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A discussion on sustainable business models:  
Providing a more holistic perspective on sustainable business models  

 
 

1. Introduction 

Companies have been considered as responsible for many negative impacts on the environment 
and on societies (Dunphy et al., 2003). In response, corporations have engaged in efforts to 
integrate sustainability into their operations and better contribute to making societies more 
sustainable (Elkington, 2002), and satisfy the needs of today’s societies without compromising the 
needs of tomorrow’s societies (WCED, 1987), i.e. the time dimension. It should be noted that 
sustainability is an ideal dynamic state (Reid, 1995).  
 
In this context, businesses have been increasingly considering the entire life cycle of a product or 
service, from upstream (i.e. extraction), to downstream (i.e. disposal), and its use (DeSimone & 
Popoff, 2000; Holliday, Schmidheiny, & Watts, 2002; Robèrt, 2000). Corporate Sustainability 
(CS) has been proposed as a framework to address the full array of sustainability challenges and 
issues (see Bartelmus, 1999; GRI, 2006; Lozano, 2012). CS must be addressed in a holistic way 
(Linnenluecke, Russell, & Griffiths, 2009; Schaefer, 2004; van Marrewijk, 2002), which means 
addressing the four dimensions of sustainability (i.e. economic, environmental, social, and time, 
as well as their inter-connections (Lozano, 2012)).  
 
Some authors have proposed Corporate Sustainability (CS) as a way to address these inter-
dependences. Dyllick & Hockerts (2002) based their definition of CS on the Brundtland Report’s 
(WCED, 1987) definition, but replacing the term ‘society’ with ‘firm.  Siebenhüner and Arnold 
(2007) highlighted that in order for a company to become more sustainability orientated, they 
should make changes that include the introduction of resource-efficient technologies, 
sustainability reporting schemes, while providing sustainable products, services, and product-
service combinations. Lozano (2012) defined CS as Corporate activities that proactively seek to 
contribute to sustainability equilibria, including the economic, environmental, and social 
dimensions of today, as well as their inter-relations within and throughout the time dimension 
whilst also addressing the company’s system1 (including Operations and production, Management 
and strategy, Organisational systems, Procurement and marketing, Governance and Assessment 
and communication); and its stakeholders (Lozano, 2012; Lozano, Suzuki, Carpenter, & Tyunina, 
2017).  
 
CS has recently been challenging traditional business models (Lozano, 2012; Murray, Skene, & 
Haynes, 2015). This has fostered a shift from selling products to providing service solutions to 
meet customer needs (Lay, Schroeter, & Biege, 2009; Mont, Dalhammar, & Jacobsson, 2006) and 
better engaging with stakeholders, while creating competitive advantages to customers, the 
company, and society (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Porter & Kramer, 2011; Stubbs & Cocklin, 
2008). A number of alternative, or sustainable, business models have been proposed to better 
contribute to sustainability (as proposed by Bohnsack, Pinkse, & Kolk, 2014; Dunphy, Griffiths, 
                                                      
1 Models of the company system have been proposed within the strategic management literature (e.g. for example, 
Hill and Jones (e.g. Hill & Jones, 2001; Porter, 1985); however, there have been few specific ones developed for CS, 
such as (Lozano, 2012; Lozano et al., 2017). 
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Benn, 2014; Mont et al., 2006; Schaltegger, Hansen, & Lüdeke-Freund, 2016; Stubbs & Cocklin, 
2008).   
 
This paper is aimed at providing a discussion on sustainable business models (SBMs) and 
proposing a more holistic definition and a framework. The paper is structured in the following 
way: Section 2 reviews traditional business models; Section 3 analyses seven peer-reviewed papers 
aimed at defining and explaining SBMs; and Section 4 proposes a new definition and framework 
for more SBMs incorporating a company system and organisational theory elements.  
 
2. From Traditional Business Models to Sustainable Business Models 

Business models (BMs) offer a comprehensive understanding of how a company does business 
(Beattie & Smith, 2013; Teece, 2010) and how value is created (Afuah, 2004). BMs articulate the 
logic, the data, and other evidence that support a value proposition for the customer, and a viable 
structure of revenues and costs for the enterprise delivering that value (Teece, 2010).  
 
A BM is a reflection of the company’s strategy (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010), where all 
the company’s BMs should coalesce to meet the company’s strategic objectives2 (Thomas 
Burkhart, 2012). A BM clarifies the chosen position of the company within the value chain, i.e. 
what are the key assets to own and control in order to capture value (Teece, 2010). BM can help 
to focus on how all the elements of the system fit together as a whole and take into consideration 
human motivations (Magretta, 2002). BMs also represent a transformational approach, where the 
BM addresses change and focuses on innovation, either in the organization, or in the BM itself 
(Demil & Lecocq, 2010).  
 
A company is linked to other stakeholders, whose demands are converted into the characteristics 
of products or services that, in turn, affect the company’s business model (Hienerth et al., 2011). 
This view of a business model is aimed at reducing costs by contracting stakeholders (Osterwalder, 
2004), taking into account the demands of stakeholders into the products or services and into value 
for the company. 
 
Richardson (2008) proposed the following elements of business models: the value proposition as 
the offer and the target customer segment, the value creation and delivery system, and the value 
capture system. This was restated by Teece (2010), Osterwalder et al. (2010), andBoons and 
Lüdeke-Freund (2013). Additionally, Zott and Amit (2010) proposed an activity perspective on 
business models: the selection of activities (i.e. ‘what’); the activity system structure (i.e. ‘how’); 
and who performs the activities (i.e. ‘who’).  
 
Business models should be seen through the lens of permanent interactions between these elements 
and activities, and the implications of their changes (Demil & Lecocq, 2010). BMs should support 
the understanding of how companies work and how they create value for different internal and 
external stakeholders (DaSilva & Trkman, 2014). Since a company may have different value 
propositions, it may also have other business models with its hierarchical relationships (Thomas 
Burkhart, 2012) and at different organisational levels (Demill & Lecocq, 2009). A BMs is 

                                                      
2 Although BM and strategy are used interchangeably they are different; a BM describes the company system and 
how its elements fit together, but it does not consider competition, as strategy (Magretta, 2002). 
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constrained by the company’s collection of productive resources (see Conner & Prahalad, 1996; 
Penrose, 1959), which can be: tangible (e.g. plant equipment and infrastructure, land and natural 
resources, waste products, and finished goods), human (e.g. unskilled and skilled labour, clerical, 
administrative, financial, legal, technical, and managerial staff) (Penrose, 1959), and intangible 
(e.g. intellectual property, capabilities, and cognitions) (Sanchez & Heene, 1997). 
 
A number of alternative, or sustainable, business models have been proposed to reduce 
environmental burdens, with a particular focus toward switching from product sales to a service 
approach (Dunphy et al., 2014; Mont et al., 2006; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008), and closing loops 
through recovery and collaboration with other stakeholders (Lozano, Carpenter, & Lozano, 2014; 
Witjes & Lozano, 2016).  
 
Companies need business models that transform the specific characteristics of sustainable 
technologies into new ways to create economic value to secure better market penetration 
(Bohnsack et al., 2014; Schaltegger et al., 2016). Lay et al. (2009) proposed three alternative 
business models: 1) Leasing - where the supplier becomes a service provider by retaining the 
ownership and assuming responsibility for maintenance, in this case the customer pays a regular 
fee for unlimited individual access to the product; 2) Renting - similar to leasing; however, the 
customer does not have unlimited access to the product; and 3) ‘Product pooling’ - where the 
equipment is used simultaneously by several users instead of a sequential mode of use. Three 
examples of sustainability oriented business models are: selling the function that baby prams 
provide (Mont et al., 2006); chemical leasing, where chemical companies move from selling tons 
of chemicals to a service oriented business (Lozano et al., 2014); and ridesharing business models 
for sustainability (Cohen & Kietzmann, 2014), such as Carpooling,  Flexible carpooling, 
Vanpooling, and Ridesharing.  
 
3. Analysing Sustainable Business Models (SBMs) definitions 

In the last lustrum, there has been a steady increase in publications using the term ‘sustainable 
business models’; however, there have been few that have theoretically defined or characterised 
the term, and in most cases, they just apply the term. Seven peer-reviewed papers were selected 
since they are aimed at defining and explaining SBMs and have been cited considerably. The 
publications are briefly presented, in chronological order. Each of the definitions was analysed 
using hermeneutics (see Harrington, 2001; Heidegger, 1976; Leyh, 1988), which allows a 
researcher to understand and, ultimately, discriminate critically between blind and enabling 
prejudices (Bernstein, 1982). The analysis depends on the experience of the interpreter (Dilthey & 
Jameson, 1972). In hermeneutics, the whole has to be understood from its individual elements and 
their connections with each other, while at the same time the individual elements create the whole 
(Dilthey & Jameson, 1972; Gadamer, 1975; Harrington, 2001; Schleiermacher, 1977).  
 
The papers were analysed in two ways. Firstly, by assessing the elements and activities covered 
(as indicated by Demil & Lecocq, 2010). This was done using the Corporate Sustainability 
framework (including the company system, sustainability’s dimensions, and stakeholders) as 
shown in Figure 1. Secondly, by comparing the papers  against Jones’s (2013) four approaches to 
explain organisations, such as companies. These approaches are: 1) External resource approach, 
which allows managers to evaluate how effectively an organisation manages and controls its 
external environment; 2) Internal systems approach, which allows managers to evaluate how 
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effectively an organisation functions and operates; 3) Technical approach, which allows managers 
to evaluate how effectively an organisation can convert some fixed amount of organisational skills 
and resources into finished goods and services; and 4) Inputs approach, which includes resources 
such as raw materials, machinery, information and knowledge, human resources, and money and 
capital. This allowed the author of this paper to understand the position(s) taken by the definitions. 
The papers are summarised and then analysed. 
 

 

Figure 1. Corporate Sustainability framework to help analyse the complexities of the company system, sustainability’s 
dimensions, and stakeholders. Source: (Lozano et al., 2017) 

Stubbs and Cocklin (2008) proposed that “a sustainability business model (SBM) could be 
conceptualized in various ways such as a narrative of sustainability practices; a description of 
features, attributes, and/or characteristics; a list of necessary and sufficient conditions; a 
representation of business processes; a firm-level description; a systems-level description; or 
some combinations of these.” A SBM: 1) uses a Triple Bottom Line approach in measuring 
performance; 2) considers the needs of all stakeholders rather than giving priority to shareholders’ 
expectations; 3) treats nature as a stakeholder and promotes environmental stewardship; and 4) 
encompasses the systems perspective, as well as the firm-level perspective. Sustainability leaders, 
or champions, drive the cultural and structural changes necessary to implement sustainability. The 
authors highlight that a SBM requires that the vision and mission of the company are expressed in 
terms of economic, environmental, and social outcomes, where profits are the means to achieve 
such outcomes. This approach addresses internal, interconnecting, and external stakeholders, and 
focusses on Management and Strategy (through business processes) and Assessment and 
Reporting (through measuring performance). It touches upon the time dimension through change 
management. This position has a combination of external resources and internal systems 
approaches. 
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According to Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (2013), there are four elements of a SBM: 1) Value 
proposition - providing measureable ecological and/or social value in concert with economic 
value; 2) Supply chain - involving suppliers who take responsibility for their own as well as the 
focal company’s stakeholders; 3) Customer interface - motivating customers to take responsibility 
for their consumption as well as for the focal company’s stakeholders; and 4) Financial model - 
reflecting an appropriate distribution of economic costs and benefits among actors involved in the 
business model and accounting for the company’s ecological and social impacts. This approach 
addresses mainly external stakeholders (supply chain and customers). It focusses on Supply 
Chains, Management and Strategy (through value proposition), and Assessment and Reporting 
(through providing measurable value). This position has a combination of external resources and 
inputs approaches.  
 
Bocken, et al.  (2014) stated that the development of more SBMs requires adjustments throughout 
value chains, where producers, consumers, investors, distributors, and recyclers are better 
connected to ensure a fair distribution of costs and benefits. They proposed eight SBM archetypes, 
grouping them as: 1) technological (maximise material and energy efficiency, create value from 
‘waste’, and substitute products and processes with renewable and natural ones); 2) social (deliver 
functionality instead of having ownership, adopt a stewardship role, and encourage sufficiency); 
and 3) organisational (re-purpose the business for society and the environment, and develop scale-
up solutions). These three groupings are based on resource efficiency. Although this definition 
mentions social issues, these are addressed indirectly through stewardship. This approach 
addresses external stakeholders (producers, consumers, etc.). It focusses on Supply chains, 
Operations and Production (through resource efficiencies of materials and energy), and 
Management and Strategy (through re-purposing the business and developing scale-up solutions). 
This position has a combination of external resources and technical approaches.  
 
Abdelkafi & Tauscher (2015) proposed a  model for Business Models for Sustainability (BMfS) 
that connects four partial models: 1) the firm; 2) the environment; 3) the decision maker; and 4) 
the customer. The BMfS is built on the firm’s value creation capacity, value to the customers, 
value to the natural environment, and the value that the firm captures. The environment is 
conceptualized by means of three main stocks: renewable resources, non-renewable resources, as 
well as pollution and waste. The social dimension is only highlighted through adding value to 
customers. This approach addresses to some internal and external stakeholders (decision maker 
and customers). It focusses on Management and Strategy (through creating value). This position 
has a combination of external resources and inputs approach.  
 
According to Roome & Louche (2016) new business models for sustainability are developed 
through interactions between individuals and groups inside and outside companies, which are 
based on three elements: 1) building networks and collaborative practices for learning and action 
around a new vision; 2) deploying new concepts drawn from outside the company; and 3) 
elaborating and implementing structure within a reconfigured network. This approach addresses 
internal and external stakeholders. It focusses on the Organisational system. This position has a 
combination of external resources and internal systems approaches.  
 
Schaltegger et al. (2016), based on a previous paper, proposed the following definition: “A business 
model for sustainability helps describing, analysing, managing, and communicating (i) a 
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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”. This 
approach addresses all the stakeholders (internal, interconnecting, and external). It focusses on 
Management and Strategy (through business processes) and Assessment and Reporting (through 
analysing and communication. This position has a combination of external and internal system 
approaches.  
 
Upward and Jones (2016) provided an ontological discussion to define sustainable business models 
and propose a framework. These are based on: 1) stakeholders considering human and non-human; 
2) governance; 3) tools and framework to embed sustainability; 4) biomimicry frameworks; and 
5) industrial ecology principles. The authors explicitly mention the time perspective in their 
arguments. The authors propose the following components: actor; stakeholder; target customer; 
channel; value proposition; decision (governance); relationship; value configuration; partnership; 
capability; process measure (non-financial); profit; cost; revenue; and assets. It also definition 
focusses on governance and assessment and reporting. It has an implication of operations and 
production. The stakeholders are explicitly mentioned, but the definition does not specify the type 
of stakeholder. It is the most complete definition in respect of sustainability covering the economic, 
environmental, social, and time dimensions. The definition uses all four organisational approaches.  
 
Table 1 shows the analysis of the seven SBMs definitions presented above against the Corporate 
Sustainability Framework three axes (company system, stakeholders, and sustainability) and 
Jones’ (2013) organisational theory approaches. As it can be observed most focus on Management 
and Strategy, which is mentioned in five definitions, followed by Assessment and reporting (in 
four definitions). Supply chains, Operations and production, and Organisational systems are 
mentioned by two definitions each. Governance is highlighted by one. All the definitions mention 
stakeholders. In general, these refer to external stakeholders, with five indicating internal 
stakeholders, and three inter-connecting ones. The definitions of Abdelkafi & Tauscher (2015) and 
Upward and Jones (2016) highlight change as an important process that was not considered in the 
Corporate Sustainability framework. All the definitions take at least two organisational theory 
approaches. All have an External resources approach, four an Internal system one, three an Inputs 
approach, and two a Technical approach.  
 
Table 1 Analysis of Sustainable Business Models (SBMs) definitions against the Corporate 
Sustainability framework and Organisational Theory approaches 

  Stubbs 
and 
Cocklin 
(2008) 

Boons 
and 
Lüdeke-
Freund 
(2013) 

Bocken, 
et al.  
(2014) 

Abdelkafi 
& 
Tauscher 
(2015) 

Upward and 
Jones (2016) 

Roome 
& 
Louche 
(2016) 

Schaltegger 
et al. 
(2016) 

Company 
system 

Operations and 
production 

  Yes  Implied   

Management 
and strategy 

Yes Yes Yes Yes   Yes 

Organisational 
systems 

   Yes  Yes  

Supply chains  Yes Yes     
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Assessment 
and 
communication 

Yes Yes   Yes  Yes 

Governance     Yes   
Stakeholders Internal Yes   Somehow Implied Yes Yes 

Interconnecting Yes    Implied  Yes 
External Yes Yes Yes Somehow Implied Yes Yes 

Sustainability Economic Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes 
Environmental Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  Yes 
Social Yes Yes   Yes Yes Yes 
Time Somehow    Yes   

Organisational 
approach 

External 
resource 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Internal system Yes    Yes Yes Yes 
Technical   Yes  Yes   
Inputs  Yes  Yes Yes   

Citations* SCOPUS 176 260 258 13 23 7 39 
Google scholar 436 691 612 48 64 27 119 

* As of the 20th of January 2018 
 
From the aforementioned arguments, a number of critiques can be raised. Although some 
discussions on SBMs claim to be based on the TBL (such as Bocken et al., 2014; Stubbs & Cocklin, 
2008), the majority of them are focused on the environmental dimension, through ecological 
modernisation or through resource efficiency (see Bocken et al., 2014; DeSimone & Popoff, 2000; 
Holliday et al., 2002; Robèrt, 2000; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). Roome & Louche (2016) focus on 
the social dimension. Bocken et al. (2014) highlighted some social issues of sustainability, but 
these are mainly of the impacts of products to consumers. The time dimension is conspicuously 
missing in SBMs discourses. Stubbs and Cocklin (2008) and Upward and Jones (2016) are the 
most complete in regards to sustainability, with the latter considering the time dimension. 
 
Most definitions are based on a narrow, business oriented perspective of value proposition, 
creation, and delivery (see Abdelkafi & Tauscher, 2015; Bocken et al., 2014; Boons & Lüdeke-
Freund, 2013; Schaltegger et al., 2016), with the exception of Upward and Jones (2016). This 
arises from the traditional BMs perspective, i.e. from a (mainly economic) value point of view (as 
discussed in section 2). Sustainability encompasses the economic, environmental, social, and time 
dimensions (see Lozano, 2012), thus, a SBM should be seen from a sustainability perspective on 
how to add value to the four dimensions of sustainability, and not from value focussed on how to 
increase sustainability performance.  
 
From the above discussions, it can be highlighted that the elements in a business model are 
comprised of:  

• Material resources and energy. The inputs are transformed in the company through 
operations and production (using technology) into output products and/or services. These 
inputs and outputs are part of the supply chain (see Bocken et al., 2014; Lozano, 2012); 

• Stakeholders that affect and are affected by the company (see Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 
2013; Lozano, 2012; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008); 

• Economic value (intrinsic to the material inputs and explicit to the output 
products/services), and value added in the company through resource efficiency and 
transformation (see Bocken et al., 2014; Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Stubbs & Cocklin, 
2008); 
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• Human resources that enter and leave the company (see Penrose, 1959); 
• Tangible resources (e.g. infrastructure, plant equipment, land and natural resources, waste 

products, and finished goods) (see Penrose, 1959); and 
• The (intrinsic) environmental value of the materials and energy and of the output 

products/services (implied by Bocken et al., 2014; Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Stubbs 
& Cocklin, 2008).  

 
It should be noted that there is always an amount of waste that leaves the company system (some 
of which may be recycled but due to the laws of conservation and mass and energy some will exit 
the system). The outputs are comprised of products and services (i.e. modified material resources 
and energy), increased economic value, human resources that exit the company (as well as political 
funding, volunteering and philanthropy, communities, and products), and the improved (intrinsic) 
environmental value. The outputs contribute to the four dimensions of sustainability (economic, 
environmental, social, and time). 
 
Most authors use the term ‘sustainable business model’, with the exception of Schaltegger et al. 
(2016), who prefer the term ‘business models for sustainability’. Terminologically, it will be better 
to label this term as ‘sustainability-oriented business models’, but this would imply that the view 
is from business models to sustainability. A better term would be ‘more sustainable business 
models’, where sustainability is embedded in the business model, and is based on sustainability as 
a dynamic ideal, and thus no business model will ever be fully sustainable. 
 
The aforementioned arguments can be integrated into Figure 2, which has the following 
components: I. Input value, including material resources and energy, economic value, (intrinsic) 
environmental value, and human resources (that enter the company); II. System elements 
(operations and production, management and strategy, organisational systems, governance, and 
assessment and reporting) with the addition of change, which link the inputs and outputs and 
generate waste; III. Stakeholders (internal, inter-connecting, and external); IV. Output value, 
including products and services, environmental value, and human resources (that exit the 
company); and V. Value added based on Resource Efficiency. It should be noted that the company 
has tangible and intangible resources, and part of the products and services may come back through 
recovery as material resources or energy.  
 
The colours in Figure 2 indicate the different flow paths: White refers to material resources and 
energy transformed through structure attributes and technical processes to products and services; 
Red refers to the economic value of the input materials and their increase to output economic 
valued, through Yellow value added based on resource efficiency; Lime indicates the 
environmental value of the inputs and outputs, as well as recovery; Blue refers to the human 
resources that enter and exit the company, which are modified by the system elements and change; 
Purple highlights the time dimension, Green font indicates the environment (internal and external); 
Blue font highlights the supply chain; Red font indicates the resources and infrastructure; and Grey 
shows the waste generated by the processes. 
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Figure 2 More Sustainable Business Models framework 

 
4. Proposing a definition of More Sustainable Business Models  

This paper is aimed at providing a different perspective to SBMs by analysing current definitions 
against the Corporate Sustainability Framework to assess the elements and activities covered and 
four approaches to explain organisations. The paper departs from the value proposition, creation, 
and delivery approach to one where value is added, based on resource efficiency, and to inputs that 
result in products and services that better contribute to more sustainable societies. Value, in this 
paper, is explained by four flows: 1) material resources and energy (as inputs) and products and 
services (as outputs); 2) economic value; 3) human resources; and 4) environmental value. Adding 
value is provided by the company system elements through change processes. The company must 
be seen as an entity that is affected by external resources, internal system, technical issues, and 
inputs. 
 
The author of this paper, thus, proposes More Sustainable Business Models to be ‘A holistic and 
systemic reflection of how a company operationalises its strategy, based on resource efficiency 
(through operations and production, management and strategy, organisational systems, 
governance, assessment and reporting, and change), so that the outputs have more value and 
contribute to sustainability more than the inputs (in regards to material and resources that are 
transformed into products and services, economic value, human resources, and environmental 
value). The business model is affected by the company’s resources (tangible and intangible), the 
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supply chain, and the company’s stakeholders (internal, inter-connecting, and external), including 
the environment (inside and outside the company)”.  
 
Companies have to embed sustainability holistically, systemically, and integrally into the elements 
of their business models on cultural, structural, firm-level, and systems-level attributes to create 
value for the company whilst considering its stakeholders, and not, as many SBMs discourses do, 
and not define value solely from an economic perspective.  
 
The More Sustainable Business Models framework is aimed at integrating organisational 
approaches, the company system, stakeholders, change, and sustainability dimensions, thus, 
providing a more holistic and systemic approach to SBMs discourses. The framework can also 
serve as a base for companies to analyse how CS has been integrated into their business models, 
strategies, and activities, and, consequently, contribute to making societies more sustainable.  
 
Some questions for further research that arise from this research include: how to tax the ‘value 
added’ component of a MSBM? What theories can help to better explain MSBMs? How are 
MSBMs being used in practice? Does it make sense to discuss BS within the context of CS or 
would it be better to develop and implement CS strategies? What would be the link between 
ranking agencies and MSBMs? And, how are companies addressing the elements of the Holistic 
and systemic framework of More Sustainable Business Models. 
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