth case study research strategy, the outcome 

being a conceptual framework. In Publication IV, the outlined framework was tested in 

three CE business model cases.  

Table 4 Research objectives, strategies, methods, and outcomes of the individual publications. 

Publication 
Research 

objectives 

Research 

strategy 

Research 

methods 
Outcomes 

I 

To define the 

concept of 

system-level 

sustainability. 

To understand 

how SVC 

provides a link 

between a 

company and 

system levels. 

Case study: 

single case 

study 

Secondary data 

collection 

Unstructured 

interviews 

Grounded 

theory method 

Thematic 

content 

analysis 

Conceptual 

framework for 

the SVC 

approach for 

advancing 

sustainability 

transition and 

system-level 

sustainability 
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II 

To provide a 

framework that 

supports 

managers to 

combine the 

values of 

decision-

makers, the 

sustainability 

objectives of the 

company, and 

system-level 

sustainability 

principles. 

Conceptual 

study 

Literature 

study 

Framework for 

values-driven 

sustainability 

management 

III 

To provide a 

comprehensive 

categorization of 

factors 

influencing the 

implementation 

of an integrated 

strategy. 

Case study: 

single case 

study 

Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Content 

analysis 

Framework for 

integrated 

strategy 

implementation 

IV 

To identify 

potential 

system-level 

impacts of 

circular 

economy 

business models. 

Combined 

conceptual 

study and case 

study: 

multiple case 

study 

Literature 

study 

Unstructured 

interviews 

Qualitative life 

cycle 

assessment 

Framework for 

evaluating the 

impacts of CE 

business models 

3.2.1 Conceptual research 

Conceptual research involves the development of concepts, models, and frameworks 

(Lüdeke-Freund, 2020; Meredith, 1993). A “concept” refers to bundle of meanings or 

characteristics associated with certain events, objects, or conditions and used for 

representation, identification, communication, or understanding (Meredith, 1993, p. 5). A 

conceptual model combines a set of concepts, with or without propositions, which are 

used to represent or describe an event, object, or process. Conceptual frameworks, on the 

other hand, are more explanatory in nature (Meredith, 1993), and provide a way to link 
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initial descriptions of certain phenomena with theories capable of explaining and 

predicting them  (Lüdeke-Freund, 2020). Therefore, to create conceptual frameworks – 

which can be the result of either induction or deduction – it is necessary to reflect upon 

the knowledge available in the field and to prepare ensuing steps including, for example, 

proposition testing and theory development (Netter, Pedersen and Lüdeke-Freund, 2019). 

Conceptual induction infers conclusions from occurrences of a phenomenon, with the 

objective of not only describing the phenomenon accurately but also explaining how it 

occurs, while conceptual deduction comprises theoretically grounded predictions about a 

phenomenon (Meredith, 1993).  

Publication II combines existing, already tested approaches with the deductive framework 

for values-driven sustainability management, which describes and explains the linkages 

between managerial values and scientific sustainability principles using the alternative 

objective functions approach (Lankoski and Smith, 2018), the value-focused thinking 

approach (Keeney, 1992; 1996), and the Future-Fit Business Benchmark5 (Future-Fit 

Business Benchmark, 2021). Publication IV presents the environmental value proposition 

and the deductive framework for assessing the realization of intended environmental 

value propositions of CE business models. The framework combines perspectives from 

SBM literature (the importance of stakeholders and the lifecycle perspective), categories 

from the circular economy business model (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, McKinsey 

Center for Business and Environment and SUN, 2015), and circular economy principles 

(EEA, 2016). Conceptual research carried out in the thesis inclines toward the subjectivist 

paradigm, as it represents the researcher’s own interpretation of how current theoretical 

knowledge and approaches could be combined in frameworks to describe and explain the 

phenomena addressed in each publication. However, in Publication IV a step toward an 

objectivist approach to the nature of knowledge is taken through empirical analysis of 

potential realized impacts. 

3.2.2 Case study research 

Case study research is mostly used to help build new theory, but it can also be used for 

theory testing, to develop causal explanations, or to compare theories. It is, therefore, 

appropriate for exploratory research to discover a new research topic, or to test, explain, 

or compare theories. In business case studies, empirical evidence drawn from real people 

in contemporary real-life organizations is used, and research questions are often set in the 

form of “how” and “why”. (Myers, 2013) Case study research can be conducted by using 

different data sources and multiple data collection and analysis methods, while the 

purpose and aim of case study research may differ from case to case. Therefore, case 

study research is understood in this thesis as a research strategy rather than a method 

(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Piekkari and Welch, 2018). Case study research has 

 
5 In Publication II, the release 2 of the Future-Fit Business Benchmark’s methodology guide published in 

2017 was used. The latest version 2.3 is available online at: https://futurefitbusiness.org/downloads-

resources/.  
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been dominated by the positivist approach because of the orientation of the two main 

authorities on using case studies in business and management studies, Eisenhardt (1989) 

and Yin (2003) (Piekkari, Welch and Paavilainen, 2009). However, the application of 

alternatives, such as critical realism and interpretive approaches, has increased in recent 

years (Myers, 2013; Piekkari, Welch and Paavilainen, 2009). The positivist approach is 

seen as a research strategy for testing and refining hypotheses or propositions, while 

critical realists search for a causal explanation rather than generalizable patterns to 

explain why the observed events have occurred (Myers, 2013; Piekkari and Welch, 2018). 

The interpretive approach to case study research attempts to understand phenomena 

through the meanings that people assign to them (Myers, 2013). While the positivist 

approach favors multiple case studies because of the strength they offer in providing 

“analytical generalization”, critical realism and interpretivist approaches aim for thick 

description through one intensive or in-depth case study (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 

2008).  

Because of its varying nature, case study research cannot be pinned down by a single 

definition although a philosophically neutral definition is provided by Myers (2013, p. 

78): “case study research in business uses empirical evidence from one or more 

organizations where an attempt is made to study the subject matter in context. Multiple 

sources of evidence are used, although most of the evidence comes from interviews and 

documents.” Piekkari, Welch and Paavilainen (2009, p. 569) define the case study as a 

research strategy “that examines, through the use of a variety of data sources, a 

phenomenon in its naturalistic context, with the purpose of ‘confronting’ theory with the 

empirical world”. The confrontation refers either to identifying constructs for later theory 

testing or searching for a holistic explanation of how processes and causes are reconciled 

in each individual case. This confrontation process aims to explore, destabilize, and 

reconstruct the relationship between theory and the empirical world (ibid.). 

The selection of a case is an important element to consider when building theory from 

case studies. Cases can be chosen for theoretical rather than random or statistical reasons 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Theoretically sampled cases replicate previous cases, 

extend emergent theory, or fill theoretical categories and provide examples of polar types. 

Thus, the goal of theoretical sampling is to choose cases which are likely to replicate or 

extend the emergent theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). The selected case can thus represent a 

critical case, an extreme or unique case, or a representative or typical case (Yin, 2003). 

One of the most important things when selecting cases, however, is to find those that are 

interesting; a case should exhibit something new, although this must be balanced against 

the challenge of obtaining permission to conduct the research, which can limit alternatives 

(Myers, 2013). 

Case study research strategies were used in Publications I, III, and IV, but for different 

purposes (Table 5). In Publications I and III the single, in-depth case study approach 

(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008) was applied, utilizing data obtained from the same case 

company. In Publication IV, the case study research strategy was used for testing 

theoretical concepts associated with CE. In Publications I and III, the case company was 
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a large-scale, global horticulture company whose main area of operations is Europe. The 

company has a sustainability roadmap based on profitable growth that supports 

sustainable development, which has been placed at the core of its business strategy and is 

undergoing implementation. The roadmap is led by Sustainable Development Goals 

(United Nations, 2019) and scientifically defined sustainability principles (Broman and 

Robèrt, 2017). The company has the ambitious goal of moving from being a market-

driven company to one that shapes the future by being part of a larger food system and 

helping to solve global food challenges. Therefore, it exhibited interesting and unusual 

for-profit operations. In Publication I, the case was used for both inspirational and 

illustrative purposes to support the structuring of the conceptual framework, to illustrate 

the theoretical framework with a real-life example (Siggelkow, 2007), to exemplify the 

SVC approach, and to explore key recommendations for adopting an SVC approach. In 

Publication III the case was used for explanatory purposes to provide understanding of 

the factors influencing the integrated strategy implementation of the case company. 

Although causal mechanisms are not presented in Publication III, causal and explanatory 

language is used in the description of influencing factors. Based on the empirical findings 

from the in-depth case study, the framework for conditions and activities influencing the 

implementation of integrated strategy was constructed. 

The study for Publication IV was conducted in 2016 when CE had become an important 

topic for policymakers and academic researchers alike. Despite the importance of the 

concept, the conceptual relationship between the CE and sustainability was not clear 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). A multiple case study of three companies with a CE business 

model was used to assess the potential realization of the environmental value proposition 

in different life cycle phases. The outlined framework was used as a tool to assess the 

realization of environmental value proposition. The study also contains explanatory 

properties as it describes how intended environmental value propositions can be realized, 

thereby improving environmental sustainability. 

Table 5 Purposes of the case studies and unit of the analysis. 

Publication Purposes of the case studies Unit of analysis  

I Inspirational and illustrative  

Sustainability development path 

to SDGs and to solving the global 

food challenge. 

III Understanding and explaining  

Integrated strategy 

implementation in a sustainability 

target-driven company. 

IV Early phase theory testing 
Environmental value propositions 

of CE business models. 
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3.3 Research methods 

Although data collection and analysis are presented as delineated stages, they often occur 

iteratively as research proceeds (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The selection of data 

collection and analysis methods depends on the research strategy used and the purpose of 

the study. In qualitative research, a distinction can be made between primary and 

secondary data sources. Primary data includes empirical data which a researcher has 

gathered herself, including data from interviews, fieldwork, and unpublished documents 

such as minutes of meetings and similar. Secondary data refers to already existing and 

published data (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Myers, 2013) also called naturally 

occurring data as it is present without the intervention of a researcher (Silverman, 2014). 

Examples of naturally occurring data are documents, diaries, memos and stories, but also 

visual materials, such as video recordings, television programs, and movies (Eriksson and 

Kovalainen, 2008). 

Conceptual research can be conducted without the need for immediate or specific 

empirical data to support its knowledge claims (Xin, Tribe and Chambers, 2013); it can 

thus build on secondary data sources, as in Publication II, where the relevant literature 

from existing sustainability management and SBM was reviewed, and used as secondary 

data for framework development. In business and management studies, interviews are a 

common primary data collection technique in case study research (Myers, 2013), 

allowing a researcher good access to participants’ interpretations of actions and events 

which have taken or are taking place (Walsham, 2006). Interviews can be classified into 

three basic types: structured, semi-structured, and unstructured (Myers, 2013). In 

structured interviews, an interviewer asks each interviewee a series of pre-formulated 

questions with a limited set of response categories (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994); semi-

structured interviews can include pre-defined questions, but new questions might emerge 

during the interview (Myers, 2013); unstructured interviews are the most informal and 

offer a greater breadth as some questions might be pre-formulated, but interviewees are 

free to say what they want (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Myers, 2013). Data was collected 

through interviews in Publications I, III (semi-structured interviews) and IV (unstructured 

interviews). 

Qualitative data analysis is needed to draw valid and interesting meaning from the data 

collected (Myers, 2013). Much as there are several data collection methods, there is also 

a range of qualitative data analysis approaches. According to Miles and Huberman, 

(1994), data analysis can be divided into three activities: data reduction refers to the 

process of selecting, focusing, abstracting, and transforming the data present in written-

up field notes or transcriptions; the data display process organizes data into an 

immediately accessible and compact form. The final activity – conclusion 

drawing/verification – considers the actual meaning of data and its patterns, 

configurations, explanations, causal flows, and theoretical propositions (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). Examples of different data analysis methods are coding, content 

analysis, and discourse analysis (Myers, 2013). In the following, the data collection, 
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analysis methods, and formulation of conceptual models for each publication are 

presented in greater detail. 

3.3.1 Publication I 

In Publication I, the case company acted as an inspirational starting point from which to 

build an SVC approach to advancing sustainability transitions and system-level 

sustainability. Both secondary data collection – from the broad range of written material 

related to the company’s sustainability strategy development process – and semi-

structured interviews were applied in empirical data collection between 2018 and 2020. 

Overall, data collection and analysis were iterative and circular processes in which 

literature reviews on corporate sustainability, business models, and system transitions 

alternated with empirical data collection in the company (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 

2008). First, to gain an initial understanding of the topic, written material on the case 

company’s sustainability focus areas, strategic goals, indicators, stakeholder maps, action 

plans, and sustainability initiatives – with required inputs, intended outputs, and impacts 

– was reviewed and analyzed. The analysis was based on the inductive reasoning and 

grounded theory method (Silverman, 2014). Second, to obtain answers to open questions, 

the case company’s sustainability manager and the director of sustainability, brand, and 

communications were interviewed. The semi-structured format covered issues including 

the motivation to create sustainable value, sustainable value creation for multiple 

stakeholders, the value destruction perspective, and net positive impacts. Third, to deepen 

understanding and build a preliminary framework, a review of the scientific literature was 

conducted. The findings were analyzed using the thematic content analysis method 

(Myers, 2013), resulting in a framework for an SVC approach to advancing sustainability 

transitions and system-level sustainability. Fourth, the preliminary framework was 

illustrated and developed further, based on the semi-structured interviews and open 

discussions with company representatives. 

3.3.2 Publication II 

The starting point of Publication II was to find ways to combine the scientific 

sustainability perspective with sustainability management. For that purpose, a literature 

review of existing sustainability management and SBM literature was conducted, which 

revealed that the values of decision-makers and managers influence how a company 

makes sustainability decisions. Based on this finding, the following working proposition 

was formulated: “if the values of decision-makers are consensually aligned with the 

scientific perspective of sustainability complying with sustainability principles, an 

effective sustainability strategy will be likely to be implemented” (Publication II, p., 100). 

The aim was to outline a framework that supports the alignment of the values of decision-

makers and the scientific perspective on sustainability. 
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When reviewing existing values-related literature, the value-focused thinking approach 

(Keeney, 1992; 1996) was found to be advantageous compared to other traditional 

methods applied in decision-making in the context of sustainability (Alencar, Priori Jr. 

and Alencar, 2017). With the value-focused thinking approach, the values of decision-

makers can be made explicit by identifying and structuring the values appropriate for the 

decision situation qualitatively; the articulation of values in decision situations comes 

before other activities. Taking a scientific perspective onto sustainability as a starting 

point for decision-making differs from traditional profit-normative reasons for doing 

business. Identifying the alternative objective functions of a firm (Lankoski and Smith, 

2018) was found to be a suitable approach to establishing a company’s current reasons 

for doing business and revealing the relationship between profit and sustainability 

purpose. Approaches that operationalize scientific sustainability at the company level are 

rare, but the Future-Fit Business Benchmark (Future-Fit Business Benchmark, 2021) 

proved to be the most comprehensive attempt aimed at operationalizing science-based 

environmental and social system conditions at the company level. Combining the three 

chosen approaches, the framework for values-driven sustainability management was 

outlined, which guides companies to rethink the purpose of doing business and the way 

to do it. Moreover, the framework guides companies to set values-based sustainability 

goals that comply with sustainability principles. 

3.3.3 Publication III 

In Publication III, semi-structured interviews with the case company’s employees were 

selected as the data collection method, as other data sources did not provide first-hand 

information about integrated strategy implementation at the operational level. The 

interview guide included the following topics: (i) the background of the employee, (ii) 

the employee’s experience in sustainability issues in general, (iii) the employee’s 

understanding of the sustainability vision of the company, (iv) the employee’s 

understanding of the sustainability roadmap and its main targets in more detail, (v) 

concrete change initiatives made to advance sustainability roadmap targets, and (vi) the 

effects of the sustainability roadmap on the business unit’s operations. 

Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with employees in March 2021 that 

followed the interview guide and its pre-defined topics and questions. The company’s 

sustainability manager and the director of sustainability, brand, and communications 

selected the interviewees based on our selection criteria: not all them should have been 

involved the development phase of the sustainability roadmap, and they needed to come 

from different business units and represent various job positions. The interviews were 

executed through Microsoft Teams meetings lasting from 50 to 95 minutes and were 

recorded, resulting in around 69,000 words of transcribed data. Iterative data analysis was 

undertaken using coding to reduce the amount of data in the meaningful interpretation of 

the transcribed interview text. NVivo software was used as a data analysis tool. First, in-

vivo codes were formulated describing the concepts based on the actual language spoken 

by the participants in paragraphs, phrases, or sentences (Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 
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2013). As data analysis progressed, in-vivo codes were combined under common themes, 

interpreting the themes identified from the text. Finally, the framework for integrated 

strategy implementation was outlined. 

3.3.4 Publication IV 

In Publication IV, the starting point was an interest in studying CE business models’ 

actual contribution to environmental sustainability. A literature survey on the relevant 

business models – SBM and CE – was conducted to gain understanding of how CE 

business models support transformation toward circular economy and sustainability. The 

studies highlighted the importance of a measurable value proposition which provides 

benefits to the environment in addition to economic and social value, and the importance 

of considering the wider stakeholder network during value creation. Based on the 

findings, the term “environmental value proposition” was conceptualized to promote the 

importance of environmental value as an absolute value instead of only being 

instrumental in creating economic value. This ideology was used as the basis for 

developing an evaluation framework consisting of the environmental value propositions 

table (EVPT) and the step-by step approach to the evaluation process. The core of the 

evaluation framework is the EVPT, which was developed based on the Ellen McArthur 

Foundation’s CE principles (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, McKinsey Center for Business 

and Environment and SUN, 2015), the CE characteristics identified by the European 

Environment Agency (EEA, 2016), and the CE business model categories of the 

ReSOLVE framework (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, McKinsey Center for Business and 

Environment and SUN, 2015). During the development process leading to the EVPT, it 

was assumed that the key characteristics of CE listed by the EEA can be interpreted as 

environmental value propositions, which can be arranged under multiple CE business 

model categories (ReSOLVE actions).  

The aim of the EVPT was to provide a foundation for consideration of environmental 

value propositions in CE business models, rather than constituting a comprehensive list 

of all potential situations. The step-by-step stages for evaluating the environmental value 

propositions of a specific CE business model include the following: 1) defining the 

environmental value proposition, 2) identifying stakeholders and their role, 3) defining 

the reference system and assessment of environmental impacts, 4) verifying the 

environmental value propositions, and 5) identifying improvement proposals. 

In the next phase, the framework was tested, and the potential for realization of 

environmental value propositions was assessed through three circular CE business 

models, which covered most of the ReSOLVE categories. The first was the business 

model followed by Destaclean, a Finnish material recycling company producing wood 

stone, a recycled composite product made of construction waste wood, concrete, and 

water. The second was a pilot program by Coreorient, running from September to 

November 2016, which consisted of a Tool Renting Shed, a 24/7 self-service point in 

Helsinki, Finland, where battery-powered tools and house cleaning equipment from a 
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hardware shop’s product range could be rented from a smart container (Liiteri, 2016). 

The third was HOMIE, which is a start-up and a spin-off from the Delft University of 

Technology in the Netherlands, which aims to operate at the forefront of the circular 

economy by proposing, developing, and testing new circular business models with 

consumers to reduce the need for “stuff” and ownership.  

Following the step-by-step approach, primary data was collected in interviews lasting 

approximately 1.5 hours, which were not recorded although detailed notes were taken. 

The two interviews with Destaclean and the single interview with Coreorient were 

conducted face-to-face, while those with HOMIE took place by email. All the co-founders 

of HOMIE provided input, and questions and written answers were clarified via emails 

and a phone call with one of the co-founders. Data analysis started by identifying the 

companies’ current business models and describing the life cycle stages and stakeholders 

related to the system. The environmental value propositions of the business models and 

proposals for possible improvement were recognized. Further, emerging findings were 

examined in order to verify the realization of environmental value propositions through 

qualitative life cycle assessments, a task performed in a collaboration of three researchers.  

3.4 Quality of the research 

Evaluating the quality of research increases its transparency and highlights its strengths 

and limitations (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). However, suitable evaluation criteria 

depend on ontological and epistemological choices of a study (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994) 

and the research strategy used. The evaluation criterion of “trustworthiness” is proposed 

as a measure of the standard of qualitative empirical research (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 

2008). Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested four aspects to evaluate when addressing the 

criterion: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  

Credibility refers to whether the phenomenon under study is accurately recorded 

(Shenton, 2004). Confidence in credibility is promoted by, for example, providing 

evidence that the researcher is familiar with the topic, demonstrating strong logical links 

between observations and resulting categories, assessing whether other researchers’ 

findings suggest the same interpretations or agree with the findings on the basis of the 

same research materials. Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings can be 

applied to other contexts. Transferability is not about replication, but a researcher should 

show if some similarities could be found in other contexts. Dependability requires the 

provision of information about the research process to demonstrate that it has been 

logical, traceable, and documented (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008); it reflects the 

consideration that results can be subject to change and unstable although repeated in some 

way (Shenton, 2004). Confirmability involves linking findings and interpretation to the 

data in a way that others can understand it (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). It can be 

augmented by showing that the findings are based on the experiences and ideas of the 

informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the researcher (Shenton, 

2004).  
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Shenton (2004) offers provisions which can be used to ensure the trustworthiness of 

research (Table 6). The provisions are applied below to evaluate these qualitative aspects 

of trustworthiness in regard to Publications I, III and IV, which employed qualitative 

empirical research methods (Table 7).   

Table 6 Possible provisions for addressing trustworthiness (Shenton, 2004, p. 73). 

Evaluation of aspects 

of trustworthiness 
Possible provisions for addressing trustworthiness 

Credibility 

• Adoption of appropriate, well recognized research 

methods 

• Development of early familiarity with culture of 

participating organizations 

• Random sampling of individuals serving as 

informants 

• Triangulation via use of different methods, different 

types of informants and different sites 

• Tactics to help ensure honesty in informants 

• Iterative questioning in data collection dialogues 

• Negative case analysis 

• Debriefing sessions between researcher and superiors 

• Peer scrutiny of project 

• Use of “reflective commentary” 

• Description of background, qualifications, and 

experience of the researcher 

• Member checks of data collected, and 

interpretations/theories formed 

• Thick description of phenomenon under scrutiny 

• Examination of previous research to frame findings 

Transferability 
• Provision of background data to establish context of 

study and detailed description of phenomenon in 

question to allow comparisons to be made 

Dependability 
• Employment of “overlapping methods” 

• In-depth methodological description to allow study to 

be repeated 
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Confirmability 

• Triangulation to reduce effect of investigator bias 

• Admission of researcher’s beliefs and assumptions 

• Recognition of shortcomings in study’s methods and 

their potential effects 

• In-depth methodological description to allow integrity 

of research results to be scrutinized 

• Use of diagrams to demonstrate “audit trail” 

 

Table 7 Shenton’s provisions (2004, p. 73) applied to evaluate the qualitative aspects of 

trustworthiness in regard to Publications I, III and IV. 

Evaluation of 

aspects of 

trustworthiness 

Provision of trustworthiness of individual publications 

Publication I Publication III Publication IV 

Credibility 

• Single in-depth 

case study 

analysis 

• Studied 

company 

representing 

unique and 

interesting case 

conducting 

STDB 

• Good 

background 

knowledge of 

the case 

company 

formed over 

two years 

collaboration 

• Use of 

secondary data 

collection and 

semi-structured 

interviews 

• Discussion 

between two 

researchers to 

elaborate on 

findings 

• Single in-

depth case 

study analysis 

• Studied 

company 

representing 

unique and 

interesting 

case 

conducting 

STDB 

• Good 

background 

knowledge of 

the case 

company 

formed over 

two years of 

collaboration, 

and previous 

research 

(Publication I) 

• Use of 

different types 

of informants 

from the 

company 

• Semi-

structured 

• Use of three 

case 

companies 

chosen 

through 

theoretical 

sampling, 

where cases 

represent 

different 

circular 

economy 

business 

models 

• Face-to-face 

meetings with 

company 

representatives 

and three to 

four 

researchers 
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interview 

method used 

• Discussion 

between two 

researchers to 

elaborate on 

findings 

• Comparing 

findings with 

previous 

studies on the 

same topic 

Transferability 

• Detailed 

description of 

the background 

data of the case 

company 

provided 

• The study 

explored a 

relatively new 

research area. 

The proposed 

framework 

describes how 

the contextual 

aspects should 

be considered 

and therefore 

the framework 

should be 

applicable also 

to other 

contexts 

• Detailed 

description of 

the 

background 

data of the 

case company, 

and the 

contextual 

issues 

influencing 

the results 

provided 

 

• Detailed 

description of 

the 

background 

data of the 

case company 

provided 

• Limitation on 

utilizing 

framework in 

other contexts 

discussed 

Dependability 

• Research 

design 

provided 

• Detailed 

description of 

step-by-step 

approach of the 

SVC 

framework 

• Detailed 

description of 

the research 

approach 

provided, 

including 

research 

method and 

data collection 

• Detailed 

description of 

the research 

approach 

provided, 

including 

research 

method and 

data collection 
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and analysis 

methods used 

and analysis 

methods used 

Confirmability 

• Detailed 

methodological 

description of 

the framework 

development 

process 

• Two 

researchers 

conducted the 

research to 

reduce the 

investigator 

bias 

• Presenting 

detailed data 

structure on 

how the raw 

data led to 

final 

constructs  

• Describing the 

process of 

framework 

development 

• The use of 

NVivo10 

program in 

data analysis 

to increase 

transparency 

• Detailed 

description of 

the existing 

approaches 

used in the 

study 

• Three to four 

researchers 

participated in 

the data 

analysis 

phases 

 

When evaluating the quality of the conceptual research of Publication II, the 

trustworthiness criteria are not as directly applicable as in qualitative empirical research. 

Publication II differs from other publications in the sense that it utilizes three existing 

approaches which are combined in a new values-driven sustainability management 

(VDSM) framework. The trustworthiness of Publication II was ensured where applicable 

in the following ways. First, the approaches utilized in the VDSM framework were 

presented in peer-reviewed journal articles; they are, therefore, accepted approaches 

within the research community. Second, the utilized approaches were chosen together 

with another researcher and the VDSM framework was developed through continuous 

collaboration and iteration. 
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4 Findings of the publications 

This section summarizes the background and objectives, main findings, and main 

contributions of the individual publications. Each has a distinct focus that aims to 

contribute to the main purpose of the thesis, which is to increase the understanding of 

conducting sustainability target-driven business by for-profit companies. Publications II 

and III focus on increasing understanding of planning and implementing sustainability 

target-driven strategy; Publication IV focuses on increasing understanding of creating and 

assessing system-level sustainable value, while Publication I contributes to both 

subtopics. 

4.1 Publication I 

Sustainable Value Creation for Advancing Sustainability Transition: An Approach to 

Integrate Company- and System-level Sustainability 

4.1.1 Background and objectives 

In this publication, the aim was to understand how individual companies can make their 

business sustainable and contribute to system-level sustainability through their SBMs. 

The study presents a company-driven perspective by proposing SVC as an approach 

whereby company-level sustainability can be integrated into broader system-level 

sustainability transition. Companies aiming to advance system-level sustainability create 

economic and social value while protecting the natural environment and reducing 

environmental pollution; however, company-level actions can only make a marginal 

contribution to system-level sustainability if the link between the micro-level concept of 

CS and the global macro-level concept of sustainable development is not 

comprehensively understood  (Dyllick and Muff, 2016). An SBM provides a link between 

a company and system-level sustainability, leveraging wider sustainability transition by 

integrating science-based sustainability principles  (Robèrt et al., 2012) into the 

company’s value proposition and value-creation logic, and providing value to both 

stakeholders and the natural environment and/or society (Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016; 

Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). By virtue of its SBM, an individual company can 

integrate sustainability principles into its core business, deliver the shift towards 

sustainable business, and accelerate the broader transition towards system-level 

sustainability  (Bidmon and Knab, 2018). The study offers an SVC approach to business 

managers coping with the designing, developing, and implementing of SBMs, one that 

describes how individual companies can make their business sustainable, leverage wider 

sustainability transition, and advance system-level sustainability through SVC. 
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4.1.2 Main findings 

By combining findings from an extensive literature review of research on corporate 

sustainability, traditional business models, and system transition, combined with the 

empirical case study of a leading European horticultural company, Kekkilä-BVB, the 

study proposes the SVC approach as a means to advance system-level sustainability. First, 

it addresses the need to place individual businesses within their system-level contexts, 

which is a prerequisite for SVC, as the terms “sustainable development” and 

“sustainability” are macro-level concepts and the SBM of an individual company may 

reflect only part of the overall SVC. Second, it highlights the need to set sustainability 

goals and business objectives rooted in science-based sustainability principles to ensure 

progress towards system-level sustainability through SVC. Third, it instructs on how to 

build up value creation processes (i.e., the company’s and its value network’s activities 

and resources for creating value outcomes) sustainably: for example, through close 

collaboration or value co-creation with employees and other stakeholders. Fourth, the 

approach guides companies to consider sustainable value outcomes (i.e., how value is 

perceived by various stakeholders); it especially recommends paying attention to the 

negative consequences of value creation, such as rebound effects or conflicting interests 

between different stakeholders, because eliminating or reducing the negative 

consequences of value creation is a prerequisite for advancing system-level sustainability. 

Fifth, it emphasizes the identification of the value-capturing potential of SVC, which 

motivates individual companies to commit to system-level sustainability targets and 

create even more sustainable value. 

4.1.3 Main contributions 

Contributing conceptually to the existing SBM literature, this study explains how the 

concept of SVC can be interpreted as a bridge between a company and economic and 

social systems, and, further, as a component of the larger system-level transition to 

sustainability. The study proposes five key recommendations for adopting an SVC 

approach which highlight the most crucial points to be considered and serve as a starting 

point for implementing SVC. Therefore, the study particularly contributes to the planning 

phase of STDB. However, as the proposed SVC approach is comprehensive, it also 

increases understanding of the possibilities of companies’ system-level sustainable value 

creation, by emphasizing the need to pay attention to different value outcomes, which can 

be positive or negative. 
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4.2 Publication II 

Sustainability Goal Setting with a Value-Focused Thinking Approach 

4.2.1 Background and objectives 

The objective of the second publication was to understand how managerial values can be 

aligned with the scientific perspective onto sustainability to assist with strategic decision-

making. Companies today have many reasons for doing business in addition to profit 

maximization (Lankoski and Smith, 2018); they are, for example, increasingly concerned 

about sustainability issues and often want to contribute to sustainable development with 

their actions (Palmer and Flanagan, 2016). To truly embrace sustainability, however, 

companies should put sustainability at the core of their strategy. The values of owners 

and top management influence the creation of the identity and organizational culture of a 

company (Baumgartner, 2014), which then influence the strategy development process. 

Therefore, if the values of managers are sustainability-oriented, it is likely that 

sustainability issues will be considered during decision-making. However, studies have 

raised concerns about the effects of companies’ sustainability actions. Although many 

companies are willing to impact sustainability issues, and follow sustainability 

trajectories in order to do so, ecological analyses indicate worsening or even alarming 

conditions (Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Whiteman, Walker and Perego, 2013). Therefore, a 

scientific perspective onto sustainability can provide information to assist companies to 

take a more systemic view of their sustainability actions in order to make a true 

contribution to sustainable development. When the values of decision-makers are aligned 

with a scientific perspective onto sustainability, effective sustainability strategies can be 

developed. The aim of this publication was to propose a framework that would support 

the sustainability management of a company by combining the values of decision-makers, 

the sustainability objectives of the firm, and a scientific understanding of sustainability 

to foster sustainable development. 

4.2.2 Main findings 

The study combines managerial values and a scientific perspective in a values-driven 

sustainability management (VDSM) framework. The framework can be used to explore 

a company’s sustainability objectives in a specific decision context. These findings can 

be further used to resetting a company’s sustainability objectives so as to align with 

scientifically defined sustainability objectives and managerial values, which thus guide 

sustainability strategy development. The VDSM framework utilizes a number of existing 

approaches: 1) The value-focused thinking approach (Keeney, 1992; 1996) helps to 

examine and reveal the sustainability objectives of the firm and demonstrate the values 

of the decision-makers behind the objectives. This phase involves linking sustainability 

objectives through means-ends relationships and specifying fundamental final objectives. 

Separating ends objectives from specific means objectives should lead to at least one 
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fundamental sustainability objective in a given decision situation. This helps to clarify 

the question of whether sustainability is the fundamental purpose of the company’s 

business or whether sustainability is just an opportunity to improve some of the firm’s 

competitive factors. 2) The alternative objective functions approach (Lankoski and Smith, 

2018) is used to identify the value profile of the company, which reveals a company’s 

purpose in creating environmental, social, and economic sustainability outputs in 

different relationships. The objective network, structured in the first phase, is reflected 

against the value profile, and the emphasis of the objectives is analyzed from the profit-

sustainability perspective. 3) The Future-Fit Business Benchmark (FFBB) (Future-Fit 

Business Benchmark, 2021) is used as a reference for the scientifically defined 

sustainability objectives required by every company in line with the benchmark. In this 

phase, a company’s identified values and purpose of doing business is assessed against 

the FFBB’s objectives. 4) In the fourth phase, when decision-makers are aware of their 

values on the one hand and scientific sustainability objectives on the other, they can 

reconsider their values and possibly reset the sustainability objectives to comply better 

with scientific sustainability objectives. 

4.2.3 Main contributions 

The findings of the study emphasize the role of managerial values and the scientific 

perspective onto sustainability in a company’s goal setting and strategy planning. The 

presented framework can help to link existing sustainability objectives with the core 

business, and reveal sustainability objectives whose role the company has not previously 

considered in connection with its core business. When sustainability objectives are linked 

to the core business, it becomes more likely that they will be operationalized and realized. 

Furthermore, objectives that are initially set based on scientific sustainability knowledge 

will truly contribute to sustainable development when realized, and ineffective and 

incremental actions can be avoided. Thus, defining a company’s value profile, aligning 

managerial values with scientific sustainability objectives, and setting the desired 

sustainability direction of the future, increase understandings of how to plan STDB. 

4.3 Publication III 

Factors Influencing the Implementation of an Integrated Corporate Sustainability and 

Business Strategy 

4.3.1 Background and objectives 

The objective of the third publication was to explore the integrated strategy 

implementation of the European horticulture company mentioned above. Specifically, the 

aim was to provide a comprehensive categorization of factors influencing the 

implementation of an integrated strategy, and to synthesize the identified factors into a 
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conceptual framework that described integrated strategy implementation. Integrated 

strategy combines CS and business strategy by aligning business strategy with 

scientifically defined sustainability principles (Baumgartner, 2014; Kitsios, Kamariotou 

and Michael, 2020). Moreover, integrated strategy is formulated to solve global 

sustainability challenges relevant to each company (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010; 

Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner, 2016; Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018). 

There is an increasing managerial and academic interest in managing CS that truly 

advances sustainable development (Bidmon and Knab, 2018; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 

2013; Wainstein and Bumpus, 2016); however, many CS innovations and strategies do 

not reach their full potential or even fail (Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018; 

Kiron et al., 2017), thus not effectively contributing to sustainable development (Dyllick 

and Muff, 2016; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020). Furthermore, as already noted, 

companies tend to focus on internal and incremental improvements that mainly benefit 

the company itself and neglect the macro-level requirements of sustainable development 

(Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Landrum, 2018; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020). By way 

of an integrated strategy, a company can make a strategically relevant contribution to the 

sustainable development of the economy and society through their business (Broman and 

Robèrt, 2017; Schaltegger, Beckmann and Hansen, 2013). 

4.3.2 Main findings 

The empirical, in-depth case study research revealed factors influencing the 

implementation of the integrated strategy at three different levels: the organization, 

employee, and market levels. The identified factors are organization and employee-

related success conditions, internal and outward-looking activities advancing 

implementation, and market-related conditions. Organization and employee-related 

success conditions are quite stable and form the basis for successful implementation of 

an integrated strategy throughout a company. Internal activities advancing 

implementation are more active factors that create and maintain the conditions within a 

company and promote integrated strategy implementation, which is also influenced by 

the market wherein the company operates. These market-related conditions can either 

enable or hinder the implementation process. However, the company aims to affect the 

attitudes of market actors, making them more favorable toward an integrated strategy. 

Therefore, the factor of outward activities advancing implementation was conceptualized. 

4.3.3 Main contributions 

The study increases the understanding of how to combine sustainability and strategic 

management perspectives in a company’s strategy planning and implementation 

processes. Previous studies have explored implementation from the sustainability 

perspective, but they have not discussed factors from the point of view of strategic 

management’s influencing the implementation in practice (Kitsios, Kamariotou and 

Michael, 2020). Our case study thus offers new empirical insights into the implementation 
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phase of STDB, as it is not common for for-profit companies to have a strategy that is 

guided by sustainability principles and that aims to solve sustainability challenges while 

doing business (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). Managers can use our findings as 

guidelines when implementing their integrated strategy in practice and hopefully avoid 

some of the pitfalls that have formerly led new sustainability strategies to fail. 

4.4 Publication IV 

Do Circular Economy Business Models Capture Intended Environmental Value 

Propositions? 

4.4.1 Background and objectives 

The objective of the fourth publication was to explore whether circular economy (CE) 

business models truly contribute positively to environmental sustainability. CE is seen to 

be a driver of sustainability, and studies of sustainable and circular business models have 

produced closely related literature streams (Antikainen and Valkokari, 2016). However, 

CE prioritizes economic systems and environmental benefits while only implicitly 

including social aspects (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). One aim of an EU action plan for CE 

is to reach the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (European Commission, 2015). In 

practice, CE can be promoted and supported by the creation of new and innovative 

business models (Bakker et al., 2014; Bocken et al., 2016; Lewandowski, 2016), which 

embed CE principles in their value propositions throughout the value chain. It is not, 

however, straightforward that CE contributes to sustainability and there is substantial 

uncertainty about the potential environmental impact of new circular business models 

(Mont, 2002; Tukker, 2015). The aim of the study was to outline a framework for 

evaluating the realization of the environmental value propositions of CE business models. 

4.4.2 Main findings 

The study brought out the concept of the environmental value proposition and the 

importance of its verification in CE business models. The term here implies that the 

promise of environmental improvement – which a company can provide by its impacts 

throughout the whole value chain – is an absolute value. The outlined framework for 

evaluating the environmental value propositions of CE business models consists of the 

environmental value propositions table (EVPT) and a step-by step approach to the 

evaluation process. By presenting the concrete value propositions of CE business models 

under the different CE business model categories, the EVPT makes it evident that 

environmental values can be considered absolute values in the business models. The step-

by-step approach, on the other hand, provides instructions for the execution of the 

evaluation process in practice. 
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4.4.3 Main contributions 

The study presents concrete guidelines for assessing companies’ contributions to system-

level environmental sustainability. Therefore, the framework is useful for clarifying the 

link between company-level sustainability action and the global macro-level concept of 

sustainability, the importance of which was emphasized in Publication I. Moreover, with 

the aid of the framework, qualitative assessment can be made of the mediated impacts of 

an individual SBM on the various stakeholders in the wider ecological and societal 

context through the whole life-cycle of a company’s operations. With the framework, 

companies can plan and design new CE business models or they can verify intended 

environmental benefits. The framework provides a basis for understanding the realized 

impacts of companies’ SBMs and how companies potentially contribute to system-level 

sustainable value creation through STDB.
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5 Discussion 

There are increasing pressures to solve global sustainability challenges and, together with 

other societal actors, companies are called on to pursue more sustainable paths forward 

and contribute to solving these challenges. In this thesis, sustainability target-driven 

business (STDB) was conceptualized to encompass a way of conducting business in 

which a company integrates and operationalizes scientifically defined, macro-level 

sustainability targets and principles in its strategy and business practices. With this, the 

company aims to contribute to system-level sustainability, and also become part of 

solving sustainability challenges. The purpose of this thesis was to increase the 

understanding of conducting STDB, as it is not a traditional way of doing business in for-

profit companies. The main purpose was divided into two subtopics: 1) planning and 

implementing sustainability target-driven strategy, and 2) creating and assessing system-

level sustainable value. 

The first subtopic focused on describing how companies can integrate sustainability 

principles into their strategy planning, and the factors influencing implementation of the 

strategy, which is aligned with sustainability principles. This was done by (i) developing 

initial guidelines for business managers when adopting SBMs that contribute to system-

level sustainability; (ii) developing a framework for integrating managerial values with 

scientific sustainability principles, which provides a basis for sustainability target-driven 

strategy planning; and (iii) describing internal and external factors that influence 

integrated strategy implementation. The second subtopic focused on describing how 

companies can contribute to system-level sustainable value creation through their 

business. This was done by (i) developing an SVC approach to creating system-level 

sustainable value; and (ii) developing a framework for assessing the potential realization 

of system-level environmental value creation. 

Section 5.1 first summarizes the main findings of the individual publications and 

describes their contributions to the subtopics; second, the research questions are answered 

through the theoretical framework presented in Section 1.2. Section 5.2 also assesses 

suggested managerial activities and phases for conducting STDB in light of the existing 

literature. 

5.1 Summary of the findings 

The objectives were studied in four individual publications, each of which had 

publication-specific objectives and research questions. In the following, the main 

outcomes of each publication and their contributions to the research questions of the two 

subtopics are presented (Table 8). The contributions are formulated to answer the research 

questions of the subtopics. 
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Table 8 Main findings and contributions to the subtopics of the individual publications. 

Publications and 

their research 

questions 

Main outcomes 

1) Planning and 

implementing 

sustainability target -

driven strategy 

How can a company plan and 

implement sustainability target-

driven strategy? 

I - How can 

individual 

companies make 

their business 

sustainable and 

advance system-

level sustainability? 

• The SVC approach for 

companies for 

advancing 

sustainability 

transition and system-

level sustainability 

through their business 

model 

• Five key 

recommendations for 

adopting an SVC 

approach 

Planning sustainability target-

driven strategy requires that 

companies: 

• place their business within 

the system-level context in 

which they are operating, 

• set sustainability goals and 

business objectives based on 

science-based sustainability 

principles, and 

• build up value creation 

processes sustainably 

through close collaboration 

or value co-creation with 

employees and other 

stakeholders. 

II - How can 

management align 

their company’s 

values with system-

level sustainability 

principles? 

• Values-driven 

sustainability 

management 

framework, which 

combines managerial 

values and scientific 

perspective of 

sustainability 

Planning sustainability target-

driven strategy requires that 

companies: 

• identify and structure the 

values-based sustainability 

objectives of the company, 

• identify the value profile of 

the company in order to 

reveal the relationships of 

the sustainability and profit-

related objectives, 

• assess the values of decision-

makers and the company’s 

purpose in doing business 

against the scientific 

perspective of sustainability, 

and 
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• restructure the sustainability 

objectives, based on the 

analysis done in the previous 

phases. 

III - What are the 

factors influencing 

integrated corporate 

sustainability and 

business strategy 

implementation? 

• Framework for 

conditions and 

activities influencing 

the implementation of 

integrated strategy 

Implementing sustainability 

target-driven strategy requires 

that companies consider and 

manage the following factors, 

which potentially influence the 

strategy process: 

• internal preconditions 

(organization-related and 

employee-related success 

conditions) that can foster 

the integrated strategy 

implementation, 

• internal activities advancing 

implementation, which can 

turn into barriers to 

implementation if not 

successfully executed, 

• external market-related 

conditions influencing the 

company's strategic position, 

and 

• outward activities aiming to 

influence market-related 

conditions. 

Publications and 

their research 

questions 

Main findings 

2) Creating and assessing 

system level sustainable 

value 

How can a company create and 

assess system-level sustainable 

value? 

I - How can 

individual 

companies 

contribute to 

system-level 

sustainability 

• The SVC approach for 

companies for 

advancing 

sustainability 

transition and system-

level sustainability 

through their business 

model  

To create system-level 

sustainable value, companies 

need 

• to consider sustainable value 

outcomes (i.e., how the value 

is perceived by various 

stakeholders), paying 
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through their 

business models? 
• Five key 

recommendations for 

adopting an SVC 

approach 

particular attention to 

negative consequences of 

value creation, such as 

rebound effects or 

conflicting interests between 

different stakeholders, and 

• to identify the value-

capturing potential of SVC, 

which motivates individual 

companies to commit to 

system-level sustainability 

targets and create even more 

sustainable value. 

IV - Do circular 

economy business 

models contribute 

to system-level 

sustainability?  

• Framework for 

evaluating the 

realization of 

environmental value 

propositions of CE 

business models, 

which provides a step-

by-step approach to 

assessing companies’ 

contributions to 

system-level 

environmental 

sustainability 

To create system-level 

sustainable value, companies 

need to assess whether the 

intended value proposition is 

realized at the system level. This 

can be done by 

• defining the company’s 

current value proposition, 

• identifying the company’s 

stakeholders and their role in 

value creation processes and 

as value perceivers, 

• defining a reference system 

and qualitatively or 

quantitatively assessing the 

sustainability impact of the 

product/service a company is 

offering, 

• verifying the realization of 

the value proposition 

considering all the life cycle 

phases, and 

• identifying potential 

improvement proposals to 

fulfill the intended value 

proposition. 

 

By combining the above presented contributions, the overall research question of the 

thesis can be answered, which is formulated in the form of the framework for conducting 
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sustainability target-driven business (Figure 9). The overall research question was: how 

can a company integrate scientific sustainability principles into strategy planning and 

implement the principles through business models in order to contribute to system-level 

sustainability? By answering the question, the thesis increases the understanding of how 

to conduct sustainability target-driven business in for-profit companies. The framework 

suggests that when values are aligned with sustainability principles, integrated 

sustainability and business strategy can be developed that guides SBM development that 

aims to solve sustainability challenges; eventually SVC mediates the impacts at the level 

of the wider society and environment, thus potentially influencing system-level 

sustainability. In the next section, the findings are assessed in light of the existing 

literature and potential explanations for the suggestion are discussed. 

 

Figure 9 Framework for conducting sustainability target-driven business. 

5.2 Conducting sustainability target-driven business 

The framework for conducting sustainability target-driven business (STDB) provides 

management activities and initiatives for companies to assist those planning to introduce 

or refine STDB. The framework is built around three key concepts which were identified 

as a result of the research: system-level sustainability, an integrated sustainability 

strategy, and sustainable value creation (SVC). The key concepts represent different 

levels, that is, system-level sustainability emphasizes the macro-level perspective, 

integrated strategy is related to the business level, while the concept of SVC links the two. 

The framework thus emphasizes the interconnectedness of the company with the 

environment and society, the importance of which has been highlighted by Williams et 

al. (2017) among others. Publication I aimed to link company-level actions with system-

level sustainability. Therefore, it contributes to both subtopics of the thesis by providing 

System-level sustainability

Sustainable value creation

Integrated sustainability strategy

2) Implementing integrated sustainability strategy (Publication III)

Consider and manage:

• internal preconditions that can foster the implementation,

• internal activities, which can become barriers to implementation if not 

executed,

• external market-related conditions influencing company’s strategy 

position, and

• outward-looking activities influencing market-related conditions.

3) Creating and mediating SVC from company

level to system level (Publications I, IV)

• Manage sustainable value creation processes through a business 

model, in order to increase, maintain, or regenerate the natural, social, 

and economic capitals, i.e., to create sustainable value outcomes, and

• assess whether the intended value outcomes are realized at the system 

level.

Creating and assessing system-level 

sustainable value

(Publication I)

• Consider sustainable value outcomes, 

paying particular attention to negative 

consequences which may destroy positive 

value creation, and

• identify the value-capturing potential of 

SVC, to motivate system-level sustainable 

value creation.

Planning and implementing sustainability 

target-driven strategy

(Publication I)

• Place business within a system-level 

context, 

• set sustainability goals and business 

objectives based on science-based 

sustainability principles, and

• build up value creation processes 

sustainably through close collaboration or 

value co-creation with employees and 

other stakeholders.

1) Aligning company’s values with system-level 

sustainability principles (Publication II)

• Identify and structure values-based sustainability 

objectives of the company,

• identify the value profile of the company, in order to 

reveal the relationships of sustainability and profit-

related objectives,

• assess the values of decision makers, and the 

company’s purpose in doing business against 

scientific perspective of sustainability, and

• restructure the sustainability objectives, based on the 

analysis done in the previous phases.

System level

Business level



5 Discussion 

 

72 

initial guidelines for business managers when adopting SBMs that contribute to system-

level sustainability. The guidelines formed the general basis of management activities in 

the framework for conducting STDB, and are presented on the right side of Figure 9. To 

create system-level sustainable value, STDB aims to advance, maintain, or regenerate 

different capitals (Schaltegger, Hansen and Lüdeke-Freund, 2016). Therefore, companies 

should consider its value-creation processes outside its immediate business ecosystem, to 

avoid negative value outcomes; Velter et al., (2020) have suggested that this may require 

exploring, negotiating, disrupting, and realigning existing organizational boundaries. 

Therefore, defining the relevant context and overall system within which the business 

model operates is important in order to conduct STDB. For-profit companies are 

primarily interested in creating sustainable value if it also brings them economic benefits 

(e.g., Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner, 2016). The system-level sustainability perspective 

guides companies to identify new value-capturing potential, when value creation is 

extended from customer value creation to encompass value created for society and the 

environment as well. These new value-capturing opportunities drive companies to 

commit to SVC, and captured value motivates companies to create even more sustainable 

value. In the following, the different phases of conducting STDB are discussed. 

1) Aligning a company’s values with system-level sustainability principles (Publication 

II) 

Publication II proposes management activities and initiatives through which managerial 

values can be aligned with scientific system-level sustainability principles. As described 

by den Ouden (2012) the values of managers define what they strive for (human values) 

and how they influence their behavior (motivational values). Therefore, when drawing 

from Schwartz’s theory of basic human values (Schwartz, 2007), sustainability-related 

values could be interpreted as guiding principles for decision-makers in attaining 

desirable, trans-situational economic, environmental and social goals, that vary in 

importance. As stated by Breuer and Lüdeke-Freund (2015; 2017), if managers of a 

company value sustainability, it is possible that sustainability-related values will become 

the obligatory normative orientation of the company, resulting in the importance of 

sustainability being emphasized in the company’s vision, mission, and values statements. 

Therefore, the framework for conducting STDB emphasizes the importance of aligning 

managerial values with scientific system-level sustainability principles. The normative 

orientation of a company determines the basic management philosophy guiding strategic 

management, thus providing the overall direction for company’s strategy planning 

(Baumgartner and Rauter, 2017). Although a company might utilize, for example, the 

FSSD (Broman and Robèrt, 2017) in their strategy planning, it is important that all 

company members share common values in order to plan effective sustainability strategy 

which pursues sustainability values aligned with sustainability principles. Aligning 

managerial values with sustainability principles is at the same time one way to link CS 

management with the social and natural sciences, the importance of which has been raised 

in previous studies (e.g., Upward and Jones, 2016; Whiteman, Walker and Perego, 2013). 
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2) Implementing integrated sustainability strategy (Publication III) 

Publication III proposes that managers consider and manage internal and external factors 

that influence integrated strategy implementation. In this thesis, the concept of integrated 

sustainability strategy is used to emphasize the importance of integrating sustainability 

issues into business strategy planning. The concern that sustainability issues are not 

effectively incorporated into managerial practices has been emphasized in CS 

management studies (e.g., Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020; Montiel and Delgado-

Ceballos, 2014). An integrated CS strategy perspective, as suggested in the framework of 

conducting STDB, enables companies to respond to sustainability challenges by aligning 

their core business with sustainability principles and incorporating environmental and 

social concerns into the company’s business model and, eventually, business practices, 

so that business and system-level value may be adequately captured. In that way, the 

strategic relevance of CS management can be improved, meaning that both business 

success and system-level sustainability may be reinforced, as emphasized by 

Baumgartner and Rauter (2017). The integration of CS into business strategy is 

challenging (Engert and Baumgartner, 2016; Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner, 2016; 

Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 2019), therefore, the factors that influence integrated strategy 

implementation are presented in the framework, which helps companies to consider these 

factors from the planning phase of their strategy. For example, identifying external, 

market-related conditions helps a company to define the context within which it operates, 

and to consider potential value creation opportunities with and for different stakeholders 

through the business model, whose importance is emphasized by Freudenreich et al. 

(2020), for example.  

3) Creating and mediating SVC from company level to system level (Publications I and 

IV) 

In the previous section it was suggested that well-planned, integrated sustainability 

strategies guide business model development; in that way, scientifically defined 

sustainability principles can also be integrated into a company’s business model. SVC is 

a core process of SBM as it mediates the impacts of an individual business model to the 

wider context where the business model operates (Bidmon and Knab, 2018; Bocken et 

al., 2014; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Lüdeke-Freund, 2020; Upward and Jones, 

2016), and therefore it is important to understand both the sustainable value creation 

processes and the value outcomes perspectives of SVC, as suggested in Publication I. The 

proposed SVC approach helps companies to consider different elements of SVC, 

identified as important in previous studies, such as the relevant stakeholders 

(Freudenreich, Lüdeke-Freund and Schaltegger, 2020; Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 

2017; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008) and the plurality of value forms and value sources  

(Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2020). The SVC approach also pays attention to potential tensions 

between different value forms and stakeholders, as increased value in one dimension of 

sustainability can cause decreased value in another. 
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Publication IV proposes management activities to assess the potential realization of 

system-level environmental value creation. It is emphasized that the intended value is not 

created until it is realized, but SBM research lacks methods to assess the environmental, 

social, and economic performance of SBMs as stated by Lüdeke-Freund et al., (2018). As 

generally accepted approaches with which to assess the performance of SBM and SVC 

do not yet exist, decision-making can be supported, for example, by life-cycle 

assessment-based tools and methods, as presented in the FSSD (Broman and Robèrt, 

2017; França et al., 2017) to ensure that decisions are in line with the integrated 

sustainability strategy, and thus aligned with sustainability principles. In Publication IV, 

the presented assessment approach is based on the qualitative life cycle assessment 

approach. However, it was found that as CE business models (and SBMs) often represent 

new solutions and systems, defining the reference system whereby the creation of 

sustainable value is assessed might be difficult. Additionally, comparing a new business 

model solution with an existing one does not necessarily reveal the SBM’s contribution 

to system-level sustainability. Although some improvements, such as those in the form 

of emission reduction, could be observed, it is possible that the absolute impacts could 

still be causing harm to the environment and society. Therefore, the assessment methods 

should be combined with sustainability principles and benchmarks that consider the 

required state of sustainability toward which the companies should aim, as recommended 

by Kurucz et al., (2017).
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6 Conclusions 

Research for this thesis combined theoretical perspectives from sustainable development, 

CS management, and SBM literature in order to increase the understanding of conducting 

sustainability target-driven business in for-profit companies. The main research question 

was: how can a company integrate scientific sustainability principles into strategy 

planning and implement the principles through business models in order to contribute to 

system-level sustainability? 

The research was divided in two subtopics, the first of which focused on increasing the 

understanding of planning and implementing sustainability target-driven strategy, and the 

second on increasing understanding on creating and assessing system-level sustainable 

value. The main objective of the first subtopic was to describe how companies can 

integrate sustainability principles into their strategy planning and what factors influence 

the implementation of strategy which is aligned with sustainability principles. The main 

objective of the second subtopic was to describe how companies can contribute to system-

level sustainable value creation through their business. As an outcome of the thesis, the 

relevant concepts related to STDB and their interrelationships are described, and 

managerial activities and initiatives for conducting STDB are suggested. In the following, 

the theoretical contribution, managerial and policy implications, limitations, and 

suggestions for future research are presented.  

6.1 Theoretical contributions 

The theoretical contribution of research can be assessed through its ability to provide 

original insights into a phenomenon by advancing knowledge in a way that is deemed to 

have utility or usefulness for some purpose (Corley and Gioia, 2011). The main 

theoretical contributions of this thesis related to sustainable development, CS 

management, and the SBM literature, and their intersections, are presented in Figure 10 

along with identified future research topics, although the latter are discussed in detail in 

section 6.3. 
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Figure 10 The main theoretical contributions and future research topics related to sustainable 

development, CS management and SBM literature, and their intersections. 

 

The first research gap presented in Section 1.2 concerned the inefficiency with which CS 

management impacts on managerial practices and contributes to sustainable development 

(Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010; Engert and Baumgartner, 2016; Geissdoerfer, 

Vladimirova and Evans, 2018; Kiron et al., 2017; Meuer, Koelbel and Hoffmann, 2020). 

In this thesis the gap was narrowed by operationalizing the STDB through the concepts 

of system-level sustainability, integrated strategy, and sustainable value creation, thus 

strengthening the interdisciplinarity perspective of CS management, as suggested by 

Schaltegger, Beckmann and Hansen (2013). The operationalization of STDB combines 

theoretical perspectives from all three literature streams, thus aiming to clarify the 

complex challenge to companies of contributing to sustainable development while doing 

profitable business. The thesis presents SVC as a mediator between the business level and 

the system level. In Publication I, the link between the levels was concretized through the 

Sustainable

business model

Sustainable 

development

Corporate 

sustainability 

management

Companies 

conducting 

sustainability target-

driven business

Theoretical contribution

• Clarifying the process and outcomes perspectives of SVC

• Providing an assessment method for system-level 

environmental value creation 

Suggestion for future research

• Developing quantitative assessment methods for 

system-level SVC

Theoretical contribution

• Emphasizing the role of 

managerial values guiding CS 

decision-making

Suggestion for future research

• Exploring different maturity levels of 

CS management and their 

possibilities to conduct STDB

Theoretical contribution

• Emphasizing the 

interconnectedness of companies 

within the environment and society

Suggestion for future 

research

• Development of context-

specific, science-based 

sustainability principles

Theoretical contribution

• Integrating scientific 

sustainability principles 

in CS management

Theoretical contribution

• Combining 

sustainability and 

strategy management 

perspectives through 

integrated sustainability 

strategy

Theoretical contribution

• Presenting SVC as a 

core process mediating 

the impacts of SBM to 

the wider system-level

Theoretical contribution

• Operationalizing the 

concept of STDB

Suggestion for future research

• Combining perspectives from 

other theoretical streams such 

as transition research
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SVC approach, thus increasing the understanding of the interconnectedness of the 

company with the wider environmental and societal systems. The interconnectedness is 

clarified by dividing SVC into sustainable value creation processes and value outcomes, 

a separation that has not been comprehensively discussed in previous SBM studies. 

Separating the sustainable value creation processes from the value outcomes strengthens 

theoretical knowledge about the realized impacts companies cause with their value 

creation processes. When the realized impacts for multiple stakeholders are made visible, 

system-level impacts can be assessed. If the impacts are not realized, value creation 

processes can be changed or developed. Moreover, for-profit companies have 

traditionally focused on economic value outcomes, that is, value captured by the 

company. The system-level perspective onto value outcomes can widen the value-capture 

potential for the company as, in the long run, sustainable value created for multiple 

stakeholders can transfer into monetary form and other intangible benefits for a company, 

directly or indirectly. Therefore, both perspectives – value outcomes and value capture – 

are important. If the value creation process does not lead to the desired outcomes (related 

to system-level sustainability and value captured by the company), changes in the 

business model will be necessary. In Publication IV, potential value outcomes were 

qualitatively assessed in different life-cycle phases. From the CE research perspective, 

Publication IV provided an assessment framework for environmental value created. 

Therefore, the findings also strengthened the understanding that CE business models can 

advance sustainability at least from the environmental point of view. However, the study 

brought out the importance but also the difficulty of assessing system-level impacts. 

Therefore, to truly mediate the impacts of SBMs on the system level, continuous 

assessment of realized value outcomes is needed, so that potential changes in value 

creation processes can be made.  

Integrating scientific sustainability principles into CS management emphasizes the role 

of the normative orientation of a company toward sustainable development, including its 

values, vision, and mission (Baumgartner, 2014; Breuer and Lüdeke-Freund, 2017). 

Publication II provided theoretical insights into the different value profiles a company 

can have, and how the value profile can be changed so that environmental and social value 

creation becomes an absolute target value for a company, in addition to economic value 

creation. Therefore, the findings of Publication II markedly increased theoretical 

understanding of how the sustainability orientation of companies can be influenced, 

which can further influence managerial practices. Publication III provided empirical 

findings about the strategy implementation process, wherein business strategy is aligned 

with scientific sustainability principles. These findings thus contribute new 

understanding, especially to the second theoretical research gap identified in Section 1.2 

connected with the lack of guidelines for integrating strategic management and CS 

(Kitsios, Kamariotou and Michael, 2020), and to the third research gap comprising the 

lack of studies about SBMs that are truly aligned with sustainability principles (Lüdeke-

Freund and Dembek, 2017). The presented factors influencing the implementation 

supported the findings in existing studies on the same topic, such as the role of 

organizational culture and reward systems as instruments supporting CS management 

(Baumgartner, 2014; Engert and Baumgartner, 2016). However, as CS management 
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activities are often studied as a company’s internal perspective, the important theoretical 

contribution was made by emphasizing that employees can influence the implementation 

through external activities, which, for example, aim to shape the attitudes of customers 

or policymakers to favor the company’s integrated strategy.  

6.2 Implications for practice 

The findings of this thesis offer management activities and initiatives through which 

companies can conduct STDB (Figure 9). In the following the benefits for companies in 

adopting STDB are presented. 

Taking system-level sustainability principles and context-specific sustainability 

challenges as the basis of the strategy planning and target-setting enables a business to 

contribute to sustainable development. 

Sustainability strategies often focus on companies’ internal sustainability processes and 

improvements (Dyllick and Muff, 2016). Moreover, companies’ sustainability target-

setting is usually based on comparisons relative to a baseline year, relative to current best 

practice, or relative to a company's own internal targets, although sustainable 

development is a system-level concept (Kurucz et al., 2017). However, these kinds of 

relative targets can indicate progress toward sustainability, even when the actual 

contribution is marginal. The literature review conducted in Publications I and II revealed 

the importance of considering the context within which a company is operating. 

Sustainability challenges are often context specific, and companies can frequently only 

partially contribute to a given sustainability issue. Therefore, it is important to identify 

the larger system within which a company is operating and not just focus on internal 

processes. The empirical findings in Publications I and III demonstrate how the case 

company identified its role as being part of a larger food system and solving the global 

food challenge. Although the company’s products relate mainly to the beginning of the 

food production chain, it has engaged on a sectorial sustainability discussion aiming to 

change the common practices, rules, and standards within the industry toward more 

sustainable ones. To emphasize the significance of setting sustainability targets that take 

the context and scientific knowledge into consideration, the empirical findings also 

showed how a company’s sustainability actions could relate to the realized impacts 

advancing sustainable development goals, thus contributing to system-level 

sustainability.  

Setting sustainability and business as integrated part of companies’ strategy planning 

creates the basis for considering sustainability issues in every decision-making situation. 

Sustainability targets are often discussed as the means to achieving economic benefit for 

a company, meaning that sustainability has an instrumental role in a company’s business 

strategy. However, that kind of selective business strategy considers sustainability targets 

and actions only if they promise business benefits, and therefore has limited impact on 
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business practices truly aiming to contribute to sustainable development (Hahn et al., 

2018). The findings of Publication II discussed different value profiles a company may 

have, showing that the more emphasis a company paid to sustainability issues, the more 

integrated that different sustainability aspects with each other were. Therefore, the 

publication suggested aligning a company’s values with the final sustainability state 

based on scientific sustainability knowledge. The alignment could decrease the role of 

sustainability as the only instrumental way for profit maximization. The empirical 

findings in Publications I and III discovered that when the company took an integrated 

perspective on sustainability and business strategy, sustainability issues were considered 

in every decision-making situation, and decisions were not only based on the lowest price; 

rather, managers and employees aimed at finding solutions that supported achieving the 

company’s sustainability targets in that specific decision-making context. Moreover, 

taking an integrated perspective at the top management level communicated to employees 

the importance of sustainability issues, which strengthened the sustainability-oriented 

organization culture, sustainability thus becoming a natural part of every employees’ 

daily work. 

Taking a strategic management perspective on sustainability-strategy implementation 

enables companies to combine both business success and the advancement of sustainable 

development. 

Many sustainability strategies fail to contribute to sustainable development as they are 

planned to improve companies’ internal sustainability issues; furthermore, companies 

face barriers to combining sustainability issues with business success (Baumgartner and 

Rauter, 2017; Kitsios, Kamariotou and Michael, 2020). As stated in Publications I and 

III, taking a strategic management perspective that links a company and economic and 

societal system levels enables it to consider and manage sustainability and business in an 

integrated manner. The SVC approach presented in Publication I illustrated how 

companies can translate sustainable value created for multiple stakeholders into monetary 

terms and other intangible benefits. Additionally, a company must be aware that value 

capturing might require a long time period to be realized, that some actions have more 

certain value-capturing potential than others, and that with some actions value capturing 

depends on factors that a company cannot influence beforehand. Publication III examined 

integrated strategy implementation and, as a result, internal and external factors 

influencing implementation were identified. When combining the findings from 

Publications I and III, it can be seen that there are factors that a company cannot influence 

in advance, especially those that are external market related. However, if the factors are 

identified right from the strategy planning phase, a company can try to instigate action 

plans in the implementation phase to make the factors that enable value capture more 

favorable. Sustainability pioneer companies continuously develop their business and take 

a hand in raising sustainability issues. The increasing trend has been that investors are 

interested in companies that effectively advance sustainability issues. Therefore, to gain 

competitive advantage from sustainability, companies need to be ambitious enough to 

move their focus from internal sustainability issues to bigger challenges. 
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Assessing intended sustainable value creation outcomes beforehand enables companies 

to plan and develop strategies and business models that contribute to system-level 

sustainability and value capture for the company. 

Companies usually measure and report their improvements concerning specific 

sustainability targets, such as yearly emission reduction; however, SBMs aim to create 

sustainable value for multiple stakeholders within different timeframes and spatial scales. 

Assessing multiple and complex impacts of SVC is, therefore, challenging and current 

research lacks methods to assess the environmental, social, and economic performance of 

SBMs (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2018). In Publication IV, the LCA-based framework for 

assessing the environmental impacts of CE business models was developed. One of the 

important findings was that the intended value proposition will not be realized as value 

outcomes without the stakeholders; therefore, companies should pay special attention to 

stakeholder management, and assess potential SVC and value capture through 

collaboration or value cocreation with stakeholders. Another important finding of 

Publication IV related to a reference system for the assessed business models. The 

findings demonstrated that, especially for new business models, it is hard to find a 

reference system against which to compare the impacts, making it difficult to say anything 

about the sustainability of a business model. This finding thus supports the statement 

presented in the thesis, that assessments should aim to identify the absolute impacts 

caused by a business model and combine them with a scientific perspective on assessment 

to see if the model is aligned with sustainability principles, thereby minimizing negative 

effects on the environmental and society.  

In addition to the identified benefits of companies adopting STDB, the main implication 

for policymakers is as follows: 

Policymakers could encourage companies to pay increasing attention to scientific 

sustainability principles and targets in their corporate sustainability management. 

The importance of the scientific perspective onto sustainability is emphasized for 

companies aiming to conduct business that truly contributes to sustainable development. 

Therefore, this thesis provides the recommendation that policymakers encourage 

companies to include the scientific view of sustainability in their sustainability-strategy 

development and goal setting. As Publication III discovered and also as emphasized by 

Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner  (2016) among others, external factors such as the 

institutional environment where companies are operating can influence how they stand 

on sustainability. Therefore, if policy makers encouraged the scientific sustainability 

perspective, it could increase the role of scientific sustainability principles and targets in 

CS management as unwritten codes of conduct. 
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6.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

In this section the limitations of the study are presented and suggestions for future 

research avenues (Figure 10) are discussed in detail. First, the thesis was based on 

theoretical backgrounds from sustainable development, corporate sustainability 

management, and sustainable business model research. Focusing on these literature 

streams can exclude some important perspectives which could be studied: for example, 

applying organization theory, organizational features and structures that hinder or 

facilitate STDB. Although Publication I draws on insights in transition research and 

presents the SVC approach as a way to advance system-level transition, the focus of this 

thesis was on company level activities. Therefore, actual system-level sustainability 

transitions – that is, where established socio-technical systems shift to more sustainable 

modes of production and consumption  (Markard, Raven and Truffer, 2012) – were not 

discussed. However, future research could benefit from combining transition research 

with SBM research and especially SVC by studying what changes are needed in 

companies’ existing value-creation processes if they want to contribute to system-level 

sustainability transition. Additionally, a transition perspective could guide companies to 

better understand the context within which they are operating, thus underlining the 

important need to define system boundaries in SBM research. 

Second, a limitation also lies in the statement presented in the thesis that a scientific 

perspective onto sustainability should be taken as a basis for STDB. Although the FFBB 

(Future-Fit Business Benchmark, 2021) in Publication II and sustainability principles 

(Broman and Robèrt, 2017) in Publications I and III were suggested as scientifically based 

approaches for planning STDB, their applicability for that purpose was not empirically 

tested by the author of this thesis. However, they are both the result of several years of 

research and have been successfully applied in pioneer companies6 (Broman and Robèrt, 

2017). Although sustainability principles are meant to be context independent, existing 

research has suggested a move toward more contextual principles and sustainability 

targets, expressed in terms of company-specific thresholds and allocations  (McElroy and 

Thomas, 2015). However, this suggestion currently represents a paradigm shift rather 

than established practice. Future research could draw on case studies of companies which 

have utilized scientific approaches in their sustainability work and begin developing 

context-specific sustainability principles, such as scientific sustainability principles for 

horticulture businesses if drawing from the case company presented in Publication I and 

III.  

Third, STDB as it is presented in this thesis represents quite a high-level maturity level 

for managing sustainability issues. The approach to conducting STDB is meant to be 

ambitious as it aims for radical changes in doing business compared to the current 

situation in for-profit companies. Contributing to system-level sustainability requires 

6 See examples of companies who have declared their ambition to become Future-Fit 

https://futurefitbusiness.org/pioneer-directory/.  
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companies to change their mindset, business strategies, and business models. The case 

company discussed in Publications I and III can be said to represent a high maturity level, 

thus constituting an extreme case example of a sustainable company. Therefore, the 

limitation of this study is that conducting STDB as presented in this thesis can be difficult 

for some companies, as the starting point of CS management naturally differs. 

Consequently, future research could draw on, for example, the sustainability maturity 

levels presented by Baumgartner and Ebner (2010), explore the possibilities of companies 

with different maturity levels conducting STDB, and provide specific guidelines for 

different maturity starting levels. 

A fourth limitation concerns the assessment of sustainable value outcomes, that is, the 

realized impacts of SBM. Although the presented qualitative framework in Publication 

IV is a good starting point for understanding the potential impacts of SBM in different 

life cycles, it should be enlarged to offer better consideration of value creation with and 

for different stakeholders, spatial perspectives, and dynamic future impacts. The 

presented framework utilized CE principles as a basis of the assessment, so it is likely 

that the same one, with slight modifications, could be applied to cover scientific 

sustainability principles. However, as has been said, a company becomes what is 

measured, so future research should focus on developing comprehensive quantitative 

methods to assess system-level SVC.
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1 Introduction 

Companies can act as important agents in sustainability transitions (Farla et al., 2012; 

Markard et al., 2012) if they successfully implement ambitious sustainability strategies 

through new sustainable business models (SBMs) (Bolton and Hannon, 2016). Business 

models are part of and interact with established socio-technical systems, being a bridge 

between the company and the economic and social systems (Lüdeke-Freund and 

Dembek, 2017; Roome and Louche, 2016). Further, SBMs are recognised as a key to 

the creation of sustainable business and to leverage wider sustainability transition, i.e., a 

process through which established socio-technical systems shift to more sustainable 

modes of production and consumption (Loorbach et al., 2017; Markard et al., 2012). 

However, the interaction between companies and the larger socio-technical system in 

which they operate and impact on is still a less-researched area (Bidmon and Knab, 

2018; Bocken et al., 2019). Company-level actions only make a marginal contribution 

to sustainability transition if the link between the micro-level concept of corporate 

sustainability and the global macro-level concept of sustainable development is not 

comprehensively understood (Dyllick and Muff, 2016). In this chapter, the terms 

“system” and “macro” level or the “societal” level of society are used interchangeably. 

Sustainable business models incorporate the three pillars of sustainability: economic, 

environmental, and social, as an integral part of the company’s value proposition and 

value creation logic (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). SBMs are seen as vehicles for 

responding to the world’s increasing ecological and social problems, and to assist all 



types of companies to make their business sustainable (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 

2017). For example, many traditional manufacturing companies have changed their 

business models from selling products to selling services, which have the potential to 

increase sustainability, e.g., by improving utilisation of resources and products or 

extending product life (Yang and Evans, 2019). Today, there is great interest in SBMs 

based on circularity, saving resources, and eliminating waste (Pieroni et al., 2019), and 

interest in new forms of consumption, for example, through sharing economy business 

models (Laukkanen and Tura, 2020). These represent radical changes in the existing 

business logics and wholly new ways of doing business, leveraging sustainability 

transition.  

Thus far, only a few studies have integrated business and management research with 

system transition research (Köhler et al., 2019). The business model literature remains 

largely dominated by company-, industry-, or business network-level analyses and 

examples, and only few studies have considered the link with macro developments at 

the systemic level (Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016; Bidmon and Knab, 2018). Transition 

research, which considers systems (e.g., energy transition), has neglected the micro-

level dynamics and the role of single companies (Köhler et al., 2019; Markard et al., 

2012). Consequently, further research is needed on how sustainability strategies of 

companies impact the outcome of sustainability transitions (Farla et al., 2012), and the 

rationale of how individual companies can enhance sustainability transitions through 

their SBMs (Iñigo and Albareda, 2016). In conclusion, there is a strong call for an 

integration of business research with transition research to better understand the 



interrelations between SBMs and sustainability transitions (Bocken et al., 2019; Köhler 

et al., 2019; Sarasini and Linder, 2018).  

The main objective of this study is to bridge the research gap between the company 

level SBMs and system level sustainability transitions. The research question guiding 

the research is: How can individual companies contribute to and enable wider 

sustainability transition through their business models? 

This study presents a company-driven approach by proposing sustainable value creation 

(SVC) as an approach to integrate company level sustainability into broader system 

level sustainability transition. Sustainable value creation is a central part of any SBM, 

and it can be understood as a core process that mediates the impacts of an individual 

SBM to different system levels by contributing to wider value networks (Hellström et 

al., 2015) and creating value with and for various stakeholders (Freudenreich et al., 

2020). The proposed approach is based on an extensive literature review and analysis of 

SBMs and sustainability transitions, and the empirical case example of Europe’s leading 

horticultural company, Kekkilä-BVB.  

This study offers initial guidelines for business managers aiming to adopt SBMs that 

contribute to sustainability transition through SVC. Contributing conceptually to the 

existing SBM and sustainability transition literatures, this study explains how the 

concept of SVC can be interpreted as a bridge between a company and economic and 

social systems, and further as a component of the larger system-level transition to 

sustainability. As the emerging SBM research field has its roots in multiple disciplines – 



the natural sciences (e.g., sustainability), management sciences (e.g., business models, 

corporate sustainability), and social sciences (e.g., transition) – this study summarises 

the key concepts (related to SBMs and SVC as contributing to sustainability transition) 

aiming to narrow the gap between different disciplines.  

The chapter is structured as follows. The second section presents the theoretical 

background and builds an integration between company- and system-level sustainability 

by integrating views from the corporate sustainability, traditional business model, and 

sustainability transition literature. The third section presents the research design. The 

fourth section discusses the concept of SVC for advancing sustainability transition and 

uses the case study company to present the key steps in adopting an SVC approach. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of implications and avenues for future research. 

2 Theoretical Foundation  

2.1 Integrating Company- and System-level Sustainability Through Sustainable 

Business Model Research 

Sustainable business model research is an emerging research field that integrates 

different disciplines (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). This study adopts such an 

integrative approach to SBMs by combining views of corporate sustainability, 

traditional business model, and system transition from their respective literatures 

(Figure 1).  
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model field

System 
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Figure 1. Sustainable business model research as an integrative field (adapted from Lüdeke-Freund and 
Dembek, 2017) 

 

A corporate sustainability literature has emerged in the twenty-first century that 

considers how the macro-level concept of sustainable development can be applied to the 

company level (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010). Corporate sustainability refers to 

translating the general principles of system-level sustainability (Robèrt et al. 2012) and 

sustainable development into a corporate context, referring to activities to incorporate 

environmental and social concerns in company’s strategy and business operations 

(Montiel, 2008). The concept of sustainable development, which is formally defined as 

the ability to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 1987), was introduced about thirty years 



ago, and the consideration of sustainability in the management literature has grown 

quickly since the 1990s (Zemigala, 2019). Although the terms “sustainable 

development” and “sustainability” are often used interchangeably (Williams and 

Millington, 2004), sustainability can be understood as the target goal and sustainable 

development as a holistic process for achieving sustainability over time (Shaker, 2015). 

The concept of sustainable business has also been adopted to emphasise a business-

centred approach to sustainability. “Sustainable business” refers to translating macro 

level sustainability challenges into business opportunities that make “business sense” of 

societal and environmental issues and creating a significant positive impact in critical 

and relevant areas for society and the planet while easing conflicts between financial 

demands and societal needs. Moreover, it refers to engaging on a sectorial or cross-

sectorial level aiming to change the common practices, rules, and standards shared by 

all members in an industry and along supply chains toward approaches that advance 

system-level sustainability. Changing current approaches requires collaboration with all 

stakeholders involved, as big sustainability challenges like climate change, availability 

of fresh water, and loss of biodiversity cannot be solved by business alone (Dyllick and 

Muff, 2016). 

Likewise, traditional business model research has flourished in the management 

literature since the end of the 1990s, especially with the emergence of the Internet and 

rapid advances in information and communication technologies (Demil and Lecocq, 

2010). The term “business model” has been used in various ways over the years. For 

example, it is confused with other popular terms in the management literature such as 



“strategy,” “business concept,” “revenue model,” and “economic model” (DaSilva and 

Trkman, 2014). Today, the common understanding of the business model is that it 

describes the rationale of how an organisation creates, delivers, and captures value 

(Biloslavo et al., 2018; Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010). Such a value-

based approach provides a broader definition of a business model. As a business model 

is applied to various purposes, business model research covers various themes at a 

general level, including the static approach, which describes the core business model 

components and their coherence, and a more transformational approach, using the 

concept as a tool for addressing change and innovation (Demil and Lecocq, 2010). In 

this study, the business model is adopted to provide a link between an individual 

company and the larger production and consumption system to which it belongs (Boons 

et al., 2013).  

The system transition literature studies systemic change (i.e., transition), a concept 

applied in many scientific disciplines that refers to a non-linear shift from one dynamic 

equilibrium to another. Transition is the result of actions and an interplay of a variety of 

changes, at different levels and in different domains, which somehow interact with and 

reinforce each other to produce a fundamental change in a societal system (Clarke and 

Crane, 2018; Loorbach et al., 2017). In the system transition literature, businesses are 

typically perceived as agents that can challenge the status quo of the current economy 

by contributing to it through radical and holistic changes in the existing business logics 

and business models (Köhler et al., 2019). The literature on sustainability transitions has 

been developed to address the large-scale societal changes aimed at solving the global 



challenge of sustainability (Loorbach et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2010). Sustainability 

transition is a long-term, multidimensional, and fundamental transformation process 

through which established socio-technical systems shift to more sustainable modes of 

production and consumption (Markard et al., 2012). Transitions are coevolutionary 

processes entailing multiple interdependent developments and involving changes in a 

range of elements: technologies, markets, user practices, cultural meanings, 

infrastructures, policies, industry structures, business models, and supply chains (Köhler 

et al., 2019; Markard et al., 2012). Companies act as important agents in sustainability 

transition by developing novel technologies, products, services, and business models; 

creating new value networks; lobbying for specific policies; influencing customer 

behaviour; and shaping entire industries (Köhler et al., 2019).  

Sustainable business model research has emerged from flaws in existing research fields 

(Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). The corporate sustainability literature has 

traditionally focused on business level activities such as sustainable supply chain 

management (Wolf, 2014), sustainability performance measurement (Goyal et al., 

2013), or sustainability strategies (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010), but omitted the 

strategic link between the company and economic and societal system levels. The 

traditional business model literature has focused on how companies create value for 

customers, capture value itself, and enhance competitiveness (Zott et al., 2011) lacking 

sustainability and multi-stakeholder perspectives. On the other hand, transition research 

has traditionally focused on single systems, e.g., energy transition, but not the rationale 

of how individual companies can enhance sustainability transitions. Recently, the first 



studies focusing on the interplay between business models and sustainability transitions 

have emerged in both the management and transition literature (Bidmon and Knab, 

2018; Sarasini and Linder, 2018). Through integrating the views from the research 

fields of corporate sustainability, traditional business models, and system transitions, 

SBM research considers the role of individual companies contributing and enabling 

wider sustainability transitions. Sustainable business models provide a link between 

company and system level sustainability, leveraging wider sustainability transition by 

integrating science-based sustainability principles (Robèrt et al., 2012) into the 

company’s value proposition and value creation logic, and providing value to the 

various stakeholders and to the natural environment and/or society (Abdelkafi and 

Täuscher, 2016; Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017).  

2.2 Key Concepts in Sustainable Business Model Research 

In the following, company- and system-level sustainability are integrated through the 

key concepts discussed in the previous section: system level sustainability, 

sustainability transition, sustainable business, and sustainable business model. Figure 2 

provides the link from company level SBM to system level sustainability: Through 

SBM, an individual company integrates sustainability principles into its core business, 

delivers the shift towards sustainable business, and accelerates the broader transition 

towards system level sustainability (Bidmon and Knab, 2018). Further, Table 1 

summarises the key concepts in the SBM literature, reflecting that SBM research has its 

roots in multiple disciplines: the natural sciences (e.g., sustainability), management 



sciences (e.g., business model, corporate sustainability), and social sciences and 

technology studies (e.g. transition).  

Sustainable 
business model

Sustainable 
business

Sustainability 
transition

System-level 
sustainability

 

Figure 2. Key concepts as integrating company- and system-level sustainability 

 

Integrating macro level sustainability targets with the company level strategy and the 

business model requires that companies clearly understand the meaning and relevance 

of the sustainability concept (Rauter et al., 2017). Increasing environmental, social, and 

economic problems require systemic solutions through which companies create 

sustainability benefits and solve macro level sustainability challenges, not just minimise 

negative impacts at the company level. The term “system-level sustainability” is 

therefore used in this study to describe the final goal of a company. Following the 

definition of strong sustainability (Neumayer, 2013), system-level sustainability refers 

to conditions that enable a good quality of life and welfare of current and future 

generations within ecological limits. Companies aiming to advance system-level 

sustainability create economic and social value while protecting the natural environment 

and reducing environmental pollution.  

To contribute to system-level sustainability, businesses need to implement new business 

models or make changes to existing business models (i.e., SBM innovations). SBM 

innovations vary with the scope and degree of change and with the level of innovation 

(Adams et al., 2016). The innovations required for leveraging sustainability transition 



and for contributing to system-level sustainability are linked to higher levels of business 

model innovation and more radical business model changes (Boons et al., 2013). The 

focus has recently shifted to more systemic, non-technological, and people-centred 

innovations in which sustainability is treated as a socio-technical challenge (Adams et 

al., 2016). From this perspective, SBM’s role is important, but is not an end in itself. 

Therefore, the proposed approach considers sustainable value creation (SVC), which 

can be understood as a core SBM process that mediates the impact of individual SBMs. 

Table 1. Key concepts 

Concept Definition 

System-level 

sustainability 

System-level sustainability refers to conditions that enable a good 

quality of life and welfare of current and future generations within 

ecological limits. 

Sustainable 

development 

Sustainable development refers to a process for advancing system-

level sustainability over time. 

Corporate 

sustainability 

Corporate sustainability is about translating the general principles 

of system-level sustainability and sustainable development to the 

company level, referring to activities to incorporate environmental 

and social concerns in company’s strategy and business operations 

(Montiel, 2008). 

Sustainable 

business 

Sustainable business refers to translating macro-level sustainability 

challenges into business opportunities making “business sense” of 

societal and environmental issues and creating a significant 

positive impact in critical and relevant areas for society and the 

planet, while easing conflicts between financial demands and 

societal needs. It also refers to engaging on a sectorial or cross-

sectorial level aiming to change the common practices, rules, and 

standards shared by all members in an industry and along supply-

chains toward approaches that advance system-level sustainability. 

(Dyllick and Muff, 2016) 

Transition Transition (i.e., systemic change) refers to a non-linear shift from 

one dynamic equilibrium to another; it is the result of actions and 

an interplay of a variety of changes, at different levels and in 

different domains, that somehow interact with and reinforce each 

other to produce a fundamental change in a societal system (Clarke 

and Crane, 2018; Loorbach et al., 2017). 

Sustainability Sustainability transition is a long-term, multidimensional, and 



transition fundamental transformation process through which established 

socio-technical systems shift to more sustainable modes of 

production and consumption (Markard et al., 2012). 

Business model A business model describes the rationale of how a company 

creates, delivers, and captures value (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 

2010), and provides a link between an individual company and the 

larger production and consumption system to which it belongs 

(Boons et al., 2013). 

Sustainable 

business model 

A sustainable business model provides a link between company- 

and system-level sustainability, leveraging wider sustainability 

transition by integrating sustainability principles (Robèrt et al., 

2012) into the company’s value proposition and value creation 

logic, and providing value to the various stakeholders and to the 

natural environment and/or society (Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016; 

Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek, 2017). 

Sustainable 

business model 

innovation 

Sustainable business model innovation refers to the 

conceptualisation and implementation of new business models, or 

changes in existing business models aiming to advance system-

level sustainability. 

Value creation Value creation consists of value creation processes, which refer to 

expected value or a company’s attempt to increase value (including 

the activities and resources involved in the value creation process), 

and value outcomes, which consider how value is actually 

perceived by the beneficiaries. 

Sustainable 

value creation 

Sustainable value creation refers to positive environmental, social, 

and economic impacts (co)created by a company and its value 

network and perceived by a company and different stakeholders. 

 

2.3 Sustainable Value Creation for Advancing Sustainability Transition  

Sustainable business models are commonly considered combinations of the general 

value concepts of value proposition, value creation and delivery, and value capture (e.g. 

Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016; Evans et al., 2017) (Figure 3). Besides new business 

models, sustainability calls for a redefinition of value concepts (Roome and Louche, 

2016). While a traditional business model aims mainly to create value for customers, an 

SBM aims to align business goals with the needs of an ecosystem and society translated 



into multiple value concepts (Kristensen and Remmen, 2019) such as increased 

happiness for customers, increased eco-effectiveness for supply chain partners, and 

increased prosperity and wellbeing at the societal level (den Ouden, 2012). The focus 

has recently shifted increasingly towards larger systems of stakeholders and various 

economic, environmental, social, and psychological perspectives of value building on 

an integrated view of sustainable value (Evans et al., 2017; Freudenreich et al., 2020; 

den Ouden, 2012), which refers to positive environmental, social, and economic 

impacts. Economic value relates to factors such as increased profit and financial 

resilience. Social value includes elements that individuals or society in general consider 

valuable, such as health and safety and happiness and belonging, which are often also 

linked to psychological value elements. Environmental value refers to businesses’ 

positive impacts on the natural environment and environmental capital (Stubbs and 

Cocklin, 2008), for example through increased biodiversity. In sum, the multi-

stakeholder perspective on value is central to an SBM, where the aim is to create value 

for a larger group of stakeholders, including the natural environment and human beings 

with whom the company will probably never engage (Upward and Jones, 2016). 

In this study, SVC refers to positive environmental, social, and economic impacts 

(co)created by a company and its value network and perceived by a company and 

different stakeholders. SBMs propose sustainable value, although in practice such value 

can be either created and captured or destroyed (Roome and Louche, 2016; Yang et al., 

2017). What is profitable for one company, benefits one stakeholder, or increases value 

in one dimension of sustainability may not be profitable for another company or may 



destroy value from another stakeholder’s perspective or in another dimension of 

sustainability (Van Bommel, 2018; Yang et al., 2017). Therefore, eliminating or 

reducing the negative consequences of value creation (Van Bommel, 2018; Roome and 

Louche, Yang et al., 2017) is a prerequisite for advancing system-level sustainability. 

Value destruction includes the negative outcomes of the business, i.e., damage to the 

planet, people, and profits, such as rebound effects, greenhouse gas emissions, resource 

scarcity, biodiversity loss, unemployment, neglect of health and safety, unfair 

competition, and inequality and job losses (Bocken et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2017). Thus 

far, most research on SBM innovations and SVC has focused on designing sustainable 

value propositions (Kristensen and Remmen 2019) and how business models create 

ecological and social benefits, but much less attention has been paid to the possible 

negative consequences and conflicts that business models may cause among multiple 

stakeholders and perceived value outcomes (Biloslavo et al., 2018). In the corporate 

sustainability literature, there has been growing interest in tensions in sustainability 

(Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015), in which economic, environmental, and social 

values cannot be achieved simultaneously and increased value in one dimension of 

sustainability can cause decreased value in another. Thus, the success of SBMs depends 

on a company’s ability to consider, resolve, and manage tensions and conflicting 

sustainability values (Van Bommel, 2018). 

Research on SVC can be divided into two streams: 1) SVC processes that consider the 

activities, resources, and value network involved; and 2) sustainable value outcomes 

that consider how the value is perceived by the beneficiaries and what the actual 



impacts on the environment and society are (Bocken et al., 2014; Upward and Jones, 

2016). SVC is concerned with value co-creation, in which multiple value forms are 

created for but also with multiple stakeholders (Freudenreich et al., 2020). As SVC 

incorporates a multi-stakeholder perspective, companies play a broader strategic role in 

affecting system-level sustainability (Sulkowski et al. 2018). Furthermore, value 

creation and value capture should be viewed as distinct processes. Value capture 

represents the value that the company generates for itself from its value proposition and 

value creation activities (Abdelkafi and Täuscher, 2016), such as decreased costs or 

increased profits, brand value, and social and environmental responsibility (Schaltegger 

et al., 2012). If the value creation process does not lead to desired outcomes (related to 

system-level sustainability and value captured by the company), changes in the business 

model will be necessary. No company is able to achieve system-level goals (such as 

system-level sustainability) on its own, but it is possible within a wider ecosystem in 

which companies operate (Hellström et al., 2015). An individual company’s business 

model can reflect only part of the overall value creation, but it can be seen as a unit that 

serves a certain function in the broader system, thereby enabling system-level value 

creation (Koistinen et al., 2018). 



 

Figure 3. Different value concepts related to SBM 

 

3 Research Design  

This paper considers how companies can contribute to and enable sustainability 

transition through their business models. To address the research objective, this study 

combined the previous literature and findings from a case company, Kekkilä-BVB. The 

single in-depth case study approach (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016) was applied, and 

the case was used for both inspirational and illustrative purposes (Siggelkow, 2007). 

The selected case company, Kekkilä-BVB, is a Finnish-Dutch horticultural company 

that provides products and services for professional growers and home gardeners, 



landscapers, horticultural raw material customers, and bedding peat customers to over 

100 countries worldwide. Kekkilä-BVB is the European leader in growing media 

(materials in which plants are grown) and offers high-quality substrates, peat products, 

fertilisers, garden products, and landscaping soils and mulches.  

Kekkilä-BVB was chosen because it represents a company that has already taken 

considerable steps towards sustainability, and sustainable growth has always been at the 

core of Kekkilä-BVB’s business. The company has an ambitious goal of moving from 

being a market-driven company to one that shapes the future by being part of a larger 

food system and solving the global food challenge. They focus on sustainability 

challenges and possibilities such as CO2 reduction, water management, and well-being 

through greener homes and cities, as well as enabling plant-based food for the growing 

population of the world.  

Both secondary data collection, i.e., the broad range of written material related to 

Kekkilä-BVB’s sustainability strategy development process, and semi-structured 

interviews were applied in empirical data collection. Data was collected between 2018 

and 2020. Overall, data collection and analysis were iterative and circular processes in 

which literature reviews on corporate sustainability, business models and system 

transitions, and empirical data collection considering Kekkilä-BVB, as well as data 

collection and qualitative data analysis, were alternated (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 

2016). 



Data collection and analysis were conducted through the following main steps. First, to 

gain an initial understanding of the topic, written material concerning the case 

company’s sustainability focus areas, strategic goals, indicators, stakeholder maps, and 

action plans, etc., was reviewed and analysed. The analysis was based on the inductive 

reasoning and grounded theory method (Silverman, 2014). Second, to obtain answers to 

open questions, the case company’s sustainability manager and the sustainability, brand, 

and communications director were interviewed. The semi-structured interview covered 

the motivation to create sustainable value, sustainable value creation for multiple 

stakeholders, the value destruction perspective, and net positive impacts. Third, to 

deepen understanding and build an initial framework, a review of the scientific literature 

was conducted. The findings were analysed using the thematic content analysis method 

(Myers, 2013), resulting in the initial framework of an SVC approach for advancing 

sustainability transition and system-level sustainability. Fourth, the initial framework 

was illustrated and developed further, based on the semi-structured interviews and open 

discussions with company representatives.  

4 Adopting a Sustainable Value Creation Approach  

In the following, we offer an SVC approach (Figure 4) for business managers coping 

with the designing, developing, and implementing of SBMs. The approach describes 

how individual companies make their business sustainable, leverage wider sustainability 

transition, and advance system-level sustainability through SVC. The SVC approach is 

explained below in the form of key recommendations and illustrated through the case 

company, Kekkilä-BVB. 
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Figure 4. The SVC approach for advancing sustainability transition and system-level sustainability 

 

4.1 Place your business into a system-level context, and define system boundaries.  

First, for contributing to broader sustainability transition, individual businesses should 

be considered as part of the larger macro-level system. According to a boundary setting, 

if there are no frames or an understanding of the overall system where the business 

model operates, it is extremely difficult to assess the sustainable value created (Bocken 

et al., 2019). The direct and indirect impacts resulting from a business model vary 

depending on how boundaries are traced around the system of analysis. In practice, 

Kekkilä-BVB has used the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) 

(Broman and Robèrt, 2017), which aids organizations in putting themselves in the 

context of global sustainability challenges in their sustainability strategy development 

process. Kekkilä-BVB started to build their sustainability strategy by creating an 

understanding of several megatrends that have an impact on their business, but also 

global socio-economic and Earth system trends or challenges that Kekkilä-BVB could 



have an impact on through their business model and SVC, such as population growth, 

urbanisation, climate change mitigation, and food safety. Through its horticultural 

business, Kekkilä-BVB sees its broader strategic role as being a part of a macro-level 

food production system and solving a global food challenge, e.g., relating to reducing 

food production’s environmental impact and feeding an exploding population.  

Although growing media has not been a central topic within discussions about 

sustainable food production, Kekkilä-BVB sees itself as having an important role in the 

food production value chain. Kekkilä-BVB enables both food production globally and 

wellbeing in homes and cities, for example by producing specialised, high-quality 

substrates and fertilizers for professional growers and the global horticultural industry, 

and by creating opportunity for local gardening and offering information about 

sustainable food production and giving growing tips for home gardeners. The COVID-

19 crisis increased people’s enthusiasm for gardening and private food production. The 

crisis also affected the self-sufficiency of countries. These trends forced Kekkilä-BVB 

to reconsider its system boundaries and how to operate globally when the international 

movement of products becomes difficult, as well as locally and near consumers.  

4.2 Define what system-level sustainability means to your business, and set a final goal. 

The second recommendation highlights the need to internalise the concept of system-

level sustainability, which refers to operate within planetary and social boundaries, and 

conditions that enable a good quality of life (Raworth, 2017; Whiteman et al., 2013), 

and set the final goal. Defining a goal requires the internalising of the concept of 



sustainability, and further goal-setting is a requirement for the assessment of SVC. If 

sustainability goals are based on the benchmarks, such as comparisons relative to a 

baseline year, relative to current best practice or relative to a company’s own short-term 

targets, there is a risk that incremental and, in absolute terms, even ineffective 

improvements are seen as progress towards sustainability (Dyllick and Rost, 2017). 

Recent studies on SVC have proposed that the assessment should be scientifically 

based, using, for example, the four sustainability principles related to natural cycles and 

the root causes of unsustainability (Broman and Robért, 2017), planetary boundaries, or 

laws of thermodynamics. A scientifically defined final sustainability goal that operates 

within ecological and social boundaries that are expressed in terms of company-specific 

thresholds and allocations (McElroy and Thomas, 2016) is the best way to ensure a 

company’s journey towards system level sustainability. However, these currently 

represent a paradigm shift rather than established practice.  

Kekkilä-BVB has an ambition to develop their business based on research. Before 

undertaking concrete actions, they built a common understanding about the most 

important sustainability areas to which they contribute and can advance with their 

business. The strategic planning procedures of the FSSD, science-based sustainability 

principles, and the Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2020), such as zero 

hunger, reduced inequalities, and sustainable cities and communities, have guided its 

strategy development process and further SBM development and SVC towards system-

level sustainability. Kekkilä-BVB have identified four key focus areas where they 

consider they can truly make a difference: helping people to flourish, sustainable food 



and living, green growth and recycling, and biodiversity and restoration. These four 

strategic focus areas aim at covering the whole scope of nature’s cycles, from sourcing 

raw materials to nature’s restoration, society’s operations, and food production. They 

also meet several UN Sustainable Development Goals, helping Kekkilä-BVB achieve 

their main goal: becoming a net positive company (putting back more into the global 

economy, society, and the environment than taking out). Today, global responsibility is 

fully integrated into Kekkilä-BVB’s business strategy, which has replaced the separate 

sustainability strategy. Kekkilä-BVB’s commitment is not just about causing as little 

harm as possible, but is about being a change agent, a proactive player, and a significant 

force in improving system-level sustainability by creating sustainable value with and for 

multiple stakeholders. Kekkilä-BVB entitles its own existence by giving more than 

taking. However, this only represents goal-setting and ensures that Kekkilä-BVB 

focuses on essential actions, which are prerequisites for further actions and defining the 

KPIs (key performance indicators).  

4.3 Create a common understanding of a sustainable future through the concrete 

targets, and build your own value creation processes sustainably.  

Sustainable value creation begins with outlining the big picture through organisational 

values (Manninen and Huiskonen, 2018), mission, vision, and final sustainability goals 

as described above, and creating a common understanding of a sustainable future within 

a company. This is followed by building a company’s own value creation processes, i.e., 

concrete actions toward the goals, sustainably. In Kekkilä-BVB, all employees were 

involved in the strategy development process, as the implementation of SVC initiatives 



require a lot of effort and expertise and collaboration between different departments. All 

employees are committed to work toward common goals that are agreed on together, 

and employees are trained continuously to take sustainability into consideration in their 

work. 

Kekkilä-BVB’s business is guided by a sustainability roadmap including eight concrete 

targets aiming to ensure SVC in the whole value chain during the coming years. Table 2 

presents these eight targets and links them to the SVC processes. In general, 

collaboration and co-creation with value chain partners and other stakeholders, 

innovativeness, and a systemic perspective are prerequisites to achieve the sustainability 

targets. For example, replacing a packaging system that uses virgin plastics with one 

that uses recycled plastic or alternative packaging methods is not possible without chain 

partners’ co-operation. Although sustainability is integrated into Kekkilä-BVB’s 

strategy, it is not yet fully integrated into its value creation processes and daily 

operations. Therefore, separate sustainability projects, in which people at different 

positions work together, were needed. The aim of these projects is, for example, to 

ensure that new products or solutions designed to launch truly improve sustainability.  

Table 2: Kekkilä-BVB’s main targets related to SVC processes 

Target Examples of SVC processes 

1. We enhance the wellbeing of our 

employees, customers and partners in the 

value chain. 

- Improving the wellbeing of 

personnel through concrete actions with 

bi-lateral communication defined in a 

wellbeing year clock. 

- Introducing a supplier code of 

conduct where suppliers commit to the 

highest social and environmental 



standards according to local, Finnish or 

UN law, whichever is stricter. 

2. In 2020, our sustainability impact 

is understood and transparent and we 

have set up measurement to ensure that 

we reach our main goal: net positivity. 

- Providing an E-learning platform 

for employees, customers, partners, and 

other stakeholders, and offering training 

on the sustainability targets. 

- Participating in sector 

organisation to establish a common way 

of measuring and communicating the 

sustainability impact. 

- Creating transparency through the 

set-up of a sustainability dashboard. 

3. We will co-create and pilot 3 new 

smart service concepts per year related to 

food and living, which significantly 

increase our own and our partners’ 

positive sustainability impact. 

- Reducing environmental impacts 

of inbound logistics by changing from 

trucks to trains. 

- Introducing concepts in various 

segments working with high tech 

equipment enabling a shift to measured, 

controlled actions based on data. 

4. By 2022, we will have innovative 

new products and services that optimize 

water management. 

- Providing soil products in urban 

environments that reduce the unwanted 

impacts from excess rainfall. 

- Providing covering mulch 

materials that reduce evaporation of water 

to consumers as well as professional 

growers. 

5. From 2020, all of our innovations 

promote sustainability. 

- Providing new sustainable raw 

materials, e.g. Accretio, which has high 

water retention rates and ensures a quick 

absorption of water. 

6. By 2024, we will replace 80% of 

single use plastics in our packaging with 

recycled plastic or alternative packaging 

methods. 100% of our packaging will be 

recyclable. 

- 80% recycled content in 50% of 

the packaging used for retail sector in the 

Netherlands and Germany. 

- 97% of packaging is recyclable 

and 3% is biodegradable. 

7. Together with stakeholders, we 

will develop sustainable harvesting and 

an afterlife concept for peat bogs. 

- Focusing on new ways of 

harvesting peat that reduce the harvesting 

cycle. 

- Increasing the amount of RPP 

(Responsibly Produced Peat) certified 

peat used. 

8. Our actions will significantly 

increase biodiversity in urban areas. 

- Providing urban roof and balcony 

gardens, parks, and green parking spots to 

help to purify the air, reduce the 



concentration of fine particles, reduce 

heat build-up, and create water buffers in 

the city. 

 

4.4 Focus on sustainable value outcomes, and pay attention to the negative 

consequences of value creation.  

Once value creation processes are sustainable, it is time to focus on value outcomes, i.e., 

how value is perceived by customers and other stakeholders. As sustainable value is a 

multifaceted concept, including, e.g., economic, social, and environmental dimensions 

of sustainability and perspectives of multiple stakeholders, various indicators are 

needed. Further, considering the negative consequences of value creation is at least as 

important as considering positive value outcomes; it is a prerequisite for advancing 

system-level sustainability. Assessing net positivity, which is the main target of 

Kekkilä-BVB, requires considering how much sustainable value is created and refers to 

the total contribution, which is the difference between positive and negative impacts. 

While a business model can never have a zero footprint (negative impacts), a company 

can still create net positive impacts if its handprint (positive impacts) is bigger than its 

footprint (Dyllick and Rost, 2017). The goal of being a net positive company forces 

Kekkilä-BVB to determine what their business model gives to and what it takes from 

society and the environment. The net positivity approach also forces Kekkilä-BVB to 

see their role in society from a systemic perspective, as they cannot concentrate only on 

internal processes and improvements.  



Kekkilä-BVB aims to make their sustainability work as measurably as possible and 

assesses the sustainability impact that their work has on a regular basis. According to 

the literature (Dyllick and Rost, 2017) and Kekkilä-BVB’s knowledge, there are no 

simple methods available yet for measuring net positive (or net negative) impacts. As an 

example, consider the matter of how to measure the impacts of growing media offered 

by Kekkilä-BVB when it gives life to new trees that absorb carbon that is further 

harvested and utilized somewhere else. The development of specific guidelines and 

measures takes time. So far, different one-dimensional indicators can be useful for 

making overall quantifications or comparisons, but Kekkilä-BVB already has 

preliminary proofs of their net positive sustainability impacts. The estimations are based 

on the Upright Project’s Upright net impact model (Upright Project, 2020), which is an 

automated way to quantify companies’ net impact. The main idea of the artificial 

intelligence-based model is to show what resources companies use and what they 

achieve by using them. The Upright net impact model utilises scientific papers and 

machine learning to summarise how companies impact the environment, the health of 

people, and society at large, and further to create a net impact profile of the company. 

Although based on Upright’s model Kekkilä-BVB is already a net positive company, 

they do not trust the results literally, as the model is still developing. Based on the 

results, Kekkilä-BVB trusts that it is doing good things, but that its net positivity can 

always be higher.  

Kekkilä-BVB is aware of negative impacts that their sustainability actions might cause. 

For example, the use of peat causes negative impacts even if peat is produced as 



sustainably as possible. One main concern related to peat is its categorization as a fossil 

resource. So far, Kekkilä-BVB has identified different concepts that represent both 

positive and negative impacts, such as eco-effectiveness or ecological damages, and the 

actions that lead to those impacts, such as carbon sinks and compensation models or the 

heavy use of fossil fuels in road transportation. Further, Kekkilä-BVB has started to do 

Strategic LCAs (Life Cycle Assessments) on its products to define, assess, and 

communicate products’ sustainability. In addition to insights from the Upright Project 

and LCA calculation, Kekkilä-BVB assesses how their sustainability initiatives advance 

SDGs. Through a materiality analysis Kekkilä-BVB ensures that it prioritises the 

economic, social, and environmental issues that matter most to its stakeholders. Further, 

by utilising consumer surveys, Kekkilä-BVB ensures that its goals are aligned with 

consumers’ and stakeholders’ needs. Finally, Kekkilä-BVB is building a monthly-

updated dashboard that assesses progress toward their eight sustainability targets 

through KPIs. 

4.5 Commit to system-level sustainability targets, and identify the value capturing 

potential to enhancing virtuous circles.  

Identifying value-capturing potential drives companies to commit to SVC, and captured 

value motivates companies to create even more sustainable value, leading to virtuous 

circles (Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart, 2011). Companies are primarily interested in 

creating sustainable value if it brings economic benefit (Yang and Evans, 2019), i.e., 

increased profit or decreased costs, so it is not truly realistic to expect commercially-

oriented businesses to wholly refocus on sustainability challenges and value creation for 



the common good (Dyllick and Muff, 2016). Previous studies have identified several 

direct and indirect links between SVC activities and a company’s economic 

performance, for example, through increased resource efficiency, reputation, or 

customer satisfaction (Saeidi et al., 2015; Schaltegger et al., 2012). Further, a broader 

perspective on SVC raises the value capture potential of companies (Laukkanen, 2019). 

However, the value capture of SVC activities is a multidimensional and complex 

process. It explains how companies can translate sustainable value created for multiple 

stakeholders into monetary terms and other intangible benefits for a company. 

Additionally, a company has to be aware of the facts that value capturing might require 

a long time period to be realized, that some actions have more certain value capturing 

potential than others, and that with some actions value capturing depends on factors that 

a company cannot influence beforehand.  

Although the value capture potential of planned SVC activities is unclear, Kekkilä-BVB 

is committed to their sustainability targets. They trust that sustainability investments 

will pay back in the long-term. Kekkilä-BVB identifies the value capture potential 

through different methods, such as input-output analysis, where the required resources 

and expected impacts are listed, or ROI-template, where expected financial, social, and 

environmental returns on investments in both the short- and long-term are evaluated. As 

Kekkilä-BVB has an ambitious sustainability strategy, most of their SVC activities are 

not linked to direct financial value capture potential, but to benefits such as increased 

attractiveness as an employer or value chain partner, increased innovation capabilities, 

increased reputation and brand value, better risk management, or simply increased 



social and environmental responsibility for its own sake. Kekkilä-BVB aims to create 

positive reinforcement loops between SVC and value capture through transparent 

communication and continuous collaboration with customers and stakeholders. Further, 

the increasing trend has been that investors invest in sustainability projects, which is 

another driver for Kekkilä-BVB to act increasingly responsibly.  

5 Discussion and Conclusion  

In this study, the aim was to understand how individual companies can contribute to 

broader sustainability transition through their SBMs. By combining views of corporate 

sustainability, traditional business model, and system transition from their respective 

literatures, the study proposed the SVC approach to advance sustainability transition 

and system-level sustainability. 

First, it addresses the need to place individual businesses within their system-level 

contexts, which is a prerequisite for SVC, as the terms “sustainable development” and 

“sustainability” are macro-level concepts and the SBM of an individual company may 

reflect only part of the overall SVC. Second, it highlights the need to set sustainability 

goals and business objectives based on science-based sustainability principles to ensure 

progress towards system-level sustainability and enable sustainability transition through 

SVC. Third, it instructs on how to build up value creation processes (i.e., the company’s 

and its value network’s activities and resources for creating value outcomes) 

sustainably, for example through close collaboration or value co-creation with 

employees and other stakeholders. Fourth, the approach guides one to consider 



sustainable value outcomes (i.e., how the value is perceived by various stakeholders), 

and especially to pay attention to negative consequences of value creation, such as 

rebound effects or conflicting interests between different stakeholders, which is a 

prerequisite for advancing system-level sustainability. Fifth, it emphasises the 

identification of value capturing potential of SVC, which motivates individual 

companies to commit to system-level sustainability targets and contribute to system 

level SVC, and create even more sustainable value.  

The SVC approach is proposed to narrow the current research gap between the SBM 

literature and sustainability transition literature, and integrate company-level 

sustainability into wider socio-technical transition to sustainability. In the previous 

literature, SBMs are noted as vehicles for advancing sustainability (Lüdeke-Freund and 

Dembek, 2017). This study specifies that SVC is a core SBM process that mediates the 

impact of individual SBMs. Through SVC, companies have the potential to advance 

sustainable business towards system-level sustainability, therefore acting as agents of 

sustainability transitions. The SVC links the concepts of SBM, sustainable business, 

sustainability transition, and system-level sustainability, building the bridge between 

micro-level corporate sustainability and macro-level sustainable development, as well as 

between different disciplines.  

From a business model perspective, the SVC approach broadens the company-centred 

perspective and the traditional view of value creation, considering wider system-level 

sustainability targets and an integrative view on value. From a system transition 

perspective, SVC represents the concept through which the coevolutionary processes 



entailing multiple actions and changes in a range of elements (e.g., technologies, user 

practices, infrastructures, policies, industry structures, supply chains, and business 

models) can be approached. Through SVC, companies can play multiple roles in 

advancing system-level sustainability. First, by adopting an integrative view of value 

companies contribute to sustainability by creating economic, environmental, and/or 

social value for multiple stakeholders. Second, by placing individual businesses into a 

broader system-level context and setting business targets based on system-level 

sustainability goals, companies enable system-level SVC, which refers to overall value 

creation executed by multiple companies and other societal actors. Third, by adopting 

an SVC approach companies challenge the current regime and act as agents in 

sustainability transitions. 

5.1 Managerial and Policy Implications  

From a managerial perspective, this study proposes five key recommendations for 

adopting an SVC approach. These recommendations highlight the most crucial points to 

be considered, and serve as a starting point for implementing SVC. Although the key 

recommendations presented in this study are directly aimed at managerial audiences, 

contributing to sustainability transitions and advancing system-level sustainability 

through SVC requires the involvement of and collaboration between all societal actors 

(including government representatives, policymakers, interest groups, educators, and 

consumers).  



For example, the public sector can provide businesses with a favourable environment 

and regulatory framework to encourage SBM innovations and SVC. Effective 

regulations guide companies to adopt SVC by creating limits to and costs of negative 

environmental and social impacts, related to, for example, waste charges or 

environmental protection taxes. However, as the main target – sustainability – is a 

macro-level concept, and individual companies reflect only part of the overall SVC, 

regulations cannot be too specific. Further, as the wider sustainability transition calls 

comprehensive transformations of business models and value creation logics, structural 

changes in policy are also needed. Finding a balance between different policies and 

creating a favourable environment for system-level SVC is not an easy task. It may 

require the integration of national and international regulation and courage to lead the 

way (e.g., Germany’s Energiewende) guided by system-level sustainability targets. 

Favourable regulation is flexible and it supports different options for solving 

sustainability issues through SVC.  

5.2 Limitations and Future Research  

Naturally, this study has several limitations, which point to interesting avenues for 

future research. First, there are limitations related to methodological choices as the 

study followed the single case study approach, which sets some limitations for 

generalising results. However, the aim of this study was not to test or build theory, but 

to explore a relatively new research area and provide a basis for its further development. 

Future research might explore the proposed SVC approach across other companies and 

contexts.  



The focus of this study is both a strength and a limitation. The focus was broad: The aim 

was to explore how to integrate company-level sustainability into wider socio-technical 

transitions to sustainability through SBMs. The proposed SVC approach covers five 

general recommendations, and hence each of them should be studied more in depth. For 

example, more research is needed on how to assess SVC, including negative 

consequences of value creation and how to translate created sustainable value into 

economic value for the company, and further, how sustainable value created for 

stakeholders and value captured by the company can reinforce each other. Further, 

closer integration with the natural sciences is also needed to advance system-level 

sustainability within the limits of planetary boundaries and to understand the roots of 

(un)sustainability and ecological resilience. Systems thinking offers a more holistic lens 

through which to examine the role of SVC by companies within socio-ecological 

systems (Williams et al., 2017). 

At the same time, the focus of this study was narrow: It represents only one aspect of 

sustainability transition by integrating company-level sustainability into system-level 

sustainability transition through SVC. The literature on sustainability transitions covers 

multiple themes that are connected with others (Köhler et al., 2019); for example, 

research on individual businesses in sustainability transitions is connected with 

industries, politics, or social movements. From the company perspective, understanding 

system transitions covers, for example, the companies’ and other actors’ actions that 

lead to system transition, the system transition and the role of companies and other 

actors in that transition, or the institutional environment and how it relates to the 



companies’ and other actors’ actions as well as the roles in that transition (Clarke and 

Crane, 2018). These highlight the bidirectional interaction between company and 

system levels (Geels, 2014). Therefore, more interaction and synergies between the 

company and system level are required. For example, since the current regime strongly 

pressurises companies’ operations, for example, via legislation, a sustainable regime 

would assist companies in adopting SVC. Studies focusing on both business models and 

system transitions for increasing sustainability are just emerging. Thus, there are plenty 

of research opportunities to develop more comprehensive and formal models of the 

interaction between the company and system levels. More knowledge is needed on 

companies’ key barriers and drivers in adopting SVC, for example, how different actors 

enhance the adoption of SVC. More research is also needed on how individual business 

models contribute to the overall system level SVC. It is fruitful to apply the theories and 

frameworks used in system transition studies, for example a technological innovation 

system approach or a multi-level perspective, to management research. In contrast, 

management frameworks and design research, which are adopted quite widely in 

business model research but not in transition research, can build the bridge between 

these fields. 
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Abstract 

Firms are increasingly setting themselves business goals that are more and more sustainability-

oriented. It is, however, unclear what the rationale behind the sustainability-related decisions 

are: whether the improvement of sustainability is the fundamental purpose of the firm’s business 

or whether sustainability is just an opportunity to improve some of the firm’s competitive factors, 

such as reputation and image, i.e., a means to achieve economic success. We suggest that to be 

able to assess the consequences of sustainability-related decisions better, a factual basis is 

needed, and for that, sustainability science offers a proper perspective. Sustainability science 

helps decision makers to understand how the firm can contribute to a more transformational 

change with its sustainability objectives. An approach called value-focused thinking is helpful in 

clarifying the strategic goal-setting process and the role of sustainability goals in it, and in 

connecting values to firms’ strategic decision-making. In addition, the values and objectives can 

be analyzed by applying the concepts of alternative objective functions for the firm in order to 

understand the relationship of profit and sustainability in the decision-making context. In this 

chapter, we present a Values-Driven Sustainability Management Framework, which combines 

the values of decision makers, the sustainability objectives of the firm, and a scientific perspective 

to sustainability to foster sustainable development. The framework can be utilized in making 

sustainability-related goal setting more transparent, so that the decisions are based on the values 

the firm wishes to follow. The approach supports the early phase of sustainable business model 

innovation and facilitates the developing of value propositions that are in line with the 

fundamental values of the firm. 



 

 

1. Introduction 
Today, when sustainability is proclaimed as the next frontier in innovation, almost all 

organizations accept the concept (Silvestri and Gulati, 2015). Firms are concerned with 

sustainability issues and want to contribute to it with their actions (Palmer and Flanagan, 2016). 

Organizational change towards sustainability can be approached from an organizational or 

institutional level of analysis. In the former, the leaders of the organization are important players 

in the journey towards sustainability. The institutional perspective is very different and considers 

the contextual circumstances that enable, push, or inhibit organizations from moving from one 

state to another. The role of managers in the change process are seen as secondary. (Greenwood 

et al., 2015.)  In this chapter we concentrate on the organizational perspective, because one 

viewpoint is that sustainability is often not in the core of an organization, but apart from the 

strategy. Organizations that truly embrace sustainability, should move sustainability to their core. 

(Silvestri and Gulati, 2015.) Thus, sustainability initiatives and claims should be aligned with the 

organization’s identity (Glynn et al., 2015).  The organizational identity is influenced strongly by 

the values of the owners and top managers who together form the basis for corporate responsibility 

(Bansal and Song, 2017, Kaldschmidt, 2011) and have an effect on how the organization makes 

sustainability decisions. 

Maximizing profit has been the predominant logic in doing business. However, sustainability has 

increased its importance, but it is difficult to analyze to what extent sustainability is only a means 

to achieve profit, to what extent they have equal weight, and in which cases sustainability may 

have even greater importance than profit. Therefore, it is important to capture the rationale in 

sustainability management practices (Schaltegger and Hörisch, 2017). Understanding the 

fundamental objectives of the firm can help to provide purpose and meaning for the business and 

thus clarify the question of rationale. 

We approach the problem of profit versus sustainability from ethical and scientific perspectives 

of sustainability. The aim is firstly   to understand how the values of decision makers affect the 

sustainability objectives of the firm, and secondly how sustainability science can assist decision 

makers by providing a factual basis of sustainability in decision-making situations, and thus 

contribute to sustainability management.   

To understand the values of decision makers and their impact, we propose two approaches. The 

Value-Focused Thinking (VFT) approach (Alencar et al., 2017, Keeney, 1992, 1994, 1996) is 

used to examine and reveal the sustainability objectives of the firm and to understand the values 

of decision makers behind the objectives. In addition, the values and objectives are analyzed by 

applying the concepts of the alternative objective functions for the firm (Lankoski and Smith, 

2017) in order to understand the relationship of profit and sustainability in the decision-making 

context.  

We suggest that to assess the consequences of sustainability-related decisions better, a factual 

basis is needed, and sustainability science offers a proper perspective for that. Sustainability 

science helps decision makers to understand how the firm can contribute to a more 

transformational change with its sustainability objectives.  Decision makers can then reassess 

their objectives and purpose in doing business, and decide whether the objectives truly represent 

their firm’s identity, i.e. what the firm wants to be and what kind of external image it gives to its 



 

 

stakeholders (Silvestri and Gulati, 2015). Our study provides a framework to support the 

sustainability management of a company by combining the values of decision makers, the 

sustainability objectives of the firm and a scientific perspective of sustainability to foster 

sustainable development. 

2. Understanding the purpose of doing business 
Organizations need a multidimensional view of performance (Bansal and Song, 2017), and in 

many companies the objective of business is already something different than only profit 

(Lankoski and Smith, 2017). For example, according to the institutional logic, great companies 

create frameworks that use societal value and human values as decision-making criteria instead 

of extracting more economic value. These companies believe that corporations have a purpose, 

and they meet stakeholders’ needs in many ways. However, all companies need capital to carry 

out business activities and sustain themselves. Profit is not the sole end, but a way to ensure that 

returns will continue (Kanter, 2011). Sustainable organizations must make profit to exist, but they 

do not just exist to make profit (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). Social welfare is an implicit objective 

and a firm is defined around its purpose and values (Kanter, 2011, Lankoski and Smith, 2017). 

The purpose of a sustainable company can be defined as a concrete goal or objective that reaches 

beyond profit maximization, i.e. environmental and social outcomes (Henderson and Van den 

Steen, 2015, Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). At the same time profit is a “means” to achieve 

sustainable outcomes (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008).  A firm does not have to have only one 

objective or purpose for doing business, but it can contain e.g. both profit and social welfare. In 

the situation of many purposes, the relationship between different objective variables has to be 

specified clearly (Lankoski and Smith, 2017). 

Lankoski and Smith (2017) define different relationship types between profit and social welfare 

(Table 1). An alternative objective function is an equation specifying which output the firm aims 

to maximize or minimize, with which variables as inputs, and under which constraints. The 

relationship types are based on three analytical dimensions: 1) whether the two variables are 

considered as process characteristics or end objectives, 2) whether preferences between the two 

variables are lexicographic or compensating, and 3) whether the relationship between the two 

variables is mutually supportive or mutually conflicting. The first two dimensions are decision 

issues, meaning that managers or owners can decide how they want to conceive the relationship 

between the two variables in their firm. The third dimension is, by contrast, an empirical question, 

which determines whether certain approaches to combining profit and social welfare are in fact 

possible in the real world. Ten different alternative objective functions for firms can be identified 

on the basis of the different relationships (Table 1). One of the functions excludes and nine include 

social welfare, meaning that social welfare can be 1) entirely absent from the objective function, 

2) a process characteristic, 3) one of the end objectives, 4) the only end objective, adjusted by 

profit as a process characteristic, and 5) the only variable in the objective function. 

Table 1. Relationships between the variables of profit and social welfare (Lankoski and Smith, 2017). 

Relationships between the variables of profit and social welfare 

None Only one variable is maximized and there is no place for the other variable 

Instrumental One variable  (the instrumental variable) is a means for achieving the other 

variable (the end objective) 



 

 

Constrained One variable (the objective) is maximized so that the value of the other variable 

(the constrained) stays within a preset range 

Complementary Both variables are mutually supportive end objectives. Both variables may be 

equally regarded as end objectives at the same time, and both may be maximized 

at the same time. 

Hierarchical One variable has priority over the other, as in lexicographic ordering. The more 

important objective is satisfied first, after which the less important objective is 

satisfied to the extent possible without affecting the outcome of the first 

objective.  

Weighted An approach to integrate multiple objectives with weighting. The objective 

given priority varies from one decision-making situation to another according 

to preset criteria. 

 

The alternative objective functions provide a basis for considering organizational purpose also 

from the sustainability point of view.  The alternative objective functions extend the discussion 

of different logics to do business and provides a framework to aid organizational change towards 

sustainability. The term sustainability is defined in closer detail below, but in this context, it 

includes the economic, environmental and social perspectives of business in general. We apply 

the alternative objective functions to explore different logics to do business from the perspective 

of profit and sustainability (Figure 1). In our viewpoint, the conventional financial logic represents 

the extreme of the relationship type “None”. Sustainability logic has received increased attention, 

but in many cases it still appears as an instrumental logic to do business, where environmental 

and social actions are means to achieve profit (Gao and Bansal, 2013). The integrated logic 

presented by Gao and Bansal (2013) is close to the relationship type “Complementary” presented 

by Lankoski and Smith (2017). The Environmentally Dominant Logic by Montabon et al. (2016) 

is an opposite of financial logic, and represents a situation where priority is given to the 

environment, then to the society, and last to profit. In its extreme form, environmental and social 

welfare are maximized and there is no place for profit in it. However, as Lankoski and Smith 

(2017) state, this does not prevent a well-managed firm from making profit, but profit is the result 

rather than the driver in the process of value creation. Therefore, we see that when it is not the 

case of social enterprises but companies doing business, the company needs some capital to carry 

out business activities and sustain themselves (Kanter, 2011). 



 

 

 

Figure 1. The relationship types of profit and sustainability (reproduced from Lankoski and Smith, 2017) combined 

with the “Financial Logic”, “Integrated Logic” (Gao and Bansal, 2013), “Environmental Dominant Logic” 

(Montabon et al. 2016), and “Sustainability Logic (e.g. Gao and Bansal 2013; Greenwood et al. 2015) 

One of the challenges in building truly sustainable organizations is that although firms’ strategies 

increasingly integrate sustainability (Palmer and Flanagan, 2016), and different logics to do 

business can be identified (Figure 1), it often requires a significant shift in the identity of the firm, 

as well as in its core structure and processes (Henderson et al., 2015). The organizational identity 

defines “what the organization is” and “what it stands for” (Silvestri and Gulati, 2015). By 

understanding the different alternative purposes for business, the company can reflect them 

towards their identity. According to Lankoski and Smith (2017), managers or owners can decide 

how they regard the relationship between profit and sustainability in their firm. The personal 

values of managers influence their strategic decisions (Kaldschmidt, 2011), and thus 

sustainability-related decisions are likely affected by the decision makers’ values. However, 

sustainability is a complex issue, and decision makers have often difficulties to see the effects of 

their decisions in a larger, systemic-level context. The scientific perspective can offer a factual 

perspective to solve this problem. However, decision makers still have to clarify to what extent 

they base their decisions on values and to what extent on facts. 

3.  Combining values and scientific viewpoints in sustainability 

decision making 
Managerial values play an important role in all decisions and especially in strategic decision 

making, because they are embedded in the organizational values. Therefore, sustainability-

supporting values of leaders and managers are a key to making strategic decisions that support 

the successful balance of economic, environmental and social goals. (Kaldschmidt, 2011) 

Values form the basis of the ethical standpoint of the firm’s decision makers, and therefore 

business ethics can be understood to be the ideas about conduct that are generally accepted among 

the members of a group that operates within a company. In other words, values guide individual 

employees’ judgement and action in situations that are not governed by laws or other 

institutionalized elements. (Pearce, 2013.)  From the research perspective, business ethics 



 

 

evaluates humanistic values in management and gives meanings to it. However, factual data from 

science is needed to discover the causes and effects of decisions. Therefore, it is useful to 

understand how ethics and science are manifested in corporate sustainability discussion. On the 

basis of historical roots, ethics can be linked to corporate responsibility, whereas the background 

of sustainability is in natural sciences. (Bansal and Song, 2017.) However, in many companies 

corporate responsibility and sustainability are synonyms (Bansal and Song, 2017, Markman et al., 

2016). The separation of the concepts clarifies the discussion, when considering and making 

decisions about sustainability management.  

Applying perspectives from both corporate responsibility and sustainability increases 

understanding of how to set better and effective sustainability objectives. Firstly, corporate 

responsibility represents the ethical standpoint of the company. Corporate responsibility 

combines the values and beliefs of the decision makers at the individual level, but also presents 

why and how the company commits to sustainability at the organizational level. Secondly, 

sustainability-related decisions can be justified by factual data from the scientific perspective of 

sustainability. (Bansal and Song, 2017.) Finally, sustainability management operationalizes 

corporate responsibility and sustainability science at the organizational level by including 

formulation, implementation, and evaluation of environmental and socioeconomic sustainability-

related decisions and actions (Starik and Kanashiro, 2013)  (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Corporate responsibility and sustainability science perspectives to support sustainability management at the 

organizational level. 

3.1. Values for sustainability decisions 
The values of decision makers are formed in part by the organization they work for. By exploring 

decision makers’ values, we can recognize how the organization understands sustainability and 

what is its orientation towards it; whether sustainability is at the periphery or at the core of the 

organization’s identity (Silvestri and Gulati, 2015). 

According to den Ouden (2012), from the psychological perspective, values define what people 

strive for (human values) and how they influence their behavior (motivational values). At the 

organizational level, the purpose and objectives are based on the core values of the firm, and 

provide motivation for its management and employees to contribute to the creation of value (den 

Ouden, 2012). Kaldschmidt (2011) studied in her dissertation the intersection of personal values, 

corporate sustainability, and how leaders’ personal values influence the strategy process and its 

outcomes in terms of the formulation of competitive sustainability strategies. She utilized 



 

 

Schwartz’ theory of basic human values, which is based on the idea that values guide individuals 

and are grounded in what they see as desirable. Fundamentally, they have different motivational 

aspects, as in the definition by den Ouden (2012). Kaldschmidt (2011) presents five main features 

of Schwartz’ theory that all conceptions of values have (Schwartz, 2006, Schwartz and Bilsky, 

1987, Schwartz, 1992 in Kaldschmidt (2011)): 

1) Values are beliefs. These beliefs are tied to emotion and not to objective ideas. 

2) Values are a motivational construct. That is, they refer to desirable goals that are worth 

striving for. 

3) Values transcend specific situations. The abstract nature of values distinguishes them 

from norms and attitudes, which refer to more specific actions, objects or situations. 

4) Values guide selection or evaluation (of actions, policies, people, and events). This way, 

values can be understood as standards or criteria. 

5) Values are ordered by relative importance to one another. Individuals hold values in 

ordered systems that include priorities. The hierarchical nature of values also 

differentiates them from attitudes and norms.  

Kaldschmidt (2011) studied which personal values of leaders need to be prioritized in order to 

make strategic decisions that support the sustainable development and performance of a firm. She 

found a connection between the certain personal values profiles of leaders and the sustainability 

strategy of a firm. She also stated that for sustainable business practices to be reality and not just 

greenwashing, more is needed than just putting up a values statement that includes social and 

environmental responsibility.  

In-depth understanding of the decision makers’ sustainability-related values can provide a useful 

insight into the core values of an organization and its purpose to do business. Referring to the 

main features of Schwartz’ theory of basic human values, sustainability -related values could be 

interpreted as guiding principles for decision makers towards desirable, trans-situational 

economic, environmental and social goals, varying in importance (Schwartz, 2007). Although we 

concentrate on the understanding of human values, it is notable that the sustainability value 

concept can be approached also from sociological and ecological perspectives. Then it is not a 

matter of human values, but seeing that the society and nature are a value in themselves (den 

Ouden, 2012).  For that perspective, i.e. to understand the absolute value of the society and nature, 

science can offer factual data to support decision making (Bansal and Song, 2017).  

3.2.  Scientific viewpoints to sustainability 
Earlier studies have brought out concern about the effects of sustainability management. Although 

companies are willing to impact sustainability issues, and sustainability actions are taken in 

several companies, ecological analyses indicate worsening or even alarming conditions (Dyllick 

and Muff, 2016, O'Neill and McElroy, 2017, Whiteman et al., 2013). One reason for this is that 

companies’ sustainability goals and the progress towards them are commonly assessed on the 

basis of comparisons 1) relative to a baseline year (e.g., the last reporting period), 2) relative to 

the current best practice (e.g., best performers in an industry), or 3) relative to the company’s own 

targets (e.g., to reduce CO2 emissions by 20% by 2020). These kinds of benchmarks can lead to 

situations where incremental, and in absolute terms even ineffective improvements are seen as 

progress towards sustainability. (Kurucz et al., 2017.) In addition, to use these kinds of 

benchmarks as a measure of sustainability progress, setting goals only based on e.g. the level of 



 

 

best practice of the industry, may lead to ineffective actions, and in the worst case, the goals are 

not linked to the overall strategic objectives of the company at all. Another reason for ineffective 

results of sustainability management is that the sustainability strategy is not linked to macro-

ecological processes and boundary conditions. In other words, the scientific viewpoint of 

sustainability is ignored (Whiteman et al., 2013). 

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) has been a dominant concept to describe sustainability (Montabon 

et al., 2016). It incorporates three performance dimensions: social, environmental and financial, 

and represents thus in an optimal situation the ideology of “Integrated Logic” (Gao and Bansal, 

2013) to do business (see Section 2). However, in reality, social and environmental aspects are 

often instruments to improve economic performance (Montabon et al., 2016), representing the 

left side of Figure 1, where the emphasis is on profit. This results from a technocentric (a.k.a. 

anthropocentric (Purser et al., 1995)) worldview about sustainability, which requires increases in 

production and consumption, economic growth, and valuation and utilization of natural resources. 

In addition, the technocentric approach views man’s role as one of control over nature. (Landrum 

and Ohsowski, 2017.) 

The concern for a technocentric bias in the field of organizational science concerning social issues 

in management or relations between business and the natural environment was already 

highlighted in the 1990s. It was stated that “if researchers and managers are to move toward an 

"ecocentric" paradigm, they need more than a popular understanding of ecology. Indeed, there 

is a need to clearly differentiate anthropocentric from ecocentric approaches to environmental 

issues” (Purser et al., 1995, p.1055). The same criticism was raised twenty years later when Starik 

and Kanshiro (2013, p. 9) argued that “…one or more new theories of sustainability management 

may be needed in the management literature…most other organization/management theories that 

have been used in sustainability research do not either explicitly or implicitly recognize the 

obvious (or near-obvious) fact that all human organizations are embedded within the natural 

environment, and that, all of those which have human managers and other employees, also 

contain the natural environment inside of their respective biophysical bodies”. 

Recent research supports the ecocentric worldview in sustainability (Whiteman et al., 2013), 

which recognizes that economic growth is bounded by environmental limits, natural resources 

need to be preserved to support life, and all activity must remain within ecological limits 

(Landrum and Ohsowski, 2017). This is a systemic perspective towards sustainability, including 

natural and social systems. The systemic approach makes sustainability a complex issue to 

understand at the organizational level. Therefore, sustainability science can provide material for 

micro-level organizational implementation of sustainability, as individual companies are a part of 

larger social systems (Bansal and Song, 2017).  

When discussing sustainability, it is almost necessary to bring out the term sustainable 

development. Probably the best known description for the term is the definition by the Brundtland 

Commission: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own need” (Broman et al., 

2012, p. 21). Shortly, it means the transition from the current, unsustainable society to a 

sustainable society (Broman et al., 2012). The report of the Commission took a systemic 

perspective, arguing that the world’s complex challenges could be solved only by systematic 

collective endeavors, and the collapse of natural systems would erode the sustainability of 



 

 

organizational systems, as all physical resources are ultimately drawn from the earth. 

Furthermore, poor social conditions could catalyze organizational dissent. Therefore, the systems 

scholars assumed that corporate actions were inherently connected to the social and natural 

systems. (Bansal and Song, 2017.) 

3.3. Value profiles for clarifying a company’s sustainability strategy  
Significant changes are needed in the transition towards a sustainable society in order to realize 

sustainable development (Broman et al., 2012). In the two sections above we discussed firstly 

values of decision makers, which form the base for corporate responsibility and how the firm 

commits to sustainability, and secondly the scientific perspective of sustainability, which can 

support decision makers  to take a more systemic approach in sustainability-related decision 

making.   

When there is a strong cohesion of sustainability –oriented values among decision makers, 

strategic and operational sustainability-related decisions will be more likely made consensually 

(Kaldschmidt, 2011). Further, it could be interpreted that if the values of decision makers are 

consensually aligned with the scientific perspective of sustainability complying with 

sustainability principles, an effective sustainability strategy will be likely to be implemented.  

Therefore, in order to truly foster sustainable development, the values of decision makers and the 

scientific perspectives of sustainability in sustainability management have to be combined. 

The levels of management can be divided into three parts: 1) normative management, which 

defines the basic management philosophy and the company’s identity, 2) strategic management, 

which defines long-term strategic goals, and 3) operational management, which defines how the 

organization can reach its goals (Baumgartner, 2014). When applying the management levels to 

sustainability management, our approach provides input mainly to the normative and strategic 

management levels (Figure 3). 



 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Sustainability management levels (based on (Baumgartner, 2014) supported by sustainability science-based 

principles. 

We see consistency between the organizational purposes to do business (based on the relationship 

types by Lankoski and Smith (2017)) and the viewpoints on sustainability (Figure 4). We express 

this consistency as alternative value profiles, representing the organizational purpose to create 

environmental, social and economic output in different relationships.. The points along the arrow 

are manifestations of different value profiles, where the beginning of the arrow (left corner) 

represents a profit-dominant profile and the right head of the arrow a sustainability-dominant 

profile. The top of the arrow represents an integrated profile. Our interpretation is that when a 

company is moving from the profit-dominant profile towards the sustainability-dominant profile 

(from left to right), the instrumental role of the environmental and social perspectives of 

sustainability changes to having a role of absolute value. In other words, the purpose to do 

business changes from a financial logic to a more sustainability-dominant logic and an ecocentric 

worldview to do business. Alignment of organizational values with (the requirements of) the 

respective value profile is important if a company plans to change its position in the value 

continuum. In accordance with our earlier assumption, in order to reach the right corner, the 

values of decision makers should be aligned with the ecocentric worldview of sustainability. 

However, the philosophy of the ecocentric worldview has to be operationalized in order to be able 

to carry out business in accordance with ecocentric sustainability principles. The 

operationalization of the ecocentric worldview is discussed in Section 4.2.  

 



 

 

 

Figure 4. Possible value profiles of a company (based on the range of alternative objective functions by Lankoski and 

Smith, 2017)). 

By positioning itself to some point along the arrow, the firm can identify who they are and who 

they want to be. In other words, the firm can consider its purpose beyond profits (Henderson and 

Van den Steen, 2015). This is done at the normative management level, and it defines the basis 

for strategic management. Strategic management is a process of planning, implementing and 

evaluating company-wide decision making, enabling an organization to achieve its long-term 

objectives (Baumgartner, 2014). In other words, normative management clarifies the strategic 

sustainability goal setting and makes sustainability-related goal setting more transparent, so that 

the decisions are based on the values the firm wants to follow. In addition, this approach supports 

the operational management level, where the sustainability strategy is implemented 

(Baumgartner, 2014). Normative management provides a basis for the early phases of sustainable 

business model innovation, and facilitates developing value propositions that are in line with the 

fundamental values of the firm. 

 

4. Framework of Values-Driven Sustainability Management 
In the sections above, we stated that effective sustainability management requires combining the 

ethical and scientific perspectives of sustainability. The values of decision makers are in an 

important role in strategic sustainability decision making. In order to foster sustainable 

development effectively, the values of the decision makers have to be aligned with the scientific 

principles of sustainability. In practice, this will help the decision makers to set concrete 

sustainability objectives and goals and put them into action.  

In order to help decision makers to consider their values and combine the scientific perspective 

of sustainability to them, we present a framework of Values-Driven Sustainability Management 

(VDSM) (Figure 5). The framework includes existing approaches that can be used as tools to 

combine ethical and scientific perspectives in practice. We have modified the approaches in order 

to create a comprehensive framework for VDSM. The alternative objective functions approach 

used in phase 2 was described in section 2 above, as it introduces the discussion of a firm’s 



 

 

purpose to do business. The applied approaches used in phases 1 and 3 are described in sections 

4.1 (Value-Focused Thinking) and 4.2 (Future-Fit Business Benchmark), as they are more 

concrete methods to be utilized. Section 4.3 describes the fourth phase of the framework. 

 

 

Figure 5. Framework for effective Values-Driven Sustainability Management. 

The framework consists of four iterative phases and specific approaches. In the first phase, the 

Value-Focused Thinking (VFT) approach (Chapter 4.1.) is utilized to identify and structure 

values-based sustainability objectives. The starting point is the firm’s sustainability objectives in 

a certain decision context. The aim is to structure the means-ends network of the objectives, where 

the ends represent the fundamental objectives, and the means help to achieve the ends. With the 

help of the means-end network, the fundamental objectives of the firm can be identified, and it 

can be recognized how the sustainability objectives are positioned in this network. The objectives 

are grouped depending on how they represent the environmental, social or economic dimensions 

of sustainability. This phase helps to clarify the question of whether sustainability is the 

fundamental purpose of the firm’s business or whether sustainability is just an opportunity to 

improve some of the firm’s competitive factors. 

In the second phase, the alternative objective functions approach is used to identify the value 

profile (Figure 4 and Section 2) of the company. The objective network, structured in the first 

phase, is reflected against the relationship types of profit and sustainability, and it is analyzed 

what the emphasis of the objectives is from the profit-sustainability perspectives. With the help 

of this phase, the management philosophy can be determined, and it can be identified how well it 

represents the ecocentric worldview.  

In the third phase, the scientific perspective of sustainability is involved. We suggest using the 

Future-Fit Business Benchmark (Section 4.2), which relies on the ecocentric worldview and uses 



 

 

science-based environmental and social system conditions as a basis to define the business 

principles for sustainable business (Kurucz et al., 2017). The aim of this phase is to present the 

scientific perspective for sustainable business to decision makers, so that they can reassess their 

values and purpose to do business against this perspective. 

In the fourth phase, the decision makers can reconsider their values and possibly restructure their 

own sustainability objectives, based on the analysis done in the earlier phases (Section 4.3). 

4.1. Value-Focused Thinking approach for identifying and structuring 

objectives 
In Section 3.1 we stated that decision makers’ values are formed in part by the organization they 

work for and on the basis of the company’s identity. Further, the company’s identity affects how 

the company is oriented towards sustainability-related decisions. Decision making is often based 

on choices between alternatives, and the decision maker concentrates first on the alternatives to 

solve a problem or achieve a goal, and after that addresses the objectives or criteria to evaluate 

the alternatives. This kind of a decision making approach is called alternative-focused thinking 

(Keeney, 1992, 1996) However, the time and effort spent in relation to decision making is used 

best when thought is given to values. This will generate viable alternatives that are in accordance 

with the values of the decision makers involved. The VFT methodology seems to be advantageous 

compared to other traditional methods applied in decision making in the context of sustainability. 

(Alencar et al., 2017.) It differs from the alternative-focused paradigm by the following features 

(Keeney, 1992, Keeney, 1996):  

- The values are made explicit by identifying and structuring the values appropriate for the 

decision situation qualitatively. 

- The articulation of values in decision situations comes before other activities. 

- The articulated values are used explicitly to create alternatives and to identify decision 

opportunities. 

We propose that applying the first two phases of VFT in the sustainability-related decision 

situation (Figure 6) helps to examine and reveal the sustainability objectives of the firm and to 

understand the values of the decision makers behind the objectives. An objective is a statement 

of something that one desires to achieve, and it is characterized by three features: a decision 

context, an object, and a direction to preference. A fundamental objective characterizes an 

essential reason for interest in the decision context. The means objective is of interest in the 

decision context because of its implications for the degree to which another (more fundamental) 

objective can be achieved. (Keeney, 1992) 

 



 

 

 

Figure 6. Connection of the Value-Focused Thinking (VFT) approach (Keeney, 1992, 1996) and the Values-Driven 

Sustainability Management Framework. The values of decision makers are identified and structured based on the 

techniques of the VFT. The phases of the VFT presented with dotted lines are excluded. 

Sustainability objectives can vary depending on the decision context, but a company might also 

have sets of broader and general strategic sustainability objectives which guide the decision 

making. However, the first aim is to define the fundamental sustainability objectives in a certain 

decision context by asking for example what the decision maker wants to achieve in this decision 

context. At this stage, the objectives are not prioritized. The outcome is a list of all kinds of 

sustainability objectives. The next step is to structure the list and convert possible alternatives, 

constraints and criteria into objectives, and after that to separate the means and fundamental 

objectives and establish their relationships by examining the reasons for each. This step involves 

linking objectives through means-ends relationships and specifying fundamental objectives. 

Separating ends objectives from specific means objectives should lead to at least one fundamental 

sustainability objective in a given decision situation. (Keeney, 1996.) After the structuring phase, 

the means-ends network and the identified fundamental objectives can be utilized in the next 

phases of the framework. 

Alencar et al. (2017) utilized the VFT approach to study the implementing of sustainability in a 

built environment. They structured objectives based on the values of the actors involved in civil 

construction. The aim was to provide actions that can be implemented during the design and 

construction phases and that may bring positive impacts to a sustainable building. This example 

shows that VFT can be applied successfully in the sustainability context. Therefore, we state that 

the VFT approach deepens the understanding of sustainability objectives set by decision makers. 

Sustainability objectives are linked to the values of decision makers, and further decisions come 

thus closer to the decision makers. The approach can also reveal new perspectives and change the 

attitudes of decision makers towards sustainability. 

4.2. Future-Fit Business Benchmark for evaluating objectives 
The international discussion about sustainable development started primarily by the Brundtland 

Commission’s definition of sustainable development, and after that numerous definitions, 

frameworks, models, and initiatives have been developed to help make our societies more 

sustainable (Baumgartner, 2011). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide strong 

guidance in terms of the impacts and outcomes that companies and other stakeholders should 

strive to deliver. Companies want to focus more on impacts with their sustainability goals, and 

SDGs provide both structure and ambition for companies to consider their goal setting (O'Neill 

and McElroy, 2017). However, to avoid incremental and ineffective improvements in 



 

 

sustainability and to motivate for real change, companies need a reference to a desired future state, 

which they can use as a benchmark to assess their sustainability progress (Kurucz et al., 2017).  

There are several approaches aiming at operationalizing the idea and concepts of sustainable 

development. The approaches can be divided for example to strategic planning processes and 

approaches offering more concrete goals. The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 

(FSSD) is an example of a strategic planning process framework. In addition of the process 

framework, it contains principles that define sustainability (Broman and Robèrt, 2017).  The 

context-based goals offer more concrete goals aiming at allocating specific science- and/or ethics-

based thresholds for companies (Bertels and Dobson, 2017, O'Neill and McElroy, 2017). An 

example of context-based goals is the Science-Based Targets approach, in which a company can 

adopt a target to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, which is in line with the level of 

decarbonization required to keep the global temperature increase below 2 degrees Celsius 

compared to pre-industrial temperatures (Science Based Targets, 2018). Another example of more 

concrete goals is the Future-Fit Business Benchmark (FFBB), which is a science-based, co-

created, and openly available framework intended to introduce a new generation of sustainability 

metrics (Future-Fit Foundation, 2017). Compared to the context-based goals, the FFBB defines 

the minimum acceptable level of environmental and social performance, which all organizations 

should strive at. The philosophy of the FFBB is that we must change the way we do business, and 

only then will we be able to achieve the SDGs (Future-Fit Foundation, 2017, Kurucz et al., 2017). 

We propose applying the FFBB to provide a factual scientific perspective for VDSM (phase 3 in 

Figure 5). To our knowledge, the FFBB presents the most comprehensive attempt aiming at 

operationalizing science-based environmental and social system conditions to the organizational 

level. The FFBB builds on the strategic sustainability paradigm that highlights the nested 

dependencies of nature, society, and economy, i.e. the ecocentric worldview. Shortly, the FFBB 

is a framework for performance assessment, including goals describing what a truly sustainable 

organization would look like, i.e. what an assessment of such a business would reveal in the best 

case (Kurucz et al., 2017). Reflecting on Figure 4, the FFBB represents the sustainability 

dominant logic to us.  

The FFBB is based on sustainability principles of FSSD (also called system conditions), which 

offer clear guidance to what to aim for by defining what must not happen. From the business 

perspective, the system conditions offer a solid, science-based foundation for identifying what 

every company must do, as well as what any company may do beyond that (Broman and Robèrt, 

2017, Future-Fit Business Benchmark, 2017, Kurucz et al., 2017) The system conditions are based 

on studies of ecological and social systems and dialogues with natural and social scientists 

(Broman and Robèrt, 2017). In the FFBB, every business is defined to be just one actor in a 

complex and dynamic value web, influencing and influenced by a wide range of other social 

systems. The value web is segmented into suppliers, operations, products, and the society. The 

value web serves as the basis for determining the extent to which a company should be held 

responsible for system condition breaches, and the degree to which a company may seek to have 

a positive impact. The company is responsibly and wholly accountable for impacts within its 

direct control, but also from the systems perspective mutually accountable for certain impacts out 

of its direct control. (Future-Fit Business Benchmark, 2017.) 



 

 

In theory, every company could set sustainability goals based on the system conditions, but in 

practice, only most progressive companies are likely to invest in the effort required to find out 

how to do this. In addition, without clear guidance to what the destination is, companies would 

frame their ambitions and assess their progress in completely different ways. This can lead to 

incremental and even ineffective improvements in sustainability, as mentioned in section 3.2. 

Therefore, the FFBB provides 23 Break-Even Goals (Table 2), which are formulated so that they 

give business leaders a clear destination to aim for. The goals are grouped in four areas: fostering 

wellbeing, respecting nature, optimizing resources and strengthening the society. The goals are 

defined so that: 

• Each goal is expressed as a single sentence, whose meaning can be grasped by business 

leaders, investors and other key stakeholders without lengthy explanations. 

• Each goal represents the minimum level of performance to aim for in one part of the value 

web (e.g. products, operations) and relates to one issue (e.g. wages, waste) 

• All goals together identify the social and environmental break-even point that every 

company must reach. 

For companies to be able to monitor their performance and prioritize where action is needed most, 

each goal is supported by both progress and supplementary indicators. The Break-Even Goals 

present the requirements of what every company should do. 

Table 2. Future-Fit Break-Even Goals (Future-Fit Business Benchmark, 2017). 

Future-Fit 

Business… 

….must reach these Break-

Even Goals 

Where in the value web this applies 

Suppliers Operations Products Society 

Fosters 

Wellbeing 

Community health is 

safeguarded 

1 x 
  

Employee health is safeguarded 1 x 
  

Employees are paid at least a 

living wage 

1 x 
  

Employees are subject to fair 

employment terms 

1 x 
  

Employees are not subject to 

discrimination 

1 x 
  

Employee concerns are actively 

solicited, impartially judged and 

transparently addressed 

1 x 
  

Product communications are 

honest, ethical, and promote 

responsible use 

  
x 

 

Customer health is safeguarded 
  

x 
 

Products do not harm people or 

the environment 

  
x 

 

Respects 

Nature 

Energy comes from renewable 

sources 

1 x 
  

Water use is environmentally 

responsible and socially 

equitable 

1 x 
  

Natural resources are managed to 

respect the wellfare of 

ecosystems, people and animals 

1 x 
  



 

 

Operational emissions do not 

harm people or the environment 

1 x 
  

Operations emit no greenhouse 

gases 

1 x 
  

Operations do not encroach on 

ecosystems or communities 

1 x 
  

Products emit no greenhouse 

gases 

  
x 

 

Optimizes 

Resources 

Operational waste is eliminated 1 x 
  

Products can be repurposed 
  

x 
 

Strengthens 

Society 

Procurement safeguards the 

pursuit of future-fitness 

1 x 
  

Business is conducted ethically 
   

x 

The right tax is paid in the right 

place at the right time 

   
x 

Lobbying and corporate 

influence safeguard the pursuit 

of future-fitness 

   
x 

Financial assets safeguard the 

pursuit of future-fitness 

   
x 

1 Companies must strive to improve the operational future-fitness of their supply chains over time: such supplier 

impacts are captured indirectly by the goal Procurement safeguards the pursuit of future-fitness. 

 

In addition to the Break-Even Goals, the FFBB includes instructions for positive pursuits of what 

any company may do. The positive pursuits mean actions a company takes to enable others in the 

value web to reach the break-even point (Future-Fit Business Benchmark, 2017). However, we 

concentrate only on the Break-Even Goals, and the positive pursuits are excluded from our 

framework (Figure 7). 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 7. The connection of Future-Fit Business Benchmark (adapted from Future-Fit Foundation, 2017) and the 

Values-Driven Sustainability Management Framework. The System Conditions and 23 Break-Even Goals are used as 

a basis to correlate sustainability objectives with science-based sustainability principles. The phases of the FFBB with 

dotted lines are excluded from the study. 

4.3. Reconsidering the values and resetting sustainability objectives 
In the fourth phase of the framework, no specific approach is utilized. At this phase, the decision 

makers are aware of their values on the one hand and scientific sustainability principles on the 

other, and can reconsider their values and possibly reset the sustainability objectives. The overall 

aim is that when decision makers go through all the phases of the framework, the values-based 

sustainability objectives are made transparent and the decision makers can recognize the gap 

between their objectives and the requirements of the sustainable development principles 

operationalized in the FFBB. The VFT approach has probably given some material to consider 

values-based alternatives to fill this gap. Recognizing the gap and analyzing their values helps 

decision makers to determine the sustainability strategy of the company and to form a basis for 

values-based sustainability goal setting that will truly foster sustainable development. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 
In this chapter, we have argued that strategic sustainability decision making requires 

understanding both the values of decision makers and facts from sustainability science. The values 

form the basis for the normative level of sustainability management, and sustainability science 

offers facts for setting the sustainability strategy. We have presented a framework of VDSM that 

combines these perspectives. The presented framework enables companies to rethink the purpose 

of doing business, as well as the way to do business. In addition, it provides phases which help 

decision makers to analyze their values and sustainability objectives in order to set values-based 

sustainability goals that comply with sustainability principles, thus truly fostering sustainable 

development. In the following sections, we present a few viewpoints of the framework in 

sustainability goal setting, and how the use of the framework supports operational sustainability 

management. 



 

 

5.1. Implications on sustainability goal setting 
The values of decision makers and facts from sustainability science provide a basis for a 

company’s sustainability strategy, but the company still needs to make the strategy visible by 

determining long-term goals. The goals are related to the objectives firms want to reach, and 

concretize and make the objectives measurable. The goals are either achieved or not, and they can 

motivate for greater achievement of objectives. (Keeney, 1992.) The framework can be utilized 

in sustainability goal setting in the following ways.  

Firstly, when the values are made transparent and the fundamental objectives are identified, there 

is a possibility that the analysis reveals something that the decision makers did not expect. It may 

seem, for example, that with the current identity and management philosophy, it is impossible to 

reach the goals proposed by the FFBB, although the decision makers would be willing to try that. 

According to Lankoski and Smith (2017), it is a decision issue, how the decision makers want to 

conceive the relationship between two variables (in this case profit and sustainability). Therefore, 

they can choose to restructure their objective network, so that the emphasis on sustainability will 

increase and thus the FFBB goals will be more likely to be achieved. 

Secondly, the framework helps companies to extend their outlook on the strategic objectives. One 

aim of the VFT approach is that it helps to create alternatives and to identify decision 

opportunities. Therefore, the decision makers can find new ways to influence sustainable 

development and rethink their objectives. In addition, a company may find out that a certain 

sustainability objective actually has an effect on some more fundamental objective or on a larger 

context. In this case, the role of sustainability goals is more instrumental and a means to achieve 

something else, but that else can be also other than profit. 

Thirdly, the scientific perspective of sustainability helps companies to focus on essential issues 

and avoid greenwashing. When the values and science are combined, the decision makers can 

focus on those sustainability issues that are most important for them. This will increase their 

motivation, and the focus area can be later enlarged to involve other sustainability aspects as well. 

Finally, the time perspective is emphasized when setting sustainability goals. For example, the 

realization of the 23 Break-Even Goals of the FFBB is a several years’ process for many 

companies. In addition, a company that wants to act in a sustainable manner, and in the best case 

has a strong sustainability-dominant profile (Figure 4), needs profit to survive (Kanter, 2011, 

Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008).  This means that a company probably cannot comply with the 

philosophy behind the sustainability-dominant profile in the short-term decisions every time.  

Although the ecocentric worldview is the overall management philosophy, decision makers are 

sometimes forced to make decisions where the instrumental role of sustainability is emphasized 

in order to ensure the company’s future survival through profit making. Therefore, future research 

is needed to find out how a company with a sustainability-dominant profile can put its 

sustainability strategy into practice and solve the possible contradictions between profit and 

sustainability logics in decision making. 

5.2. Implications on the operational level of sustainability management 
When looking at the operational level of sustainability management, the research on sustainable 

business models has increased in recent years. However, a major barrier to sustainable business 

model innovation and design is the lack of a structuring systems perspective that includes an 



 

 

operational definition of sustainability and strategic guidelines for how an organization can 

support the sustainable development of the society while strengthening its own competitiveness 

(França et al., 2017). The comprehensive FSSD offers a process for strategic planning and 

includes sustainability principles. However, the framework of the FFBB can facilitate companies 

to set more concrete sustainability goals, because the FFBB gives a clear required state towards 

all companies must strive (Kurucz et al., 2017). In addition, when the values of decision makers 

are taken into account, there is greater possibility that the goals are tried to be reached. In other 

words, the idea of sustainable management is already included deeply in the normative 

management level (Baumgartner, 2014). In the best case, this will increase the innovations and 

the development of new sustainable business models, because new alternatives to reach the goals 

must be invented.  
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A B S T R A C T   

Many companies consider sustainability issues important and have separate corporate sustainability and business 
strategies. However, many companies fail to combine business success and the advancement of sustainable 
development. This paper presents the integrated strategy perspective, which refers to a business strategy aligned 
with sustainability principles and aiming to solve global sustainability challenges relevant for the company. 
Through an integrated strategy, a company can advance sustainable development while doing business. An in- 
depth case study was conducted to explore the factors influencing an integrated strategy implementation pro-
cess in a global horticulture company during 2020–2021. The identified factors are organization-related and 
employee-related success conditions, internal and outward activities advancing implementation, and market- 
related conditions. The findings were synthesized into a conceptual framework for conditions and activities 
influencing the implementation of an integrated strategy. The objective is for other companies to be able to use 
the findings as guidelines when implementing their integrated strategy in practice and to avoid some of the 
pitfalls that have formerly led new sustainability strategies to fail.   

1. Introduction 

There is an increasing managerial and academic interest in managing 
corporate sustainability (CS) that truly advances sustainable develop-
ment (Bidmon and Knab, 2018; Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; 
Wainstein and Bumpus, 2016). CS incorporates general sustainability 
principles (Broman and Robèrt, 2017) into a company context and 
translates environmental and social concerns into a company’s strategy, 
activities, and business operations (Montiel, 2008). Therefore, a com-
pany can make a strategically relevant contribution to the sustainable 
development of the economy and society through their business (Bro-
man and Robèrt, 2017; Schaltegger et al., 2013). However, many CS 
innovations and strategies do not reach their full potential, and some-
times even fail (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Kiron et al., 2017), thus not 
effectively contributing to sustainable development (Dyllick and Muff, 
2016; Meuer et al., 2020). Instead, companies tend to focus on internal 
and incremental improvements that mainly benefit the company itself 
and neglect the macro-level requirements of sustainable development 
(Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Landrum, 2018; Meuer et al., 2020). 

Some of the previous studies concerning CS have focused on 
conceptualizing CS (Meuer et al., 2020; Montiel, 2008). Some have 

studied voluntary CS activities as business drivers leading to business 
success (Schaltegger et al., 2012). Others have presented internal and 
external drivers and factors that support or hinder the integration of 
corporate sustainability into strategic management (Engert et al., 2016). 
Moreover, success factors for corporate sustainability strategy imple-
mentation have been identified (Engert and Baumgartner, 2016). More 
recently, the business model perspective has increasingly been in the 
focus of CS research to promote CS activities (Lozano, 2018; Schaltegger 
et al., 2016). However, as business drivers motivate CS activities, and 
the CS concept as such might sound clear, it can be challenging to 
implement a business strategy that is aligned with sustainability prin-
ciples and is formulated to solve global sustainability challenges rele-
vant for the company (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010; Engert et al., 
2016; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). In this study, we use the term integrated 
strategy to describe the type of strategy above, which combines the CS 
and business strategy perspectives (Baumgartner, 2014; Kitsios et al., 
2020). 

Although existing research has built a theoretical base for CS and 
studied it from the strategic perspective (Broman and Robèrt, 2017), 
there is still a need for more comprehensive empirical work to provide 
guidelines on how an integrated strategy can be translated into action 
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(Kitsios et al., 2020). Answering that call, this study empirically explores 
the integrated strategy implementation of a European horticulture 
company, which provides a possibility for in-depth case study research 
in this special context. Our research question is: What are the factors 
influencing integrated strategy implementation? The purpose of our 
research is to: (1) provide a comprehensive categorization of factors 
influencing the implementation of an integrated strategy, and (2) syn-
thesize the identified factors into a conceptual framework describing 
integrated strategy implementation. 

The paper is structured as follows. First, we present the background 
literature concerning the integrated strategy perspective. Second, we 
describe the research approach including data collection and analysis. 
Third, the empirical findings are combined into a framework and 
identified factors influencing integrated strategy implementation are 
described in detail. Finally, relevant discussion and conclusions are 
presented. 

2. Integrated corporate sustainability and business strategy 
perspective 

Corporate sustainability is a way for companies to address global 
sustainability challenges and to advance sustainable development 
(Meuer et al., 2020). To advance sustainable development, companies 
must take a visionary and holistic perspective on sustainability (Baum-
gartner and Ebner, 2010), which requires aligning the company 
perspective with a societal and environmental macro-level under-
standing of sustainability (Landrum, 2018). CS means that companies 
take responsibility for sustainability challenges by aligning their core 
business with the sustainability principles (Broman and Robèrt, 2017) 
by incorporating environmental and social concerns into the company’s 
strategy, business model, and eventually, business practices (Meuer 
et al., 2020; Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). Therefore, it can be 
said that CS means managing the company’s contribution to sustainable 
development through its business model (Schaltegger et al., 2013). 

According to Baumgartner and Rauter (2017), the lack of a strategic 
perspective on CS management has been one of the major reasons for the 
lack of progress in CS activities contributing to sustainable development. 
Moreover, a commitment to CS demands a strategic approach to ensure 
that CS is an integrated part of the business strategy and processes 
(Engert et al., 2016). Nag et al. (2007, p. 944) define strategic man-
agement as dealing “with the major intended and emergent initiatives taken 
by general managers on behalf of owners, involving utilization of resources to 
enhance the performance of firms in their external environments”. Drawing 
on the definitions of CS management and strategic management, an 
integrated approach should thus consider how managerial initiatives 
and the utilization of resources enhance the performance of firms also 
from the perspective of sustainable development. 

Engert et al. (2016) outline organizational influences, internal and 
external drivers, and factors supporting or hindering the integration of 
CS into strategic management. They conclude that the question is no 
longer whether companies need to integrate CS into strategic manage-
ment but how this could be done in practice (Engert et al., 2016). Engert 
and Baumgartner (2016) presented internal factors for the successful 
implementation of a CS strategy. These factors are organizational 
structure, organizational culture, leadership, management control, 
employee motivation and qualifications, and communication. They 
focused on conditions that must be created when attempting to foster the 
CS strategy implementation process (Engert and Baumgartner, 2016). 
Kitsios et al. (2020) conducted a bibliometric analysis exploring the 
integration of strategic management, decision-making and CS. They 
concluded that the research about integrating CS and strategic man-
agement is at the early stage, and only limited studies have provided 
guidelines about the integration of decision-making, strategic manage-
ment, and CS. According to their findings, most existing studies have 
explored the issue of integration from the sustainability perspective and 
not from the perspective of strategic management. Thus, researchers 

have not discussed barriers and problems that companies often face in 
practice during this integration (Kitsios et al., 2020). 

As the studies about CS strategy implementation above show, 
research has focused either on factors affecting the integration of CS and 
strategic management or on internal preconditions of fostering the CS 
strategy implementation process. Therefore, to consider implementation 
from the strategic management perspective, also managerial activities 
and external factors influencing the implementation should be consid-
ered. This study focuses specifically on the integrated strategy 
perspective on CS and strategic management. 

3. Research approach 

We used the case study research approach, as it is useful in the early 
stages of research when little is known about the topic (Myers, 2013), 
that is, an integrated strategy implementation in a company. We con-
ducted an in-depth case study to explore the factors influencing inte-
grated strategy implementation in a global horticulture company whose 
main operation area is in Europe. What makes this case study interesting 
and supports the claim that the company has an integrated strategy is 
that the company has a sustainability roadmap, which is based on 
profitable growth that supports sustainable development. The company 
has placed the roadmap at the core of its business strategy and is in the 
middle of its implementation. Additionally, the roadmap is led by Sus-
tainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2019) and sustainability 
principles (Broman and Robèrt, 2017). The company has a long history 
of working with horticultural and growing media products. The com-
pany comprises four business units which have their own focus areas, 
but all the business units are supported by common operations and 
supporting functions. 

We began our research collaboration with the company in 2018, and 
the roadmap was officially launched at the beginning of 2020. In 2019 
and 2020, interviews concerning the roadmap content were conducted. 
These interviews concentrated on organizational actions, such as a 
general vision, target setting and projects that provided us useful in-
formation about actions to be taken. Therefore, these interviews raised 
the need to obtain a more in-depth understanding about the imple-
mentation process especially at the operational level, and we inter-
viewed ten employees within the company in March 2021 (Fig. 1). 
Interviews are a common data collection technique when conducting an 
interpretive case study in business and management (Myers, 2013). 
Moreover, through interviews, a researcher can best access the in-
terpretations that participants have regarding the actions and events 
which have taken or are taking place (Walsham, 2006). Therefore, in-
terviews with employees were selected as the data collection method, as 
other data sources did not provide first-hand information about inte-
grated strategy implementation at the operational level. 

3.1. Data collection 

In March 2021, the first author carried out ten semi-structured in-
terviews with employees. The sustainability manager and the director of 
sustainability, brand, and communications of the company selected the 
interviewees based on our selection criteria: not all them were to have 
been involved in the development phase of the sustainability roadmap, 
and they needed to come from different business units and represent 
various job positions. The first criterion decreased the potential elite bias 
where interviewees would already be very familiar with the sustain-
ability strategy; we got as realistic picture of the implementation process 
as possible so far. The second criterion ensured that the interviewees 
represented various voices and perspectives on the studied subject, thus 
increasing the plausibility of the findings (Table 1). (Myers, 2013) The 
interviews were executed through Microsoft Teams meetings lasting 
from 50 to 95 min and were recorded and transcribed. The interviews 
combined pre-defined topics and questions but included an opportunity 
to ask more detailed questions about interesting insights that arose 
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(Myers, 2013). The topics concerned a) the background of the employee, 
b) the employee’s experience in sustainability issues in general, c) the 
employee’s understanding of the sustainability vision of the company, d) 
the employee’s understanding of the sustainability roadmap and its 
main targets in more detail, e) concrete change initiatives done to 
advance sustainability roadmap targets, and f) effects of the sustain-
ability roadmap on the business unit’s operations. A more detailed 
interview guide is presented in the Appendix. 

3.2. Data analysis 

As our research is interpretive, that is, we aim to understand the 
integrated strategy implementation from the employee’s perspective, 
the bottom-up data analysis approach is the best starting point for our 
purpose (Myers, 2013). The first author did the main part of the data 
analysis and the second author elaborated the data analysis outcomes. 
Although the data analysis is presented as delineated stages, the process 
was iterative. The coding technique was used to reduce the amount of 
data in the meaningful interpretation of the transcribed interview text 
(Gioia et al., 2013). The guiding questions in the data analysis phase 
were “How has the strategy been implemented?” and “What are the factors 
influencing strategy implementation?” The concept of ‘factor’ refers here to 
“an element which enters into the composition of something; a circumstance, 
fact, or influence which contributes to a result” (Oxford English Dictionary, 
2021), that is, the implementation of the strategy. First, in-vivo codes 
were formulated describing the concepts based on the actual language 
spoken by the participants in paragraphs, phrases, or sentences (Gioia 
et al., 2013). When the data analysis progressed, in-vivo codes were 
combined under common themes, interpreting the themes identified 
from the text (Fig. 2). 

We identified that there were more stable factors that describe the 
conditions that are needed or required as a prerequisite for successful 

implementation, and active factors that create and maintain the condi-
tions but also push strategy implementation forward. Additionally, the 
factors were related to different levels, meaning that some concerned 
employees directly, some focused more on organizational processes, and 
some concentrated more on external aspects of the company. In this 
phase, we progressed toward a more contextualized explanation (Tsang, 
2013; Welch et al., 2011) considering the contextual perspective influ-
encing the findings. Moreover, we drew on existing theories to 
strengthen the explanation of the case and to build a framework for 
sustainability strategy implementation (Engert and Baumgartner, 2016; 
Tsang, 2013). 

4. Findings 

Our data analysis revealed that integrated strategy implementation is 
a continuous and long-term process. Moreover, data analysis empha-
sized that implementation depends on contextual issues, such as market- 
related conditions. Therefore, it is not reasonable to provide an un-
equivocal and generalized list about factors leading to the successful 
implementation of an integrated strategy but to aim toward a more 
contextualized explanation (Welch et al., 2011). In the following, we 
first describe the contextual issues affecting the findings and then pre-
sent the framework for conditions and activities influencing the imple-
mentation of an integrated strategy within the case company. 

4.1. Contextual perspective 

The first contextual issue is that the case company we studied has a 
long history of working with sustainability, and their sustainability 
strategy is at the core of their business strategy. Moreover, horticultural 
business is closely connected with nature. Therefore, the company’s 
sustainability maturity level already at the beginning of the imple-
mentation process was close to what Baumgartner and Ebner (2010) 
called systemic visionary, meaning that the company shows a highly 
developed sustainability commitment to become a market leader in 
sustainability issues. Therefore, the starting point for the implementa-
tion journey is likely different than in companies that have more con-
servative strategies orienting mostly towards internal measures, such as 
cost efficiency (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010). The second issue is that 
the company is a multinational one consisting of four business units that 
have their own focus areas. During the interviews, employees consid-
ered that it depends on their position and role (e.g., sales or product 
development) and their business unit’s target customer groups (profes-
sional or consumer products) how much they can take sustainability 
issues into account and personally affect sustainability issues. Therefore, 
the sustainability implementation process would most likely differ in 
small companies having a more straightforward organization structure 
and focus area. The third issue is the COVID-19 pandemic, as its influ-
ence on the strategy implementation process cannot be dismissed. The 

Fig. 1. Timeline of the research access and integrated strategy formulation and implementation from the company perspective.  

Table 1 
Descriptions of the interviewees.  

Focus of the business unit Job position Length of 
interview 

Innovations, research and 
advisory 

Product development manager 50 min 

Procurement Product category manager 67 min 
Landscaping and recycling Product quality manager 60 min  

Business manager 52 min 
Professional growing 

products 
Sales manager 95 min  

Marketing and business 
development director 

50 min  

Sales director 65 min 
Retail products Sales manager 60 min  

Product manager 65 min  
Sales manager 62 min  
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Fig. 2. Data-analysis structure.  
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pandemic began just a few months after the company launched its 
strategy. Due to the pandemic, the sale of the company increased, which 
strengthened its market position and helped to launch new sustainable 
products. Also, the working practices of individual employees changed 
due to the decrease in travel and increase in remote work. These changes 
have affected the implementation of more sustainable practices posi-
tively. Therefore, not all changes were planned, but they rather emerged 
(Neugebauer et al., 2016) when adjusting to external unpredictable 
conditions which happened to coincide with the sustainability vision of 
the company. 

4.2. Framework for integrated strategy implementation 

Bearing in mind the contextual issues affecting the findings, we 
formulated a framework that aims to capture the essence of the inte-
grated strategy implementation process (Fig. 3). In the data analysis 
phase, we could separate three different levels: the organization, 

employee, and market levels. At the levels of the organization and 
employee, we identified more stable conditions in the company, which 
form the basis for successfully implementing an integrated strategy 
throughout the company. We named them organization-related and 
employee-related success conditions. In addition to the stable conditions, 
we identified more active factors that create and maintain the conditions 
within the company but also push integrated strategy implementation 
forward. We named these factors internal activities advancing imple-
mentation. Data analysis revealed that integrated strategy implementa-
tion is influenced also by the market where the company operates. These 
market-related conditions can either enable or hinder the implementation 
process. However, we found out that the company aims to affect the 
market and its actors to become more favorable toward an integrated 
strategy. Therefore, we conceptualized the factor outward activities 
advancing implementation. In the following, we describe each of the 
factors above separately and explain how they influence the imple-
mentation of an integrated strategy in the studied company. 

Fig. 3. Framework for conditions and activities influencing the implementation of integrated strategy.  
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4.2.1. Organization-related success conditions 
When interviewing the employees, the organization-related success 

conditions were strongly present in discussions (Table 2). Organization- 
related success conditions are organization-wide stable conditions that 
have been formed gradually through managers’ and employees’ de-
cisions and actions. We identified three key organization-related success 
conditions, which enable strategy implementation throughout the 
company. 

4.2.2. Employee-related success conditions 
Employee-related success conditions enable integrated strategy 

implementation throughout the company (Table 3). These conditions 
are also quite stable, and they are formed gradually and partly due to 
managers’ decisions and actions, but they are more dependent on em-
ployees’ behavior. 

Table 2 
Organization-related success conditions.  

Organization- 
related success 
conditions 

Description Examples of how the 
conditions influence the 
implementation of an 
integrated strategy 

Sustainability- 
oriented 
organizational 
culture 

Sustainability is highly 
valued by the top 
management and 
employees, and 
sustainability guides 
decisions and how things 
are done in the 
organization (Robbins and 
Judge, 2018).  

• Employees do not consider 
sustainability as a separate 
compulsory layer but a 
natural part of their daily 
operations. 

Sustainable and 
professional 
brand 

The company is known for 
its sustainable products 
but also the professional 
way of producing them.  

• The company has a foothold 
in the market of providing 
sustainable horticulture 
solutions.  

• Clients want to cooperate 
with a company that 
operates in a professional 
manner, and the company 
can concentrate on 
developing new sustainable 
products from recycled raw 
materials.  

• The company gets a 
business advantage by 
using recycled raw 
materials that are less costly 
than virgin raw materials.  

• The company is a desirable 
place to work, which 
increases the amount of 
suitable employee 
candidates. 

Longstanding 
commitment to 
sustainability 

Top management has a 
longstanding focus to 
advance sustainability as 
sustainability is at the core 
of the company’s strategy.  

• Sustainability is part of 
daily discussions and 
messages coming from the 
top.  

• Sustainability has been 
added to the employee 
reward system, which also 
draws employees’ attention 
more to sustainability issues 
in the long run.  

• Research on new 
sustainable complementary 
raw materials takes time. 
Therefore, a longstanding 
commitment ensures that 
product development is 
taken from the research 
phase to sales if the new 
product improves 
sustainability.  

Table 3 
Employee-related success conditions.  

Employee-related 
success conditions 

Description Examples of how the 
conditions influence the 
implementation of an 
integrated strategy 

Motivation and 
initiative to 
advance 
sustainability 

Employees are motivated 
and personally interested 
in sustainability issues 
and take initiatives to 
advance work-related 
sustainability topics.  

• Employees consider 
working in a sustainable 
company meaningful and 
rewarding psychologically, 
as they can be part of, for 
example, developing 
sustainable products that 
increase their well-being. 

Open knowledge 
sharing culture 
between 
colleagues 

An atmosphere where 
employees willingly share 
their thoughts and know- 
how on sustainability 
examples in the company 
and the development of 
sustainable products.  

• Employees find new raw 
materials from other 
business units that can be 
used to develop more 
sustainable products.  

• Employees can create a 
common understanding 
about sustainability issues 
and get new ideas on which 
way to go. Therefore, 
everyone is targeting the 
same goal with their own 
small steps.  

• Employees work more 
together instead of just 
focusing on their own 
business, thus directly 
advancing the company’s 
sustainability strategy 
target of “working together”. 

Sustainability 
assimilated in 
daily tasks 

Sustainability is part of 
the decision-making and 
thinking process when 
conducting daily business.  

• Product developers actively 
search for complementary 
raw materials for peat and 
change the product 
portfolio toward more 
sustainable choices.  

• The company aims to 
increase recycled plastic in 
its packages and make all 
packages recyclable.  

• Project managers review 
sustainability issues before 
beginning a new project, 
and if new ideas or products 
do not improve 
sustainability, the project 
will not proceed.  

• The company has 
streamlined its innovation 
process to test and search 
for new raw materials; 
therefore, sustainable 
products reach the market 
faster than before.  
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4.2.3. Internal activities advancing implementation 
Internal activities advancing implementation consist of both mana-

gerial- and employee-related activities interacting between and within 
the levels of organization and employees, thus influencing both 
organization-related and employee-related success conditions (Table 4). 
Compared to organization- and employee-related success conditions, 
these activities are more intentional and actively carried out. 

4.2.4. Market-related conditions 
Market-related conditions refer to influencing factors stemming from 

the environment where the company sells its products, the industrial 
sector to which it belongs, and the institutional setting in the region 
where it operates (Neugebauer et al., 2016). These factors can either 
enable or hinder strategy implementation, depending on the context 
(Table 5). 

Table 4 
Internal activities advancing implementation.  

Internal activities 
advancing 
implementation 

Description Examples of how the 
activities influence the 
implementation of an 
integrated strategy 

Downward and 
upward knowledge 
sharing and 
communication 

Regular and active 
interaction between top 
management and 
employees.  

• Top management 
continuously reminds of 
the importance of 
sustainability issues 
through emails, the 
intranet, and meetings, 
which has influenced 
employees’ awareness of 
sustainability and added 
it to the agenda in 
business units.  

• All employees clearly 
know the new 
sustainability strategy at 
a general level but not in 
detail, and they hope to 
get more concrete 
feedback about the 
process and clarifications 
about what the 
organization-level targets 
mean to their business 
unit and to individual 
employees.  

• Employees consider it 
important to 
communicate with the 
sustainability manager 
for example about the 
messages coming from 
the market, as the 
sustainability manager 
can then help with the 
practical things linking 
sustainability issues and 
market requests. 

Setting measurable 
and role dependent 
targets 

Business unit level and 
individual level 
sustainability targets, 
which are aligned with 
organization-level targets 
and included in the 
reward system.  

• Employees consider 
organization level targets 
to be quite abstract, 
although in the end, 
sustainability can be 
advanced through 
concrete actions of 
employees. Therefore, 
including sustainability 
targets in key 
performance indicators 
helps to draw attention to 
the right issues and 
concretize organizational 
targets.  

• Setting measurable and 
role dependent targets 
enables all the employees 
to contribute to company 
level sustainability 
targets. 

Clarifying the impacts Overall sustainability 
impacts related to 
products and processes 
the company is working 
with are measured or at 
least understood to the 
extent that they can be 
used as a basis for 
decision-making. 
Moreover, the impacts 
should be made 
transparent for all the  

• Employees consider the 
understanding of impacts 
very important to be able 
to make the right choices 
for example in product 
development or telling 
customers about the 
sustainability aspects in 
sales.  

• Understanding overall 
impacts is important in 
the horticultural business; 
sustainability is more  

Table 4 (continued ) 

Internal activities 
advancing 
implementation 

Description Examples of how the 
activities influence the 
implementation of an 
integrated strategy 

employees but also for 
essential market actors. 

than just the carbon 
footprint, which is the 
focus in societal and 
political discussion today. 
If the carbon footprint 
leads decision-making, 
other sustainability 
advancing potentials of 
the products the company 
is working with might be 
dismissed. 

Focused sustainability 
training and 
education 

Internal training focusing 
on clarifying the 
organizational strategy to 
employees. It also 
includes focused training 
and education related to 
specific sustainability 
topics, which help 
employees to conduct 
their work and take 
sustainability issues into 
account.  

• Employees hope to get 
more job-related training 
and courses recom-
mended and funded by 
the company. More 
focused training would 
help to consider sustain-
ability issues from the 
perspective of the in-
dividual’s tasks and to 
avoid general jargon 
about sustainability. 

Setting up 
sustainability 
projects that support 
daily work 

Separate sustainability 
projects which focus on 
and directly relate to 
employees’ work.  

• Employees consider 
working with separate 
sustainability projects 
that are not directly 
related to their daily work 
too stressful. They do not 
want to be part of such 
projects in the future. 
However, sustainability 
projects have led to 
concrete actions in 
product development to 
improve certain 
sustainability issues, and 
employees learned from 
the projects and found 
them interesting. 
Therefore, sustainability 
projects can be one way 
to implement certain 
sustainability topics, but 
the projects should be 
directly linked to 
employees’ daily work to 
benefit all parties.  
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4.2.5. Outward activities advancing implementation 
When interviewing the employees, we identified that in addition to 

internal activities, the company aims to influence its external environ-
ment in order to advance its strategy implementation (Table 6). These 
activities can potentially advance strategy implementation if market- 
related conditions change favorable to the company. The influence of 
outward activities on strategy implementation is difficult to establish, 
but their potential impacts are good to realize. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

This study examined the factors influencing an integrated strategy 
implementation. In its integrated strategy, a company can combine the 
CS and business strategy perspectives by aligning the company’s core 
business with sustainability principles. Through an integrated strategy, a 
company can take a strategic management point of view on sustain-
ability issues by utilizing, for example, sustainability challenges as a 
source for innovations and to increase the company’s competitive 
advantage. 

Table 5 
Market-related conditions.  

Market-related 
conditions 

Description Examples of how the 
conditions influence the 
implementation of an 
integrated strategy 

Functionality 
demands of 
sustainable 
products 

In the horticultural 
business, functionality 
comes first. Functionality 
in that context means for 
example safety issues of 
the growing media, 
durability of plastic 
packages, and ice class of 
transport vessels.  

• The company has set 
ambitious goals to increase 
the use of recycled plastic 
in its packages. However, 
recycled materials are not 
as durable as virgin at this 
moment. Therefore, 
development work must be 
done in small steps, which 
slows down achieving the 
target.  

• The company aims to 
decrease the transport 
emissions. In severe winter 
conditions, it is not 
possible to choose more 
sustainable transport 
vessels because they do not 
have an ice class. On the 
other hand, the company 
has managed to decrease 
transport emissions 
focusing on local raw 
materials and re-routing 
truck transportation. 

Seasonal variances 
and availability of 
high-quality raw 
materials 

The horticultural 
business depends on 
seasonal variances, and 
the use of recycled 
materials depends on 
local availability.  

• Employees do not have 
much time to consider new 
sustainability issues during 
the season when the focus 
is on selling products.  

• Sustainable products need 
high volumes of recycled 
materials with the right 
quality. Therefore, the 
availability of recycled 
materials can be limited of 
local supply. 

Sustainability 
legitimacy in 
different market 
areas 

The importance and 
acceptance of 
sustainability issues, 
demands and 
expectations of clients, 
and local regulation 
concerning raw 
materials.  

• Salespeople especially 
consider the importance 
and acceptance of 
sustainability issues 
varying between 
geographical areas, which 
influences their ability to 
implement sustainability 
in their work. In Nordic 
countries, clients demand 
and are interested in 
sustainability, but for 
example, in Mediterranean 
area, some clients have 
only recently started to ask 
about sustainable 
products. The legitimacy 
level thus either enables or 
limits the possibilities of 
salespeople to use 
sustainability 
professionalism, for 
example, in marketing.  

• General knowledge and 
societal change toward 
sustainability have 
influenced the awareness 
and values of the 
company’s clients to ask 
about sustainable 
products. Especially listed  

Table 5 (continued ) 

Market-related 
conditions 

Description Examples of how the 
conditions influence the 
implementation of an 
integrated strategy 

companies demand more 
sustainable products and 
are open to new solutions, 
whereas small family 
companies value more 
local raw materials. 
Therefore, the company 
must consider these 
different attitudes toward 
sustainability when 
developing and offering 
new products.  

• Regulations in certain 
geographical areas define 
recycled materials as 
waste, which restricts their 
use as complementary raw 
materials in new products. 

Unpredictable global 
crisis 

An external crisis for 
which a company has not 
prepared, or which has 
unpredictable influences.  

• The COVID-19 pandemic 
began just a few months 
after the company 
launched its sustainability 
strategy. The pandemic 
increased sales and 
changed working prac-
tices. In this case, the 
pandemic has enabled 
strategy implementation in 
internal practices, as the 
company naturally adop-
ted more sustainable 
working practices, such as 
decreased travel and 
increased remote work, 
improving employee well- 
being. On the other hand, 
well-being has also 
decreased due to the 
greater workload of em-
ployees, which is against 
the company’s values and 
sustainability strategy 
targets.  
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5.1. Theoretical contribution and future research suggestions 

The main theoretical contribution of this study is to present a 
framework for conditions and activities influencing the implementation 
of an integrated strategy. The framework consists of three groups of 
more stable conditions: i) organization-related and ii) employee-related 
success conditions that enable the implementation, and iii) market- 
related conditions that can either enable or hinder strategy imple-
mentation; and two groups of activities: i) internal and ii) outward ac-
tivities that create and maintain or change the conditions but also push 
integrated strategy implementation forward. These groups consist of 
altogether 17 more specific items, which specify the distinct conditions 
and activities influencing strategy implementation. The main limitation 
of the study is that it is based on one in-depth case only, and therefore, it 
would be useful to explore whether the findings are applicable also in 
other contexts. Thus, the first future research questions could be:  

• Are the presented groups of conditions and activities useful in other 
contexts and what are the specific items in these contexts that influence an 
integrated strategy implementation? Are there specific business unit 
related items in the same company? Does the importance of different 
groups of conditions and activities differ depending on the type or size of 
the company? 

Another case-specific factor affecting the findings is that the com-
pany was still at the beginning of the implementation journey of its 
integrated strategy. Therefore, the realized outcomes of internal and 
outward activities cannot be confirmed yet. Integrated strategy imple-
mentation could thus benefit from the process research perspective: 
studying how integrated strategy implementation emerges, develops, 
grows, or terminates over time (Langley et al., 2013). Therefore, the 
second future research question could be: 

• What are the long-term consequences of an integrated strategy imple-
mentation on business success and sustainable development? 

The findings of this study have some points of resemblance in pre-
vious studies. Like Engert and Baumgartner (2016), the study identified 
internal preconditions (organization-related and employee-related suc-
cess conditions) that can foster the integrated strategy implementation 
process. Organizational culture is a widely studied organization-related 
success condition, and it has also been raised as an important factor 
influencing the strategy implementation in existing studies (Baumgart-
ner, 2014; Engert and Baumgartner, 2016; Kiesnere and Baumgartner, 
2019; Kumar et al., 2020). This is reasonable, as organizational culture 
has been identified as one of the factors influencing human behavior 
(Bonn and Fisher, 2011), thus either hindering or fostering the imple-
mentation of managerial innovations (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 
2010). The sustainability-oriented organizational culture in the case 
company is open-minded regarding sustainable development, and this 
finding thus supports the statement by Baumgartner (2014) that orga-
nizational culture is an instrument supporting CS management. Both top 
management and employees value sustainability, and some kind of 
internalized sustainability orientation is present in the company, forming 
the basis for decision-making in daily operations and long-term tar-
get-setting. Therefore, from the integrated strategy perspective, a 
sustainability-oriented organizational culture potentially influences 
managerial initiatives and the utilization of resources to enhance both 
the company’s performance and sustainable development. The third 
future research question could then be:  

• What are the most effective actions to promote a sustainability-oriented 
organizational culture within a company? 

Internal activities can create collaborative and trust-based relation-
ships with employees and thus increase employees’ interest and 
engagement in advancing implementation (Wolf, 2013). For example, 
reward systems are rarely discussed in the literature on CS strategy 
implementation, but they can increase employees’ motivation to pay 
attention to sustainability issues (Engert and Baumgartner, 2016). Our 
study confirmed this finding, as employees emphasized that when sus-
tainability targets are part of personal key performance indicators, it is 
easier to focus on relevant issues and combine sustainability thinking 
with daily tasks. This aligns with goal-setting theory, which states that 
goals direct attention and effort toward goal-relevant activities and 
away from goal-irrelevant activities (Locke and Latham, 2002). From 
the strategic management perspective, a company becomes what it 
measures. Therefore, if a company’s purpose is to advance sustainable 
development, the company should devise a measurement system that 
reflects its overall performance also considering its contribution to 
sustainable development (Kanter, 2011; Wilson, 2004). The fourth 
future research question could be:  

• What are the best reward systems to advance managers’ and employees’ 
sustainability-oriented activities and how should they be designed? 

Engert et al. (2016) have found that different types of external fac-
tors can influence a company’s strategic position also in terms of CS and 
thus affect strategy implementation. In our study, we called these 
external factors market-related conditions, as they were related to 
products the company was selling and the institutional environment in 
which it was operating (Neugebauer et al., 2016). Based on the findings, 
a company can try to influence these market-related conditions through 
outward activities. Outward activities aim to influence, for example, 
customers’ attitudes or policymakers’ decisions. These outward activ-
ities have some similarities with institutional work (Lawrence et al., 
2013). For example, in geographical areas where sustainability issues 
are not yet a top priority, the case company has faced problems selling 
products containing recycled raw materials because of the lack of 

Table 6 
Outward activities advancing implementation.  

Outward 
activities 

Description Examples of how the activities 
influence the implementation of 
an integrated strategy 

Being proactive The company aims to be a 
pioneer in sustainability 
issues and more active than 
its competitors in advancing 
sustainability.  

• The company has been active 
in discussions with the 
association of landscape 
management, politicians, and 
lobbyist to advance 
sustainability targets and 
issues in the whole 
horticulture field. Common 
sustainability targets in the 
field would benefit the 
company and enable its 
sustainability strategy 
implementation, as the 
overall sustainability issues in 
the industry would improve. 

Pushing the 
market into a 
certain 
direction 

Communication, education, 
and other activities that aim 
to push the market toward 
greater awareness of 
sustainable products.  

• Salespeople can push 
customers in a certain 
direction with sustainability 
in mind for example, by 
offering more sustainable 
products or turning 
sustainability issues into cost 
efficiency issues. Therefore, 
salespeople can be seen as 
mediators between the 
company and the market.  

• The company can educate its 
retailers and thus advance 
sustainability implantation 
throughout its value network.  

K. Manninen and J. Huiskonen                                                                                                                                                                                                              



Journal of Cleaner Production 343 (2022) 131036

10

sustainability legitimacy in those areas. However, our study identified 
that especially salespeople do discreet institutional work by transmitting 
sustainability knowledge to their clients, necessary for engaging in new, 
more sustainable practices (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006). Thus, from 
the strategic management perspective, successful outward activities can 
create new opportunities to improve a company’s performance and 
create value for society within the external environment in which it 
operates (Nag et al., 2007). Therefore, the fifth future research questions 
could be:  

• What are the differences of sustainability legitimacy in different contexts, 
and how do the differences influence a company’s integrated strategy 
implementation? What is the role of a company’s and individual em-
ployee’s institutional work in advancing an integrated strategy 
implementation? 

At a general level, an interesting question is whether “traditional” 
strategy implementation practices will permanently have to accommo-
date some of the integrated strategy implementation elements observed 
in this study if integrated strategies become the mainstream in the 
future. 

5.2. Managerial implications 

The main managerial implication of this study is that we offer a 
description of how an integrated strategy can be translated into action. 
Managers can use our findings as guidelines when implementing their 
integrated strategy in practice and hopefully avoid some of the pitfalls 
that have formerly led new strategies to fail. We discussed potential 

barriers and problems during the implementation but also broadened 
the implementation perspective from the organization level to the 
employee and market levels. The existence of organization-related and 
employee-related success conditions enables integrated strategy imple-
mentation throughout the company. Internal activities are more inten-
tional and actively carried out, and they enable interaction between 
managers and employees. Market-related conditions can enable or 
hinder the implementation and, in some cases, even limit how much 
sustainability issues can be advanced in some market areas. With out-
ward activities, a company can try to push the market into a favorable 
direction and market actors toward more sustainable practices. 
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Appendix 

Interview guideline   

Interview topic Detailed questions 

a) Background of employee  • What is your role/responsibility area in the company?  
• How long have you been at the company?  
• What is the main task of your business unit?  
• Do you have direct employees? Are you part of a team or group?  
• Were you part of developing a sustainability roadmap? What was your role? How did you contribute to it? 

b) Employee’s experience in sustainability issues in general  • Do you consider sustainability issues important and why?  
• What are the most important sustainability topics for you?  
• How much is sustainability part of your daily work?  
• What does it mean to you to work in a company so engaged in advancing sustainability? Is it important to you?  
• How do you think the company benefits from its sustainability activities? 

c) Employee’s understanding of the sustainability vision of the 
company  

• Do you know what company’s vision or main target is?  
• How do you understand that vision? What does it mean to you?  
• How do you see your own work relates to the vision?  
• Do you think you can advance the vision through your own work and how?  
• If you don’t see your role in advancing the vision, why? 

d) Employee’s understanding of the sustainability strategy 
and its main targets in more detail  

• Do you know what the company’s roadmap targets are? Are they familiar to you?  
• If someone from outside the company, like me now, asks you what the roadmap targets are, could you describe 

them? If not precisely, do you know their contents roughly?  
• Have you considered how your own work relates to these targets? Can you link your own work to certain targets?  
• If yes, can you describe how your work relates to them?  
• If the interviewee is unable to link his/her work to certain targets, ask a more general question:  
o Beyond the roadmap targets, do you think your work advances sustainability and how?  
• If you consider your work in general (not the specific roadmap targets), have you achieved/advanced any 

sustainability related issue which you are especially proud of?   

• The sustainability roadmap was officially launched about one year ago. Do you consider that the roadmap  
o has affected your own work? How?  
o will affect your own work? How?  
o has changed your own work? How?   

• Can you describe the impacts of the roadmap concretely? What are they? 

(continued on next page) 
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(continued ) 

Interview topic Detailed questions  

• Have you received training and support in implementing the roadmap in your own work? What kind of support? 
Has it been enough?  

• Have there been challenges in linking the roadmap targets to your own work or generally in including 
sustainability in your daily work?  

• What about the positive side; what have been the aspects that have helped to include the sustainability roadmap or 
sustainability in general in your daily work?  

• Would you change something in your work to include the sustainability roadmap or sustainability issues better in 
your work? What kind of changes would you make?  

• What do you think are the requirements for the well-being of employees?  
• How do you consider the well-being of employees has been improved in the company?  
• Has something been changed to improve the well-being?  
• Is there need for more actions?  
• Have you yourself done something that has improved well-being?  
• Do you think you understand the sustainability impacts related to your own work or the impacts of the products 

you are working with?  
• Are the impacts made transparent? How?  
• How could the understanding of the impacts be improved?  
• How could the transparency of the impacts be improved?  
• Have you participated in an e-learning platform? What did you learn? Was it useful? Can you link what you learned 

to your own work? How? Did you change something or get new ideas?  
• The company has sustainability projects which aim to advance the roadmap targets. Are you part of any specific 

sustainability project? How?  
• How would you like to be involved in the sustainability roadmap or in some specific project?  
• Does this fit with the current activities you are involved in? 

e) Concrete change initiatives to advance sustainability 
strategy targets  

• Do you have personal targets in your work? Have the targets changed since the roadmap was launched? Are the 
targets reasonable? Would you like to have other targets in the future?  

• Do you have specific sustainability related targets?  
• Has there been increased collaboration between the employees or with other stakeholders outside the company 

after the roadmap was launched?  
• Do you have a reward system? How does it work? Does it work? Would you like to have a reward system?  
• Can you identify other concrete changes that have happened after the roadmap was launched?  
• What kind of supporting instruments you would like to get from the top management level to integrate and 

implement the roadmap into your work?  
• Are you satisfied with how the roadmap has been integrated into your work?  
• Do you have ideas/suggestions how it could be integrated even more deeply? 

f) Effects of sustainability strategy on business unit’s 
operations  

• Do the roadmap targets affect decision-making at the business unit level?  
• Are the sustainability issues visible in the decision-making?  
• Do the targets affect your own decision-making?  
• Have the sustainability targets changed how things are done in your business unit?  
• Has the roadmap changed the value proposition of the business unit, i.e. what you provide your customers?  
• Have your customers or target group changed since the roadmap was launched?  
• Have you found new business partners to collaborate/cooperate with?  
• Have you considered the potential negative consequences of your business?  
• Have your thoughts changed about the purpose of your business? Why does your business unit do business?  
• Have your own reasons for working for the company changed?  
• Is there something else that has changed at the business unit level after the roadmap was launched? 

At the end  • Before we finish the interview, is there something else concerning the topics we discussed that you would like to 
tell or something else you would like to share?  
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a b s t r a c t

The circular economy (CE) can be a driver for sustainability and CE can be promoted and supported by
the creation of new and innovative business models, which embed CE principles into their value
propositions throughout the value chains. This study focuses on the environmental value propositions of
the CE business models. The term environmental value proposition refers here to an absolute value being
a promise of environmental improvement, which a company provides to the environment by its impacts
throughout the whole value chain. The aim of this study is to outline a framework for evaluating the
environmental value propositions of CE business models. The framework consists of an environmental
value propositions table (EVPT) and a step-by-step approach towards an evaluation process. The
framework was tested in three CE business model cases. The outlined framework enables a better un-
derstanding of circular economy principles, combining them with the environmental value proposition.
With the framework, companies can plan and design new CE business models or they can verify intended
environmental benefits and analyse their contribution to sustainability. The biggest challenges, when
applying the framework, were related to the estimation of environmental benefits gained from the
environmental value propositions at the system level. In the future, intensive scientific work should
concentrate on developing environmental assessment methods specifically for companies developing
new CE business models.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The discussion regarding the circular economy (CE) has rapidly
increased in the EU in recent years, particularly after the European
Commission published Closing the loop e An EU action plan for the
Circular Economy in December 2015 (European Commission, 2015).
In academic literature, the number of publications on the CE has
increased more than tenfold the past decade (Geissdoerfer et al.,
2017). A CE is an economy that provides multiple value-creation
mechanisms which are decoupled from the consumption of finite
resources (Ellen MacArthur Foundation et al., 2015). It is a

regenerative system in which resource inputs, waste, emissions,
and energy leakage are minimised by slowing, closing, and nar-
rowing material and energy loops, which can be achieved through
long-lasting design, maintenance, repair, reuse, remanufacturing,
refurbishing, and recycling (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). A CE aims for
a significant increase in the adoption of closing-the-loop of pro-
duction service patterns within an economic system. In addition to
increasing the efficiency of resource use, the aim of a CE is to
achieve a better balance and harmony between the economy, the
environment and society (Ghisellini et al., 2016). Creating a circular
economy requires fundamental changes throughout the value
chain and actions are needed at all phases of the value chain and by
all stakeholders (EEA, 2016).

A CE can providemany opportunities to create new employment
and business growth (European Commission, 2015; Ghisellini et al.,
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2016; SUN et al., 2015) and one aim of an EU action plan for CE is to
reach the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (European
Commission, 2015). In practice, a CE can be promoted and sup-
ported by the creation of new and innovative business models
(Bakker et al., 2014; Bocken et al., 2016b; Lewandowski, 2016;
Stahel, 2010) which embed CE principles into their value proposi-
tions throughout the value chains (from now on called CE business
models). It is not, however straightforward that CE contributes to
sustainability and there is substantial uncertainty on the potential
environmental impact of new circular business models (Mont,
2002, 2004; Tukker, 2015). Sustainability aims at benefiting envi-
ronment, economy and society (triple-bottom-line perspective,
TBL), while the CE prioritises the economic systems and gaining
environmental benefits while only implicitly including social as-
pects (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Moreover, the positive effect of CE
business models such as Product Service Systems (PSS) needs to be
explicitly designed into the business model and associated product
design, as a positive effect is not guaranteed (Mont, 2002, 2004;
Tukker, 2004, Tukker, 2015). Therefore, it is important to raise the
question, whether CE business models truly contribute positively to
the environment and how these can be assessed and designed to do
so.

In many cases, the verification of environmental benefits of CE
business models is not straightforward because of either complex
value chains, lack of data, or difficulties in defining a reference
system for assessing environmental product improvements. In
addition, the existing assessment method are often resource
demanding (e.g. ISO 14040:2006). Even when Life Cycle Assess-
ment is applied to a business model context (Lindahl et al., 2014) it
suffers from the same shortcomings as LCA's of products, such as
making use of average data from databases and making assump-
tions. However, for decision making about the design of future
business models, which is imperative to their positive environ-
mental outcome (Mont, 2002, 2004; Tukker, 2004, Tukker, 2015) a
more streamlined assessment approach would apply (Bocken et al.,
2016a).

In this paper, the research gap narrows by bringing out the term
environmental value proposition and the importance of its verifica-
tion in CE business models. The term environmental value propo-
sition refers here to an absolute value being a promise of
environmental improvement, which a company provides to the
environment by its impacts throughout the whole value chain. As
companies provide environmental value propositions, the impor-
tant questions are: (1) Do “circular businesses” really have a posi-
tive influence on the environment when taking into account all
activities throughout the value chain? (2) How can the environ-
mental impacts and value propositions of circular business models
be verified?

The aim of this study is to outline a framework for evaluating the
environmental value propositions of CE business models. The
evaluation process is meant to be agile and light to not demand too
many resources (time/effort) from the companies involved. This
allows companies to design better business models taking into
account the notion of the environmental value proposition
throughout the business model innovation and design process. This
paper introduces a step-by-step approach for the evaluation of
environmental value propositions and discusses challenges related
to the framework. The development process was based on the
literature survey and the case study research for testing the
framework in three CE business model cases.

The paper consists of the literature survey of the business
models and the circular economy in Section 2. A description of the
developed evaluation framework is presented in Section 3. The
methodology is described in Section 4 and results are presented in
Section 5. The paper concludes with a discussion (Section 6) and

conclusions (Section 7).

2. Literature survey

2.1. Business models and business models for sustainability

In this section, we review the business model literature to gain
understanding of CE business models and how these business
models support transforming towards circular economy. In addi-
tion, tools and methods that could support the assessment of cir-
cular business models are reviewed.

The basic term business model refers to a concept that describes
the rationale of how an organisation creates, delivers and captures
values (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010).

Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (2013) identify four elements of a
generic business model concept:

1) Value proposition: what value is embedded in the product/
service offered by the firm;

2) Supply (or value) chain: how upstream relationships with sup-
pliers are structured and managed;

3) Customer interface: how downstream relationships with cus-
tomers are structured and managed;

4) Financial model: costs and benefits from 1), 2) and 3) and their
distribution across business model stakeholders.

In conventional profit-normative companies, a successful busi-
ness is usually measured by economic performance (Upward and
Jones, 2016). For sustainability thinking, the focus on economic
success is too narrow and raises the need for a more holistic view of
value that integrates social and environmental goals, to ensure
balancing or ideally alignment of all stakeholders (Bocken et al.,
2013). Business model that consider a wider group of stake-
holders than just customers and shareholders and explicitly
consider society and environment as stakeholders is defined sus-
tainable business model (Bocken et al., 2013; Stubbs and Cocklin,
2008) or business models for sustainability (e.g. Schaltegger et al.,
2016).

The value proposition of business model provides measurable
ecological and/or social value in concert with economic value
(Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). Sustainable value cannot be
created for customers without creating value to a broader range of
stakeholders, because a business is ‘carried’ by its stakeholder
network (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). Although a business model is a
market-oriented approach, a business that contributes to sustain-
able development need to create value to the whole range of
stakeholder and the natural environment, beyond customers and
shareholders (Schaltegger et al., 2016).

2.2. Circular economy business models

The CE concept rests on three principles (see also Table 2):
preserving and enhancing natural capital, optimising yields from
resources in use, and fostering system effectiveness (minimising
negative externalities) (Ellen MacArthur Foundation et al., 2015).
CE businesses aim to apply these CE principles to their business
models and shift from a linear business to more circular ones
(Lewandowski, 2016). The European Environment Agency (EEA,
2016) describes the characteristics of CE and classifies them into
five main key categories: 1) less input and use of natural resources,
2) increased share of renewable and recyclable resources and en-
ergy, 3) reduced emissions, 4) fewer material losses/residuals, and
5) keeping the value of products, components and materials in the
economy (Table 2).

CE business models can be classified in several ways, for
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example through their environmental strategies including slowing,
closing and narrowing resource loops as described by Bocken et al.
(2016b), or six categories, namely short cycle, long cycle, cascading,
pure circles, digitisation and produce on demand, as propounded
by ten Wolde (2016). However, according to Lewandowski (2016),
most of the different business model types can be categorised in the
ReSOLVE framework developed by the Ellen MacArthur Founda-
tion. The ReSOLVE framework describes a set of six actions that
businesses and governments can take in order to promote transi-
tion to a circular economy. The actions are Regenerate, Share,
Optimise, Loop, Virtualise and Exchange (Table 1).

CE is seen to be a driver to sustainability, and sustainable and
circular business models are closely related literature streams
(Antikainen and Valkokari, 2016). However, CE prioritises the eco-
nomic systems and environmental benefits while only implicit
including social aspects (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Nevertheless,
lessons can be learned from closely related literature on sustainable
business models.

Current literature concentrates on the sustainable or circular
economy business model development, leaving a gap for literature
about assessment of CE business models. For example, Bocken et al.
(2016b) developed a framework of strategies to guide designers
and business strategists in the move from a linear to a circular
economy. Kraaijenhagen (2016) offers a practical 10-step approach
for professionals in small, medium-sized and large organisations on
how to initiate, lead and execute from pilot to circular businesses.
Lewandowski (2016) employs a literature review to identify and
classify the circular economy characteristics according to a business
model structure, and Patala et al. (2016) offers guidelines on how to
construct sustainable value propositions that resonate with cus-
tomers. In addition, some practical tools for sustainable value cre-
ation have been developed, such as the Value Mapping Tool
(Bocken et al., 2013), the Sustainable Analysis Tool (Yang et al.,
2014); as well as the Triple Layer Business Model Canvas (Joyce
and Paquin, 2016) and The Flourishing Canvas (Upward and
Jones, 2016) building on the Osterwalder and Pigneur.

2.3. Stakeholder and financial perspective of CE business model

Stakeholders, analogous to sustainable business models (Stubbs

and Cocklin, 2008), are important actors in CE business models.
These stakeholders at least include the value chain actors and cus-
tomers (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013). Circular business models,
focusing on slowing, closing and narrowing loops, including stra-
tegies such as repair, remanufacturing and recycling (Geissdoerfer
et al., 2017) require the development of new value networks that
allow products to be returned from customer to manufacturer or
other service suppliers to perform activities such as reuse, recycling
and repair. Stakeholders relevant to new circular business models
can be divided into three groups: stakeholders internal to a com-
pany, stakeholders in a value chain and stakeholders in an extended
value chain (Tyl et al., 2015). The above mentioned practical tools
by Bocken et al. (2013) and Yang et al. (2014) also include a broad
stakeholder perspective.

The financial model of a circular business model might look
quite different, because businesses pursuing such business models
aspire to create new forms of value previously externalised by
companies (i.e., creating positive environmental impact).
Kraaijenhagen (2016) recommend seeking to increase the ‘value
pie’, rather than ‘cutting the same pie in smaller pieces’, for
instance through providing new services (e.g. maintenance and
repair) or providing higher priced but better and longer performing
products and services.

2.4. Research contribution based on the literature survey

Literature survey showed that CE is seen to be one driver for
sustainability and several publications about business models for
sustainability exist. The studies raise the importance of a measur-
able value proposition, which provides benefits to environment, in
addition to economic and social value. Further, the value is created
in addition to customers as well as the broader range of stake-
holders, because a business is carried by a stakeholder network
(Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). Therefore, it is important to understand
environmental value as an absolute value instead of being only an
instrumental value creating economic value. This ideology is used
as a basis for developing an evaluation framework.

3. Outline of the evaluation framework

The section presents an overall figure of the framework. The
evaluation framework for CE business models (Fig. 1) was built
based on the literature presented in Section 2. The role of stake-
holders is emphasised (Bocken et al., 2013; Stubbs and Cocklin,
2008) as well as the life cycle perspective (Patala et al., 2016;
Yang et al., 2014). A CE business model can comprise both prod-
uct(s) and service(s). The inner circle represents the CE business
model's intended environmental value propositions, which must
be defined first by business model developers. For this purpose, the
environmental value proposition table (EVPT, Table 2) was devel-
oped by the research team (see Section 3.1). The implementation of
the value propositions takes place not only in the company but also
in the value chain of the product or service. Therefore, all the life
cycle stages of a product or service are taken into consideration and
they are expressed as beginning of life (BOL), middle of life (MOL)
and end of life (EOL) (based on the classification in Yang et al.
(2014). The BOL refers to (raw material) extraction and
manufacturing stages; the MOL to wholesale, retail, logistics, and
customer usage of the product, and the EOL to repair, reuse and
remanufacturing stages. The identification of the stakeholders and
their role is also included in the framework. The evaluation process
of the realisation of value propositions consist of five steps, which
are explained in more detail in Section 3.2.

Table 1
The ReSOLVE framework (modified from Ellen MacArthur Foundation et al., 2015).

ReSOLVE business actions Description

Regenerate � shift to renewable energy and materials
� reclaim, retain and regenerate health

of ecosystems
� return recovered biological resources

to the biosphere
Share � keep product loop speed low

� maximise utilisation of products by sharing
them among users

� reuse products throughout their technical
lifetime

� prolong life through maintenance, repair
and design for durability

Optimise � increase performance/efficiency of a product
� remove waste in production and the supply

chain
� leverage big data, automation, remote sensing

and steering
Loop � keep components and materials in closed

loops and prioritise inner loops
Virtualise � deliver utility virtually
Exchange � replace old materials with advanced

non-renewable materials
� apply new technologies
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3.1. Environmental value proposition table (EVPT)

The core of the evaluation framework is the environmental
value proposition table (EVPT). The EVPT helps companies to un-
derstand what kind of effects their operation can have on the
environment, and it helps to perceive environmental value as an
absolute value. The environmental value propositions were devel-
oped based on the EllenMcArthur Foundation's CE principles (Ellen
MacArthur Foundation et al., 2015), the CE characteristics identified
by the European Environment Agency (EEA, 2016), and the CE
business model categories of the ReSOLVE framework (Ellen
MacArthur Foundation et al., 2015).

In the development process of the EVPT, it was assumed that the
EEA's key characteristics of CE can be interpreted as environmental
value propositions, which can be arranged under different CE
business model categories (ReSOLVE actions). The aim of the EVPT
is not to be comprehensive and cover all possible situations, but to
provide a foundation for the consideration of environmental value
propositions in CE business models.

The CE principles, environmental value propositions and CE
business model categories of the ReSOLVE framework are sum-
marised in Table 2. The EVPT shows how environmental value
propositions can be arranged under the different CE business
model categories (ReSOLVE actions). The last four propositions
below the triple line are more like methods to achieve the value
propositions. However, they are listed in the table because they are
mentioned in the CE characteristics of the EEA (2016). The final
value proposition above the triple line, namely Reclaiming, retaining
or restoring the health of ecosystems, was added to the list as an
outcome of our EVPT development process, because the ecosystem
viewpoint was missing in the Regenerate category.

3.2. Step-by-step approach to evaluation

The framework includes step-by-step stages for evaluating the
environmental value propositions given by a specific CE business
model. The content of the steps are described in more detail in
Fig. 2.

The procedure requires close cooperation between the re-
searchers and the case company. In addition, other experts can be
consulted on demand. In principle, three first steps until defining
the reference system, are executed during the interview with the
company representatives, and rest of the steps after the interview

by the researchers, with the help of company representatives and
other experts if needed. However, the division of the steps between
the steps before and after interview is not strict. More important is
that researchers, executing the assessment, verifying and identifi-
cation steps, get enough background information and data.
Therefore, especially the first step is important to go through
thoroughly and with the company representatives who know the
operation of the company well enough.

4. Methodology

Considering that the aim of our studywas to present the concept
of environmental value proposition and to develop the framework
for verifying the environmental value propositions of CE business
models, we adopted a qualitative research approach. The developed
framework consist elements from existing studies but was applied
in the new context. Therefore we chose the case study research
approach for testing the framework, because it is often useful in the
early stages of a new research topic and can also be used for theory
testing (Myers, 2013). In theory, one case is sufficient for building a
logical argumentation of theoretical generalisation (Yin, 2013).
However, replications increase the reliability of the findings and
when replications differ slightly from each other, one or more
relevant criteria may be changed to investigate whether the find-
ings of the first case can be applied to slightly different situations
(Hillebrand et al., 2001). In our study, we built up a table of envi-
ronmental value propositions, which we assumed to cover main CE
business model categories. Therefore, it was important to test the
table with multiple cases in order to find out, if some substantial
propositions were missing.

4.1. Case selection and descriptions

In this study, we used theoretical sampling (Eisenhardt, 1989).
We chose to test our framework with three business model cases,
which represent different circular economy (CE) business models
and cover most of the ReSOLVE categories (see Tables 1 and 3). All
the three case companies wanted to investigate and develop their
operation from the CE perspective. Case 1 represents a CE product
in Finland, while cases 2 and 3 represent two types of CE service
models, established in Finland and the Netherlands (Table 3).

The Finnish material recycling company Destaclean produces
wood stone, which is a recycled composite product made of recy-
cled constructionwastewood, concrete andwater. Wood stones are
suitable for paving gardens and pathways, and they can withstand
car traffic. (Destaclean, 2014).

A pilot of the company Coreorient, which ran from September to
November 2016 called the Tool Renting Shed, is a 24/7 self-service
point in Helsinki, Finland, where battery-powered tools and house
cleaning equipment from the product range of a hardware shop can
be rented from a smart container (Liiteri, 2016). The container is
movable and can be easily relocated. The tools are rented and paid
for on the internet and they can be collected from the container at
any time. The container is easily accessible by public transport, or
alternatively, home delivery can be ordered with the
environmentally-friendly crowdsourced PiggyBaggy service
(PiggyPaggy, 2016). Additionally, the Tool Renting Shed pilot
offered other time-saving CE services, like a bike service and a shoe
maker.

HOMIE is an innovative start-up, a spin-off of Delft University of
Technology in the Netherlands, which aims to operate at the fore-
front of the circular economy by proposing, developing and testing
new circular business models with consumers to reduce the need
for “stuff” and ownership. The aim is to help customers reduce
environmental impact in the home, bymoving from “ownership” to

Fig. 1. The environmental value proposition evaluation framework. BOL ¼ beginning of
life, MOL ¼ middle of life, EOL ¼ end of life.
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“pay-per-use” through a service-driven business model, offering
free installation and maintenance of a high-quality washing ma-
chine, with the cost of water and electricity included in a small fee
charged per washing cycle. Washing machines are only the start:
the aim is to target all appliances commonly found in the home
(HOMIE, 2016).

4.2. Data collection

The primary data was collected by interviews following the
step-by-step approach (Fig. 2). The interviews lasted approximately
1.5 h, they were not recorded but detailed notes were taken. The
interviews of Destaclean and Coreorient was done face-to-face and
in writing with HOMIE. Two company representatives from

Table 2
The environmental value proposition table (EVPT) created by the research team. A plain x indicates that the value proposition is realised in that category. The cross in brackets
(x) indicates that some elements of the value are realised but with certain conditions. The last four propositions below the dark line aremore like methods to achieve the value
propositions. The last value proposition above the dark line is the outcome of our EVPT development process.

Circular economy principlesa Environmental value propositionsb Circular economy business model categoriesa

Regenerate Share Optimise Loop Virtualise Exchange

Principle 1: Preserve and
enhance natural capital by
controlling finite stocks and
balancing renewable
resource flows.

Principle 2: Optimise resource
yields by circulating
products, components and
materials at the highest
utility at all times in both
technical and biological
cycles.

Principle 3: Foster system
effectiveness by revealing
and designing out negative
externalities.

Minimised and optimised exploitation of raw materials,
while delivering more value from fewer materials

x x x x (x)

Reduced import dependence on natural resources (x) (x)
Efficient use of all natural resources x x x x (x)
Minimised overall energy and water use x x (x) (x)
Non-renewable resources replaced with renewable ones
within sustainable levels of supply

x

Increased share of recyclable and recycled materials that
can replace the use of virgin materials

(x) x (x)

Closure of material loops x x
Sustainably sourced raw materials (x) (x)
Reduced emissions throughout the full material cycle
through the use of less raw material and sustainable
sourcing

(x) x x (x) (x) (x)

Less pollution through clean material cycles x (x) (x)
Build-up of waste minimised x x x x (x)
Incineration and landfill limited to a minimum x x x (x)

Reclaim, retain and restore health of ecosystems x (x)

Dissipative losses of valuable resources minimised (x) x x x (x)
Extended product lifetime keeping the value of products in use x x
Reuse of components x
Value of materials preserved in the economy through high-
quality recycling

x

a Ellen MacArthur Foundation et al. (2015).
b Based on EEA (2016)

Fig. 2. Step-by-step approach of the evaluation framework.
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Destaclean and one representative from Coreorient participated in
the interview. All the co-founders1 of HOMIE gave input to the
interview, and questions and written answers were clarified via
emails and phone call with one of the co-founders.

4.3. Data analysis

Analysis started by identifying the current business model and
describing the life cycle stages and stakeholders, which were
related to the system. The environmental value propositions of the
business models and possible improvement proposals were rec-
ognised. Further, emerging findings were examined in order to
verify the realisation of environmental value propositions.

5. Results of the business model cases

5.1. Definition of environmental value proposition

The implementation of the developed framework with the
wood stone and Tool Renting Shed cases started by interviewing
company representatives. Dialogues began with company pre-
sentations and by discussing and drawing the system boundaries of
the business models. After sharing the common understanding of
the case activities, it was time to explore environmental value
propositions of the business models. First, the company represen-
tatives described the value propositions themselves, and then they
were given the EVPT (Step 1 of the evaluation process). From the
EVPT the representatives chose between four and six of the most
important environmental value propositions related to their busi-
ness models and put them in order of importance (Table 4).

In the HOMIE case, one of the co-founders (and co-author)
developed the first draft, which was sent to two other HOMIE co-
founders for review. The written piece was reviewed for clarity by
the other co-authors of this paper. This process led to a prioritisa-
tion about the initial intended value propositions (focused on user
behaviour and access to longer lasting appliances) and ultimate
outcomes (an integrated system for reuse, remanufacturing and
recycling).

5.2. Identification of stakeholders and their role

Step 2 includes the definition of stakeholders related to the
business model. The key stakeholders for all cases are customers,
potential partners and the environment. The natural “Environ-
ment”, analogous to the sustainable business model literature, also
is a key stakeholder (Driscoll and Starik, 2004; Starik, 1995; Stubbs
and Cocklin, 2008). However, first of all, customers are essential
because without customers there is no viable business.

In addition to the above-mentioned, important stakeholders for

the wood stone case are regional authorities, because they set the
regulations (e.g. plan and decide on the locations for reception of
wastes) for construction and demolition waste, which Destaclean
uses as raw material for wood stone. Research institutes are also
considered as important stakeholders, because they can assist in
developing substitutes for the cement, one of the raw materials of
wood stone, for example.

For the Tool Renting Shed case, many important stakeholders,
who enabled the pilot of tool sharing service, were identified. As an
example, the tool retailers sponsored the tools, web-service experts
created the renting platform on the internet, and the City of Hel-
sinki provided the space for the container.

For HOMIE, the university is a key stakeholder as they share
close ties, being a spin-off and one of its co-founders being TU Delft
faculty. As well as optimising the customer experience, HOMIE
seeks to reduce the environmental impact of washing machines
(and in future, other appliances) through its pay-per-use service
model. Finally, future partners need to be considered and the
company needs to consider whether and how toworkwith existing
appliance makers. However, in this respect, similar environmental
goals are needed focused on long lasting appliances and stimu-
lating sustainable behaviour.

5.3. Definition of a reference system and assessment of
environmental impact

In order to verify the environmental value propositions of
business model cases, the reference systems must be defined (such
as in ISO 14040:2006). As CE business models may represent new
systems, defining the reference can be difficult. However, often CE
business models attempt to seek options for current technologies
or create alternative practices for existing linear systems. The
reference systems of the cases were defined by asking: what is the
product system/service that the business model case could sub-
stitute or replace in theory?

A concrete stone was chosen for the reference system for the
wood stone, because the end use of wood stone is comparable to
concrete stone paving. The environmental value propositions
selected were all somehow related to the end products. Therefore,
the choice of concrete stone as a reference system was reasonable.

The Tool Renting Shed business model is a service model and
therefore the choice of the reference system was more multidi-
mensional than in thewood stone case, as it included other services
than just tool rental. The following reference systemwas defined by
concentrating on the core of the business model: “Consumer
travelling by car to the hardware shop to buy a low-quality tool or
house cleaning equipment”.

The reference system of pay-per-use washing machines is the
current usage of washing machines. While averages of washing
behaviour exist based on surveys (e.g. through the work by the
International Association for Soaps, Detergents and Maintenance
Products (A.I.S.E., 2014) the actual usage of washing machines

Table 3
Circular economy (CE) business model cases and their descriptions and defined CE business model categories according to the ReSOLVE framework (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation et al., 2015).

Cases Description CE business model category

Case 1. Wood stone
by Destaclean

Material recycling company producing wood stone. regenerate, optimise, loop

Case 2. Tool Renting Shed
by Coreorient

Self-service point for power tools and house cleaning
equipment renting. Other services like shoemaker and
bike service included.

share, optimise, virtualise, (exchange)

Case 3. Pay-per-use washing
machine by HOMIE

Pay-per-use washing machine with free installation and maintenance. share, optimise

1 One of the writer of this article is also a co-founder of HOMIE.
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remains under-investigated. HOMIE therefore asks customers how
often they think they do their washing before they start using the
washing machine, and then use the customers as their own
benchmark (i.e. comparing usage against predicted usage, and
investigating to what extent the pay-per-use business model con-
tributes to sustainable usage).

5.4. Verifying the environmental value propositions

In the verification process, the value chains were divided into
the beginning of life (BOL), middle of life (MOL) and end of life
(EOL), and named after different life cycle phases: raw material
acquisition and processing (BOL), transportation (BOL, MOL, EOL),
use phase (MOL) as well as end-of-life (EOL). The realisation of each
value proposition in each life cycle phasewas assessed based on the
interviews of the company representatives and expertise of the
researchers (Table 5). The cell was left empty if the realisation of
value proposition was not distinguished in the specific life cycle
phase. The explanations in the table describe the operation or
phase, where the environmental value proposition is realised and
how it is realised without giving any quantitative measures.

The verification phase showed that all the intended environ-
mental value propositions could be identified, which means that
the analysed CE business model cases potentially create environ-
mental value. However, not all the propositions were directly
achieved by the case companies, but through the stakeholders. For
example, some of the value propositions could not be realised up
until the use phase, which means that the choices by users of the
products or services play a big role. The environmental value in
these cases can obviously not be created if the product or service
does not have an end user.

5.5. Identification of improvement proposals

Few improvement proposals for the wood stone operations,
which are more related to the raw materials and processing phase
than the use phase, could be found by the researchers and company
representatives. Because cement production is a very energy-
intensive process, causing a lot of emissions (Vieira et al., 2016), a
substitute for cement could lower the total environmental impacts
of wood stone. Available material banks, e.g. Finnish soil market
(Maap€orssi, 2017) could be utilised to find recycled material (e.g.
sand) for the raw materials. The process energy and transportation
fuels could be changed to sustainably produced renewable energy
to reduce the environmental impact.

In the Tool Renting Shed case, the tools could be upgraded to
even higher quality and to include other services to the tool sharing
concept. In addition, a more central location for the self-service
container (at the railway station or some other public transport
node) would reach a wider population more easily and thus raise
the utilisation rate of the tools. Also, further development of the
smart container could create extension possibilities for the business
model. For example, the user interface needs some development, as
it was a little clumsy during the pilot phase. Therefore, the
collaborationwith new experts in information technology could be
useful. One important part of this kind of new service is commu-
nication and marketing to reach more people, where there is still
some work to do. The service entity of the Tool Shed also provided
some other small services, such as a shoemaker and a bike service
in addition to tool sharing, and other services could be combined
with the service in the future, thus requiring new stakeholders.

In the pay-per-use appliances case, HOMIE could improve the
customer service as well as environmental proposition at the same
time. By developing an improved user interface (e.g. an app) and
with a more mature business (including a remanufacturing, reuse
and repair facility) they could better serve the customer as well as

Table 4
Environmental value propositions in the order of importance defined by the cases. The pay-per-use washing machine case has three value propositions, which are ranked
fourth in order of importance. Case representatives also defined additional value propositions apart from the EVPT, as presented below the dark line.

Environmental value propositions by EVPT Cases

Wood stone Tool Renting Shed Pay-per-use washing machine

Minimised and optimised exploitation of raw materials,
while delivering more value from fewer materials

2 4 3

Reduced import dependence on natural resources 5
Efficient use of all natural resources 1 2
Minimised overall energy and water use 2 1
Non-renewable resources replaced with renewable ones

within sustainable levels of supply
Increased share of recyclable and recycled materials that

can replace the use of virgin materials
1 4

Closure of material loops 4
Sustainably sourced raw materials
Reduced emissions throughout the full material cycle through

the use of less raw material and sustainable sourcing
4

Less pollution through clean material cycles
Build-up of waste minimised 3
Incineration and landfill limited to a minimum 3
Reclaim, retain and restore health of ecosystems 4

Case-specific environmental value propositions

Increasing the lifespan of wood fibre x
Avoiding the use of natural stones x
Minimising the use of natural resources through tool sharing x
Long-lasting products x
Supports travelling without a car x
Long-lasting quality washing machines with maintenance contract x
Stimulation of sustainable usage of washing machines x
On a longer time scale, the focus on (design for) remanufacturing

and refurbishing to prolong the usage of washing machines
x
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Table 5
Realisation of environmental value propositions assessed in the life cycle phases of raw material acquisition and processing, transportation, use phase and end-of-life divided
into the phases of beginning of life (BOL), middle of life (MOL) and end of life (EOL).

Environmental value proposition Raw material acquisition and
processing (BOL)

Transportation (BOL, MOL. EOL) Use phase (MOL) End-Of-Life (EOL)

Wood stone - reference system: concrete stone
1. Increased share of recyclable and

recycled materials that can replace
the use of virgin materials

substituting sand material with
recycled wood fibre

value propositions 1e4:
potential recycling options/
possibilities but not existing
recycling system

2. Minimised and optimised
exploitation of raw materials, while
delivering more value from fewer
materials

prolonging the lifetime of wood
fibre decreases the use of virgin
sand materials

decreased fuel consumption
due to lighter load

3.Incineration and landfill limited to a
minimum

prolonging wood fibre lifetime
as material instead of energy
recovery

4. Reclaim, retain and restore health of
ecosystems

use of wood fibre instead of
sand and rockmaterials leads to
decreased problems at gravel
pits

decreased emissions due to
lighter load

wood fibre as carbon
storage

Tool Shed - reference system: consumer travelling by car to the hardware shop to buy a low-quality tool or house cleaning equipment
1. Efficient use of all natural resources decreased need of tool

manufacturing, utilisation rate
increases, light and movable
self-service container

reduced fuel consumption due
to optimal location of the self-
service container

reuse of container and other
appliances also possible for
other purposes

2. Minimised overall energy and water
use

decreasing the need for tool
manufacturing, energy-efficient
self-service container

reduced fuel consumption due
to location of the self-service
container and ride-sharing for
tools

3. Build-up of waste minimised prolonging the lifetime of tools
due to high quality, continuous
maintenance of tools

tool sharing decreases
build-up of packaging
waste

ensured EOL management of
tools in accordance with
regulation

4. Minimised and optimised
exploitation of raw materials, while
delivering more value from fewer
materials

continuous maintenance of
high quality tools creates more
value throughout lifetime

at system level, fuel
consumption decreases due to
increased use of public
transport

5. Reduced import dependence on
natural resources

indirect impact due to reduced
need for buying new tools

at system level, fuel
consumption decreases due to
increased use of public
transport

Pay-per-use washing machine - reference system: the current usage of washing machines
1. Minimised overall energy and water

use
energy efficient and
long-lasting washing
machines, digital
tracker of machine
enables personalised
tips on sustainable
usage, pay-per-use
service

2. Efficient use of all natural resources free repair/replacement service
for high quality washing
machines included in the
contract, which decreases the
need for buying new machines

pay-per-use service
could lead to more
efficient use of washing
machine (full load)

repair and remanufacture of
machines, and reuse of
components prolong their
lifespan and reduce the waste
of materials and energy when
they would have otherwise
been thrown away

3. Minimised and optimised
exploitation of raw materials, while
delivering more value from fewer
materials

free repair/replacement service
for high quality washing
machines included in the
contract, which creates more
value throughout the lifetime

4. Increased share of recyclable and
recycled materials that can replace
the use of virgin materials

material recycling of discarded
washing machines

4. Closure of material loops remanufacturing and
refurbishing to prolong the
usage of the washing machine,
material recycling

4. Reduced emissions throughout the
full material cycle through the use of
less raw material and sustainable
sourcing

working repair service
could decrease the
purchase of new
washing machines
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the environment. As it is a spin-off from Delft University of Tech-
nology, HOMIE could use its position and target students and link in
with the “company's heritage”. Focusing on low-income groups
more generally could make quality appliances that last long avail-
able to a wider customer base. By stimulating better use of appli-
ances (e.g. use only when needed and in lower environmental
impact settings) these customers could save money and reduce
their environmental footprint. To reach the goals more quickly,
HOMIE could identify new strong partners (e.g. appliance
manufacturers).

6. Discussion

6.1. Step-by-step approach

The evaluation framework gives companies and researchers a
consistent approach for the evaluation of the realisation of envi-
ronmental value propositions of CE business models. The frame-
work consists elements from existing approaches (e.g. LCA), but our
framework can easily be applied for business models at the
different stages; from start-ups to companies having several years
of business experience. In this study, the aim of the case study
phase was to test the evaluation framework in practice and identify
any possible development needs. Experiences from the interviews
indicated that the step-by-step approach is a logical and practical
way to gather the background information and to define the
environmental value propositions of the business model.

6.2. Environmental value proposition table

A key component of the evaluation framework was the envi-
ronmental value proposition table (EVPT, Table 2). The strength of
the EVPT is that it helps companies to perceive environmental value
as an absolute value. In addition, it provides companies a tool to
consider their operation from the environmental perspective and
guides them to determine their own environmental value propo-
sitions according to the principles of CE and priorities actions. Many
of the CE business models represent elements from various busi-
ness model categories, thus bringing out the multidimensionality
of CE. For example, the Tool Renting Shed represents the category
“share” by maximising the utilisation of products by sharing them
among users but at the same time virtualise the service through
online renting. Additionally, the systemic approach helps to un-
derstand that a company's own activities do not necessarily
directly, but indirectly fulfil the value creation through the
stakeholders.

6.3. Reference system

The practical experience showed that it is important to under-
stand the core of the business model to be able to define the suit-
able reference system (describing the current situation) for the
evaluation. The reference system is needed to assess the environ-
mental impacts gained from implementing the value propositions.
However, CE business models often represent new solutions and
systems, and so defining the reference might be difficult. In addi-
tion, defining appropriate boundaries for studied systems and
finding the data may be a problemwhen assessing systems that do
not exist yet. Additionally, an assessment of the consequences of
scaling up production may be challenging, and demonstrating the
systematic effects in the future may even be impossible. Therefore,
assessment methods have to be chosen carefully and it should be
ensured that results truly reflect defined value propositions. For
instance, LCA (according to ISO 14040:2006) as being developed for
products and services, not for business models, is not always

suitable and it is often too time- or resource-demanding for com-
panies, but a streamlined LCA is feasible in many cases (Bocken
et al., 2016a). This means that other approaches are needed. For
example, the assessment can be conducted by defining suitable
quantitative or qualitative indicators, which set the criteria for
value realisation. In some cases, as shown in this study, qualitative
methods may be an alternative where a numeric calculation is
impractical.

6.4. Limitations of the study

The present EVPT is not meant to be final and comprehensive e

it is there to be developed over time as the CE business models
develop further and their multidimensional perspectives are un-
derstood more thoroughly. In the future, the EVPT could be used as
a starting point and for assistance when developing more case-
specific value propositions.

In the case studies, the final conclusion about the realisation of
single environmental value proposition at the system level was not
scientifically verified. However, the evaluation showed that esti-
mating the realisation of the propositions in different life cycle
phases is possible. The evaluation also pointed out that even if the
reference system is well defined, performing a qualitative assess-
ment is easier than quantitative measures. The additional value of
the quantitative calculation is also questionable if the assessed
environmental value proposition does not give any clear measur-
able claim such as decreased emissions. If the evaluation process is
used to assist in process development, for example, then calculated
quantitative results could be useful and more detailed process data
would be needed. In our study the EVPT included quite general
value propositions and therefore the qualitative assessment was
reasonable. In this work, the stakeholders that are important for the
business models were identified and their roles and actions in
promoting the environmental value propositions were discussed.
Result showed, that all the analysed cases could create environ-
mental value also through stakeholders. Future work could add the
economic perspective to the analysis to see, how the environmental
and economic value creation relates to each other in different life
cycle phases.

7. Conclusion

In this work, the literature on the circular economy principles
and characteristics were considered, and as an outcome the
framework for evaluation of the verification of the environmental
value propositions of circular economy business models were
outlined. The framework consists of the environmental value
propositions table (EVPT) and the step-by step approach to the
evaluation process. The EVPT brings out that environmental values
can be considered as absolute values of the business models, by
presenting concrete value propositions of CE business models un-
der the different CE business model categories. The step-by-step
approach, instead provides instructions for the execution of the
evaluation process in practice.

The verification of environmental value propositions and
possible positive influence on the environment requires a system-
atic approach, taking into account all stakeholders and the entire
life cycle of a product or service. The outlined framework provides a
better understanding of circular economy principles, combining
them with the environmental value proposition. Overlapping
characteristics of different circular economy business model cate-
gories emerged during the utilisation of the framework. Also, some
challenges were faced when applying the framework in different
cases representing different CE business model categories. How-
ever, the biggest challenges were related to the estimation of
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environmental benefits gained from the environmental value
propositions at the system level. In the future, intensive scientific
work should concentrate on developing environmental assessment
methods specifically for companies developing new CE business
models.

With the framework outlined here, companies can plan and
design new CE business models or they can verify intended envi-
ronmental benefits. The framework is flexible and enables modi-
fications for various companies, but it still requires further
development. Future research should concentrate on to develop
framework more case specific and also to provide more quantita-
tive measures about the environmental benefits gained.
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