
lable at ScienceDirect

Journal of Cleaner Production 194 (2018) 695e703
Contents lists avai
Journal of Cleaner Production

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/locate/ jc lepro
Embracing the variety of sustainable business models: A prolific field
of research and a future research agenda

Nikolay Dentchev a, *, Romana Rauter b, L�ara J�ohannsd�ottir c, Yuliya Snihur d,
Michele Rosano e, Rupert Baumgartner b, Timo Nyberg g, Xingfu Tang h, Bart van Hoof i,
Jan Jonker j

a Vrije Universiteit Brussel and KULeuven, Pleinlaan 2, 1050, Brussels, Belgium
b University of Graz, Austria
c University of Iceland, Iceland
d Toulouse Business School, France
e Curtin University, Australia
g Aalto University, Finland
h Fudan University, China
i Universidad de los Andes, Colombia
j Radboud University Nijmegen, The Netherlands
a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 27 February 2018
Accepted 19 May 2018
Available online 22 May 2018

Keywords:
Sustainable business models
Corporate sustainability
Sustainability management
Social entrepreneurship
Circular economy
* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: nikolay.dentchev@vub.be (N. Dent

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.05.156
0959-6526/© 2018 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
a b s t r a c t

Investigating the benefits of sustainable business models for our societies is an important and timely
topic. This Special Volume contributes to current research by exploring a variety of sustainable models in
use around the world. The accepted articles provide an overview of the various organizational forms,
management mechanisms, sustainability solutions, challenges, theoretical lenses and empirical evidence,
i.e. fundamental elements in the study of sustainable business models. In this introductory paper, the
thirty-seven articles included in this Special Volume are presented, organized in four approaches to
sustainable business models: 1/the generalist approach, 2/the technology-based approach, 3/the entre-
preneurship and innovation approach and 4/the behavioral approach. In conclusion, avenues for future
research are formulated, with a call for solid theory building, more sophisticated research methods, focus
on the interplay of sustainable with existing conventional business models, and systemic consideration
of the role of governments in advancing sustainable business models.

© 2018 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Research on sustainable business models (SBM) is a prolific field
of interest. At first glance, it seems that it is simply associated with
the diffusion of business model thinking and related tools
(Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010) in an effort to resolve the sus-
tainability challenges of our planet (Brundtland, 1987). Yet a closer
look at the heart of SBM scholarship reveals a fundamental focus on
why and how organizations respond to sustainability issues
(Bansal, 2003) by changing parts of their existing business models
or developing completely new ones. An organizational lens on
business model development in the context of sustainability
chev).
reaches beyond typical business model ontology, and has the po-
tential to enhance the existing understanding of various organi-
zational forms that could help resolving current sustainability
issues. With this potential in mind, Dentchev et al. (2016) called for
a Special Volume (SV) in the Journal of Cleaner Production.

SBMs are defined by Schaltegger et al. (2016a, p. 6) as helpful
tools for “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 regen-
erating natural, social, and economic capital beyond its organiza-
tional boundaries.” Embracing the variety of SBMs is not only an
important and timely topic, but it also helps to review the
boundaries in the field and synthesize our current knowledge.
Boundaries exist in terms of organizational forms, management
mechanisms, potential sustainability solutions, challenges related
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Table 1
Theoretical lenses used in the papers published in this Special Volume.

Theoretical Lens Author(s)

1 Boundary-spanning perspective Brehmer et al. (2018)
2 Business model innovation Olofsson et al. (2018)
3 Change management Long et al. (2018)
4 Collective action theory Gallo et al. (2018)
5 Contingency theory Maleti�c et al. (2018)
6 Design thinking Kozlowski et al. (2018)
7 Entrepreneurial ecosystems Neumeyer and Santos (2018)
8 Hybrid organizations Davies and Chambers (2018);

Siegner et al. (2018)
9 Information asymmetry Plank and Teichmann (2018)
10 Institutional theory Stål and Corvellec (2018)
11 Lean Thinking Caldera et al. (2017)
12 Life cycle assessment Ribeiro et al. (2018)
13 Network theory Neumeyer and Santos (2018); Oskam

et al. (2018); Rossignoli and Lionzo
(2018)

14 Resource dependence theory Rossignoli and Lionzo (2018)
15 Resource mobilization theory McDermott et al. (2018)
16 Schwartz Personal Values Piscicelli et al. (Z018)
17 Stevenson (1983) multilevel

approach to entrepreneurial
management

Fellnhofer (2017)

18 Strategic Management Johannsdottir and McInerney (2018)
19 System dynamics Chen et al. (2018)
20 Technology acceptance model Kokkonen and Ojanen (2018)
21 Theory of Planned Behavior Wesselink et al. (2017); Kokkonen and

Ojanen (2018)
22 Transition theory Bidmon and Knab (2018)
23 User-centered design Tolkamp et al. (2018)

Note: Since papers were assigned to different volumes as soon as they were
accepted, the year of publications varies. All papers remain pooled together online
as a virtual special issue.
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to the practical application of SBM and empirical evidence as well
as theoretical lenses on SBM. We thus agree with the argument of
Schaltegger et al. (2016b, p. 265) that the “types of organizations,
niche market players and mass market incumbents, all have
different business models […], different challenges in developing
and establishing them.” In this context, the papers in this SV build
on fertile discussion of SBM characteristics and archetypes (Bocken
et al., 2014; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008), and provide further details
of the managerial and policy implications of SBMs. The discussions
in the field are aided by the contributions of numerous special is-
sues on SBMs during the last couple of years: Arevalo et al. (2011),
Boons et al. (2013), Haigh et al. (2015), Schaltegger et al. (2016), and
Svensson and Wagner (2011). Based on the discussions in previous
special issues and this current volume, we note that SBM scholar-
ship is developed by a dynamic community of scholars across the
world, who are committed to accelerating our knowledge on the
transition towards sustainable societies.

However, SBMs are not without criticism as the concept itself
has not been sufficiently clarified and the development of SBM
theory is still in its infancy. There is a need for accumulating
empirical evidence regarding SBMs, which could enhance the
knowledge of both researchers and practitioners. This SV is only
one step in this process, and provides valuable insights to SBM
scholars, and could also of interest to scholars in sustainability
management, corporate sustainability, circular economy, business
model thinking, strategic management, innovation management,
and social entrepreneurship. The thirty-seven papers published in
this SV provide a rich set of theoretical insights, and draw on evi-
dence from a variety of SBMs across multiple industries and
countries. In addition, the ideas presented in this SV allow for
practical implications for managers, consultants, and policy
makers, who are dedicated to the creation and implementation of
SBMs in distinct contexts.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. In section 2
the main ideas of the respective papers published in this SV are
presented and discussed, summarizing their theoretical lenses (see
Table 1) and research method (see Table 2). Based on the under-
lying study focus, the articles are summarized following their focal
point of research into four topics: 1) generalist approach, 2)
technology-centered approach, 3) entrepreneurship and
innovation-centered approach and, 4) behavioral approach. Finally,
avenues for future research in the SBM field are presented in sec-
tion 3, calling for further research on 1) SBM conceptualizations, 2)
stronger and more cumulative theoretical development, 3) more
sophisticated empirical methods, 4) the role of government in SBM
development across different national contexts, 5) the interaction
between existing business models and SBMs in one sector or even
one company, and 6) the creation of dialogue and intersections
with other research communities, such as “traditional” business
model researchers, scholars of innovation, and the entrepreneur-
ship community.

2. Overview of papers published in this Special Volume

This SV comprises thirty-seven papers of one-hundred-and-
eight authors from twenty-three countries (Australia, Australia,
Belgium, Brazil, Canada, China, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hong
Kong, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Lebanon, Mexico, Portugal, Slovenia,
Spain, Sweden, The Netherlands, United Arab Emirates, United
Kingdom, United States of America). The papers encompass studies
from eleven different sectors, i.e. apparel, banking, education, en-
ergy, fashion, food and beverage, health care, housing, ICT, insur-
ance, recycling, waste management. The authors used as many as
twenty-three different theoretical lenses in their studies (cf.
Table 1) In the following, the papers are grouped alongside the
aforementioned four SBM approaches.
This SV comprises a set of conceptual and empirical research

studies, not surprisingly dominated by case studies that often
enable researchers to gain insights during early theory develop-
ment stages, particularly useful in the context of grand challenges
and complex issues such as sustainability-related problems our
society is facing (Eisenhardt et al., 2016). Taken together, the papers
provide solid contextual background (cf. case and field studies),
apply mixed-method designs, yet some also use quantitative ap-
proaches like surveys, experiments, and simulations. Table 2 pro-
vides a summarizing overview with regard to the study focus, SBM
type, and follows Scandura and Williams (2000) in presenting the
research methods used in the papers published in this SV.
2.1. Topic 1: the generalist approach to sustainale business models

In this first topical area, authors have taken a generalist
approach to SBMs (11 papers). The core topic of papers is either the
review of existing studies or the empirical exploration of SBMs,
new tools for mapping SBMs or SBM archetypes, and the exami-
nation of more specific SBMs targeting the base of the pyramid.
These papers use a variety of perspectives, such as a novel focus on
value transfer (Brehmer et al., 2018), transition theory (Bidmon and
Knab, 2018), or the more traditional resource-dependence and
network theory (Rossignoli and Lionzo, 2018) to shed light on SBMs
and their features. These papers contribute to a general discussion
about what SBMs are, what is currently known about SBMs, and
how SBMs could or even should be studied and managed. Whereas
Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek (2017) provide details about the state
of the art of the SBM field, other studies here develop new theo-
retical and practical understandings of SBM types, roles, and scal-
ability in a variety of contexts, and offer suggestions about how



Table 2
Study focus, SBM type, and research method used in papers included in this SV.

Author(s) Study focus and SBM Type Review
Paper

Conceptual
Paper

Case
Study

Field
Study

Survey Experiment Simulation

Topic 1: The generalist approach to SBMs (in random order)
1 Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek

(2017)
SBM in general x

2 Gallo et al. (2018) SBM in general x
3 Brehmer et al. (2018) SBM in general x x
4 Bidmon and Knab (2018) SBM in general x
5 Karlusch et al. (2018) SBM in general x x
6 Rossignoli and Lionzo (2018) SBM in general x x
7 Tolkamp et al. (2018) SBM in general x
8 Johannsdottir and McInerney

(2018)
SBM in general x

9 Ritala et al. (2018) SBM archetypes x
10 Yip and Bocken (2018) SBM archetypes x x
11 Palomares-Aguirre et al. (2018) SBM at the base of the pyramid x
Topic 2: The technology-centered approach to SBMs (in random order)
12 Caldera et al. (2017) Lean and green models in sustainable

manufacturing
x

13 Hirscher et al. (2018) Social manufacturing x x x
14 Stål and Corvellec (2018) Circular Business Model x
15 Heyes et al. (2018) Circular Business Model x x
16 Tong et al. (2018) Business models for e-waste x x
17 Ribeiro et al. (2018) SBM for food waste x
18 Piscicelli et al. (2018) Peer-to-peer sharing platforms x x
Topic 3: The entrepreneurship and innovation-centered approach to SBMs (in random order)
19 Dobson et al. (2018) Social entrepreneurship x
20 Siegner et al. (2018) Social entrepreneurship x
21 Olofsson et al. (2018) Social entrepreneurship x
22 McDermott et al. (2018) Social entrepreneurship x
23 Macke et al. (2018) Social entrepreneurship x
24 Neumeyer and Santos (2018) Entrepreneurial ventures with SBM x
25 T€auscher and Abdelkafi (2018) Entrepreneurial ventures with SBM x x
26 Kokkonen and Ojanen (2018) Sustainable entrepreneruship x
27 Davies and Chambers (2018) Sustainable entrepreneurship x
28 Kozlowski et al. (2018) Sustainable entrepreneurship x x
29 Chen et al. (2018) Sustainable entrepreneurship crouwdfunding x x
30 Oskam et al. (2018) Sustainable innovation x
31 Fellnhofer (2017) Sustainable innovations x
Topic 4: The behavioral approach to SBMs (in random order)
32 Wesselink et al. (2017) SBM in general x
33 Plank and Teichmann (2018) Corporate Social and Environmental Behavior x x
34 Scarpellini et al. (2017) Pro-environmental change process x
35 Maleti�c et al. (2018) Sustainability Practices x
36 Long et al. (2018) Transition from traditional business model to

SBM
x

37 Merli and Preziosi (2018) Environmental Management Systems x
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SBMs could be developed within organizations. The papers of Ritala
et al. (2018) and Yip and Bocken (2018) extend our knowledge of
SBM architypes (Bocken et al., 2014). Moreover, the importance of
specific context is noted in SBM studies. Here, it is not only refered
to the sector of activity, but also the economic development of
countries. In this sense, Palomares-Aguirre et al. (2018) discuss the
implementation of SBMs in the base of the pyramid contexts (Kolk
et al., 2014; Prahalad and Hart, 1999). In these contexts, the authors
argue in favor of the government support in line with Albareda
et al. (2007), while some discussions in sustainability advocate
for the principle of voluntarism, i.e. companies to decide upon their
discretion which initiatives to take beyond formal regulation in
support of sustainability (Carroll, 1979). Karlusch et al. (2018)
contribute to another relatively absent discussion in SBMs, i.e.
how to teach them at university. While sustainability education is
an established stream, the scholarly discussion on SBM education
can be further elaborated. Below, each paper's main ideas are
presented each paper's main ideas.

Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek (2017) asked the ultimate question
for the SBM scholarship, i.e. whether SBM research is worthy of
being referred to as an emergent field of research or if it should be
considered instead as a subfield of an already established one. Their
analysis is based on a review of recent developments in SBM
scholarship, practice and policy making, and confirmed that SBM is
as an emerging field. This paper can serve as a guide to recent
developments in the SBM field of research, as well as to its posi-
tioning toward other related fields.

Gallo et al. (2018) advance the knowledge on SBM with a new
category called “associative sustainable business models”. This
novel category asserts the importance of associative behaviors
including partnerships, networking and collaboration. The contri-
bution of this paper is rooted in four case studies from the chocolate
bar industry.

Brehmer et al. (2018) took a boundary-spanning perspective on
SBMs. Based on a qualitative research that studied sixty-four or-
ganizations in the Netherlands with innovative SBMs, the re-
searchers studied the content, structure and the governance of
these SBMs. This paper provides a detailed and alternative
perspective on constructivist, component-based, and design-based
views of business modeling. One of the author's main conclusions is
that the “imbalance of value exchanges is compensated for else-
where in the business model” (Brehmer et al., 2018, p. 4514).
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Bidmon and Knab (2018) used a transition theory lens to pro-
pose a conceptual contribution to what they refer to as the three
roles of SBMs. They present the roles of SBMs as (i) part of socio-
technical regime, (ii) intermediates between the technological
niche and the socio-technical regime, and (iii) non-technological
niche innovation. Their conceptual ideas are illustrated with cases
from the German energy sector.

Karlusch et al. (2018) used a case study of Vienna University,
Austria, to present the development of a course on sustainable
business models. The details of course development may possibly
be beneficial and inspirational for those in academia and higher
education who are interested in SBMs.

Rossignoli and Lionzo (2018) have built upon the resource
dependence theory and network theory to study Green Energy
Networks in Italy. The authors indicated how network interactions
shape SBM changes. Yet, such changes result in new partnerships
and the positioning of different actors within the network.

Tolkamp et al. (2018) developed a user-centered approach to
SBMs. Their case study is based on research of companies providing
energy efficiency services in the Netherlands. This paper provides
an in-depth analysis on user involvement in SBMs.

Johannsdottir and McInerney (2018) developed a framework,
called “Five C”, that can be used as a blueprint for SBMdevelopment
by insurance copmanies. This paper took a strategic management
approach, and argues that sustainability is of utmost imporance in
the business model of insurance companies.

Ritala et al. (2018) studied the adoption of SBM archetypes in the
S&P 500 index using longitudinal data from secondary sources for
the period 2005 to 2014. They noted that the main activities
associated with sustainable value creation are related to material
efficiency, waste management, and renewable energy efficiency.

Yip and Bocken (2018) studied SBM archetypes in the retail
banking industry in Hong Kong. All eight of the SBM archetypes
from the original work (Bocken et al., 2014) were found and vali-
dated. This paper provides further details on how banks approach
the realization of these SBM archetypes, and concludes with a
critical discussion on how to prepare a transition towards sus-
tainable banking.

Palomares-Aguirre et al. (2018) focused on the scalability of
SBMs for the benefit of the base of the pyramid. Their case study of
three housing companies in Mexico reveals that community
embeddedness and government support are essential for the suc-
cess of these types of SBMs. They also argue that a reliance on
market forces is insufficient to for scaling the impact and serving
the most vulnerable communities of our societies.

2.2. Topic 2: the technology-centered approach to sustainable
business models

The second topical area of this volume is related to the
technology-centered approach to SBMs (7 papers). This topic en-
compasses papers focused on sustainable and social
manufacturing, circular business models, SBMs for waste man-
agement, and peer-to-peer platforms. These papers provide prac-
tical examples and tools that could be useful to practitioners
developing SBMs, including circular models, in various industries
such as waste management, clothing production, peer-to-peer
sharing platforms, or ICT. They can also serve as inspiration for
initiatives in other industries or for policy makers trying to foster
SBM development in relation to new technologies. These papers
provide a link between SBM and technology. The literature on
business models has long tradition in explaining the rise in new
business models due to technological advances of the last decades
(Foss and Saebi, 2017), and this remains relevant also in the field of
SBM. The papers assembled here are provide particularly valuable
insights for managers and policy makers. Heys et al. (2018), for
example, provide a new ontology for SBMs for small enterprises in
ICT, and thus contribute to the current development of SBM on-
tologies (Breuer, 2013; Upward and Jones, 2016; Joyce and Paquin,
2016; Jonker, 2016). Piscicelli et al. (2018) contribute with the dis-
cussion of success, but also of failure in SBMs. Studying failure cases
is of particular importance for the SBM field, as studying only
success cases might introduce unintended bias for cumulative
knowledge development. Yet, another important discussion in SBM
literature is related to its organizational approach. In this discus-
sion, Battilana and Dorado (2010) argue in favor of hybrid organi-
zation, blending sustainability and profit logics. Moreover,
Schaltegger et al. (2016b) advance the so-called co-evolutionary
approach, emphasising the importance of gradual evolution in the
business models of companies in transition to sustainability. In this
SV, the paper of Stål and Corvellec (2018) contribute with a
decouling approach to SBM, arguing that internal and external
organizational structure and separation of processes can contribute
to sustainability practice. Each paper's main ideas are presented
below.

Caldera et al. (2017) provided a detailed overview of lean and
green models in sustainable manufacturing. These models
encompass best practices in manufacturing streams such as waste,
energy, emissions, water and chemical management. The authors
presented eighteen integrated methods for environmental treat-
ment of the above-mentioned work streams. Based on their syn-
thesis of the literature, the reader will find a useful overview of how
integrated management methods can be adopted in SBMs,
combining lean management with sustainability.

Hirscher et al. (2018) contributed to the discussion of multiple
values in SBMs by developing a value framework based on an
extensive study of social manufacturing in the fashion industry.
They conducted twelve workshops with in-depth qualitative
research comprising seventeen focus groups and a total of one-
hundred-and-one respondents. This research occurred in Finland
and in the U.S., and discussed the need for SBMs to also get local
level support.

Stål and Corvellec (2018) took a decoupling perspective on
SBMs. The researchers studied seven Swedish apparel companies,
and their adoption of a circular business model in the recycling of
clothing. Their study is indicative that organizational structure in
SBMs is important, and shows how outsourcing and internal sep-
aration can lead to strengthening of the SBM.

Heyes et al. (2018) have organized four workshops to unravel
the drivers of the circular type of SBMs applicable in the ICT service
industry. This paper presents key actions, barriers and elements of
circular SBMs for ICT, following a business model canvas ontology.
The authors contend that small (micro) enterprises can play a
fundamental role in a circular economy.

Tong et al. (2018) presented a variety of business models for
recycling waste of electric and electronic equipment in China. The
authors have collected data through sixty-five interviews in the
period 2005e2013, and through participation in what they call a
social experiment, conducted in preparation of community based
recycling programs. Fully in the spirit of this SV, Tong et al. (2018, p.
672) conclude that “(…)there is not just one business model, but a
variety of models to fit different institutional settings (…)”.

Ribeiro et al. (2018) used life cycle assessment (LCA) to analyze
the success factors in the Fruta Feia (Ugly Fruits) case in Portugal. In
addition to the LCA, the authors used two complementary methods
e social life cycle assessment and social return on investment e to
provide the reader with an in-depth analysis of a case that suc-
cessfully reduces food waste.

Piscicelli et al. (2018) made a comparative study of a successful
and unsuccessful peer-to-peer sharing platform. Their case study
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approach was complemented with the Schwartz Portrait Value
Questionnaire that was administered to more than one-thousand
users of each case. The authors found similarities in the personal-
ity traits of the users, and hence attribute the success or failure of
the cases to the differences in the business model adopted in each
platform.

2.3. Topic 3: the entrepreneurship and innovation based
approaches to sustainable business models

The third topical area of this volume is related to entrepre-
neurship and innovation-based approaches to SBMs (13 papers). It
encompasses papers on, sustainable entrepreneurship, innovations
and social entrepreneurship. While discussions on SBMs from the
perspective of sustainable entrepreneurship and innovation are
common (Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011; Boons and Lüdeke-
Freund, 2013; Evans et al., 2017), the link between SBMs and so-
cial entrepreneurship a logical but novel extension. The very defi-
nition of social entrepreneurship illustrates the logic of extending
SBM studies towards social entrepreneurship. Dees (1998, p. 4)
argued already in his early work that “Social entrepreneurs play the
role of change agents in the social sector, by […] engaging in a
process of continuous innovation, adaptation, and learning; acting
boldly without being limited by resources currently at hand […]”.
This SV offers a literature review on social entrepreurship (Macke
et al., 2018) and insights on the potential influence of social en-
trepreneurs on industry-wide dynamics through the introduction
of innovative SBM (Olofsson et al., 2018). Other studies making the
link between social entrepreneurship and SBM are of more prac-
tical nature, and provide specific recommendations about resource
mobilization, scaling, internationalization and resolving strong
tensions (Davies and Chambers, 2018; Dobson et al., 2018;
McDermott et al., 2018). Another important topic for SBM schol-
arship can be borrowed from social entrepreneurship, viz. Mission
drift or giving priority to financial results as opposed to social
mission (Ebraham et al., 2014). In this SV, Siegner et al. (2018) delve
into how companies can sustain the social mission as part of their
SBMs. Of course, the papers relating to the more conventional
sustainable entrepreneurship and innovations in SBMs have also
valuable insights, summarized in the individual presentation of
papers below. The linchpin of all papers in this topical area is
related to examining the opportunity development process in new
firms, often based on innovative initiatives, that might lead to
success, but also often result in entrepreneurs having to resolve
numerous challenges along the way. Each paper's main ideas are
summarized below.

Dobson et al. (2018) studied the scaling and internationalization
of a social enterprise called ViaVia Travellers Caf�e. The authors
stressed the fact that SBMs expand in the context of uncertainty,
and thus contextual studies of SBMs are absolutely required. They
argued that, under uncertainty, it is not necessary to have a proven
SBM before scaling it up. Amore iterative process of developing and
scaling up the business model is thus recommended.

Siegner et al. (2018) discussed the tensions that may arise in an
SBM itself. They used a hybrid organizational lens to study these
tensions in a German social entrepreneurship context. One of their
main messages referred to the possibility of developing the so-
called social mission design tension, to prevent sustainability
principles being forgotten in business models.

Olofsson et al. (2018) studied the impact of social enterprises in
the Scandinavian electricity retail market. Based on a case study
with sixteen interviews and two focus groups, the authors asserted
that business model innovation of social entrepreneurs can have a
major impact on the traditional business models in the sector, and
therefore drives the entire sector towards sustainability.
McDermott et al. (2018) studied the resource mobilization of
social enterprises that are active in convening cross-sector part-
nerships. Based on their qualitative research, the authors demon-
strated how SBMs can realize opportunities (recognition, discovery
and creation), and mobilize resources without any expectation of
financial reciprocity.

Macke et al. (2018) presented a literature review on the topic of
social entrepreneurship. They identified three clusters of topics
that have impact on the SBMs of social entreprises, i.e. (i) social
inclusion and social economy, (ii) economic development, (iii)
networks and social innovation.

Neumeyer and Santos (2018) compared the network connec-
tivity of sustainable and conventional entrepreneurs. They studied
two municipal entrepreneurial ecosystems in the U.S. based on 90
face-to-face interviews. Although sustainable entrepreneurs were
underrepresented in both ecosystems, their networks appeared to
be more densely connected in comparison to conventional entre-
preneurial networks.

T€auscher and Abdelkafi (2018) contributed to the design school
of SBMs. They developed a simulation for the scalability and
robustness of an entrepreneurial venture eCoursera ewhich has a
social mission to make education globally accessible. Their simu-
lation presented a considerable number of promising opportunities
for the future development of the SBM field, since it models the
robustness and success of various settings (i.e. complex, dynamic
and interdependent).

Kokkonen and Ojanen (2018) studied bioenergy entrepreneur-
ship in Finland. Taking the lens of the Theory of Planned Behavior
and the Technology Acceptance Model, the authors proposed an
integrated model for the realization of SBM opportunities, and
successful incorporation into small businesses.

Davies and Chambers (2018) have also used a hybrid organiza-
tion lens to study the tensions experienced by sustainability en-
trepreneurs. Based on a case study of ten social entrepreneurs and
twenty-one interviews, the authors present an overview of SBM
tensions as well as business model innovations that can mitigate
these tensions.

Kozlowski et al. (2018) reviewed various sustainable entrepre-
neurship practices in the fashion industry. They identified gaps, and
subsequently develop an ontology for the creation of SBMs in
fashion. The proposed “reDesign Canvas” consists of twelve build-
ing blocks, and aims at supporting the development of more sus-
tainable outcomes in the fashion industry.

Chen et al. (2018) adopted a comparative study of factors for
crowdfunding of sustainability entrepreneurs. Their research is
based on sixty-three cases twenty-five from the U.S and thirty-
eight from China. Using a system dynamics lens, the authors
visualize the dynamic process of crowdfunding, and assert that
public opinion, brand effect and government policies can enhance
the effectiveness of crowdfunding for sustainability focused
enterprises.

Oskam et al. (2018) examined sustainable innovations from a
network theory perspective. Based on case study research, they
advanced the concept of value shaping through networking as a
process that improves SBM outcomes.

Fellnhofer (2017) contended that Stevenson's (1983) multilevel
approach to entrepreneurial management is beneficial for pre-
dicting the success of sustainability innovations. The author ana-
lysed data coming from three-hundred-and-one online surveys
with employees from four sectors, i.e. ICT, construction, trans-
portation and aircraft part supplier. The study revealed the inter-
play of factors at the individual, working group and firm level that
help explain the success of sustainable business model innovations.
These factors include resource orientation, management orienta-
tion, strategic orientation, growth orientation, reward philosophy
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and entrepreneurial culture, and thus proposes to use them as
predictive indicators of SBM success.

2.4. Topic 4: the behavioral approach to sustainable business
models

Last but not least, the fourth and final topical area of this volume
takes a behavioral approach to SBMs. It embraces six papers related
to the management of pro-environmental behavior, of sustain-
ability change and transformation, and of implementing formal
management systems. A behavioral perspective on SBMs has the
potential to provide novel insights in the field, since at the core of
each business model is the motivation of each stakeholder to
contribute (Magretta, 2002). In this line of reasoning, papers from
this topical area are focused either on the individual level of anal-
ysis, examining behavior of individual employees or managers (e.g.,
Maleti�c et al., 2018; Wesselink et al., 2017), or on the firm level of
analysis (e.g., Long et al., 2018). Leadership is another important
topic in sustainability (Fullan, 2005; Brown et al., 2005), which
however is not well embedded in SBM scholarship. Wesselink et al.
(2017) suggest that leadership matters in pro-environmental
behavior, and can play an important role in SBM. Moreover, also
in this topical area the need for government support is empasized
by Plank and Teichmann (2018). In other words, governments can
play an important role in the motivation of various stakeholders to
engage in SBMs. This relates to discussions on governance and
regulations in support of sustainability (Albareda et al., 2008;
Lepoutre et al., 2007; Steurer, 2010). On another note, this SV pre-
sents a case of withdrawal from environmental management
practices (Merli and Preziosi, 2018). Again, failure studies are at the
current frontier of SBM research, and more of these are needed to
learn from both successes and failures in SBM management. Paper
summaries follow below.

Wesselink et al. (2017) studied the pro-environmental behavior
of individual employees, by using the Theory of Planned Behavior.
They found that the exemplary behavior of leaders and perceived
organizational support lead to both the intention and the actual
pro-environmental behavior of employees. Their conclusions were
based on data gathered from an online survey administered with
five-hundred-and-forty employees across four housing associa-
tions in the Netherlands. Since individual motivations are the
cornerstone of (sustainable) business models (Magretta, 2002), the
results of this study are useful in highlighting the value of the
behavioral approach.

Plank and Teichmann (2018) employed an information asym-
metry lens to study social and environmental behavior. Their study
is composed of a mixed model of qualitative research (pre-study)
and experiment on Corporate Social and Environmental Behavior
(CSEB facts Panel). They argued that the CSEB facts panel is a way
that companies differentiate in adopting SBMs, and that govern-
ment involvement can help accelerate the adoption of SBMs.

Scarpellini et al. (2017) studied the change management process
and its impact on SBM evolution and realization. Their study was
based on the pro-environmental behavior of three-hundred-and-
three Spanish firms. Their study suggested that the trans-
formation of firm's activities toward a SBM is a systematic process
of adopting pro-environmental practices.

Maleti�c et al. (2018) used a contingency lens to review sus-
tainability practices and organizational performance. Based on a
survey with two-hundred-and-forty-seven middle and senior
managers from European organizations, the authors concluded that
organizations with similar characteristics may develop differently,
and customize SBMs.

Long et al. (2018) used a change management lens to review the
transformation from traditional business models to SBMs. Based on
fourteen cases of SMEs in the Dutch food and beverage industry,
they discuss both key success factors and the main barriers for
realizing the transformation toward SBMs. They argued that mak-
ing sustainability the heart of business philosophy is amongst the
most important success factors for realizing the transition.

Merli and Preziosi (2018) studied the factors that influence
Italian firms to withdraw from a formal management system such
as EMAS (eco-management and audit scheme). Formal manage-
ment systems are in principle supportive and strengthening of
SBMs. Based on a survey with respondents from five-hundred-and-
sixty-two Italian companies, the researchers, however, present a
detailed overview of the reasons for withdrawal from these envi-
ronmental management systems.

3. Avenues for future research in the field of sustainable
business models

Synthesizing the existing insights from prior research and the
newly developed knowledge from this volume, in the following six
avenues for future research in the SBM field e based on the editors’
reading of the literature e are presented:

i) A more robust conceptualization of sustainability and SBMs;
ii) Stronger and more cumulative theoretical development

concerning the antecedents, processes, and outcomes of
SBMs;

iii) More sophisticated and rigorous empirical methods to
investigate SBMs;

iv) Regularly including and studying the role of government and
the related institutional arrangements for the development,
diffusion, and success of SBM across different national and
regional contexts;

v) Examining in more depth the interactions between existing
business models and SBMs in one sector or even one
company;

vi) Creating dialogue and intersection with other research
communities, such as “traditional” business model re-
searchers, innovation scholars, or the entrepreneurship
community.

First, while there has been a lot of focus on the theoretical
clarification of the concept of SBM (Lüdeke-Freund and Dembek,
2017), it still remains somewhat ambiguous, resulting in many
different interpretations and applications across different contex-
tual settings. This is not surprising given that the original concept of
business models is still relatively young; scholars have debated for
several years the definition of a business model (Zott et al., 2011;
Massa et al., 2017) or business model innovation more recently
(Foss and Saebi, 2017). The extension of the business model
conceptualization to the field of sustainable business models
therefore remains in its early stages of development.Whilst there is
a general agreement that SBM researchers should embrace the idea
of sustainable development, the operationalization of
sustainability-related concepts remains challenging since the
“value” inherent in SBMs is subject to debate going beyond value
(creation) as expressed in economic terms only (e.g., Stubbs and
Cocklin, 2008). Economic value remains easier to evaluate and
measure, for instance through the examination of the company's
financial and accounting reports, as compared to social or envi-
ronmental value created by SBMs, which is much harder to objec-
tively evaluate or express in financial terms. As studies included in
this SV demonstrate (Table 2), the majority of research efforts have
focused on studying cases, which is useful to establish basic vo-
cabulary, tensions, and challenges involving SBMs, but this research
design prevents finding generalizability to different industries,



N. Dentchev et al. / Journal of Cleaner Production 194 (2018) 695e703 701
contexts, or countries.
Second, further addressing SBM antecedents, processes, and

outcomes could be facilitated by stronger and more cumulative
theories. The prolific field of research on SBMs could further
flourish based on more sophisticated theoretical contributions.
Although some papers in this SV referred to an explicit theoretical
lens, too many papers in the SBM field remain mainly descriptive.
For the further development of the field from its early stages
focused on description into maturity focused on in-depth analysis
and maybe even prescription, it is important to embed contribu-
tions in formal theories, including a theoretical contribution in
published papers (Corley and Gioia, 2011), and suggesting testable
propositions based on theory-inspired models (Whetten, 1989).
This SV demonstrates a variety of theoretical perspectives authors
have taken to study SBMs (i.e., Table 1). This variety is, however, a
double-edged sword. It provides a wellspring of ideas and novel
tools and methods, but it also prevents cumulative knowledge
development and testing, needed to provide more practical solu-
tions for practitioners that are faced with solving pressing sus-
tainability challenges. Further contributions to the development of
a more cumulative theory for studying SBMs and advising practi-
tioners and politicians concerning SBMs is considered a necessity.

Third, and related to the previous, more sophisticated and
rigorous methods will be necessary for the further development of
the field. Experiments, simulations, and surveys could represent
the future of SBM research, since these research methods make it
possible to test a variety of variables and provide more grounds for
causal explanations, especially in cases of experiments and simu-
lations. In addition to quantitative methods, a mixed-method
approach involving qualitative and quantitative evaluations is
recommended, since context is quite important for the under-
standing of SBMs. Multiple perspectives in terms of inter-, trans-
disciplinary, and systemic approaches, some of which are also
highlighted in this SV, might be helpful in this endeavor and should
be nurtured further.

Fourth, the varying contextual settings do not only refer to
cultural contexts, industrial sectors, or types of organizations (like
for-profit and not-for-profit ones), but also to the level of analysis at
which the SBMs are studied. Level of analysis can be situated at the
individual, team, organizational, inter-organizational, regional,
national, or multinational level (Lenssen et al., 2014). This brings
the role of governments and various governancemechanisms to the
fore, often important for encouraging the development of SBMs
(Gond et al., 2011; Knudsen et al., 2013; Dentchev et al., 2017).
Without government regulation, the social and environmental
impact of SBMs is endangered to remain underdeveloped in many
settings. Although a couple of papers in this volume have started to
address the crucial role of government for SBMs (e.g., Chen et al.,
2018; Plank and Teichmann, 2018; Osborne et al., 2014), more
research is needed at the intersection of political preoccupations
and the development and trajectories of SBMs across different
institutional regimes to examine potential convergence, but also
divergence of paths to sustainability in different countries and re-
gions, including European Union, North America, Africa, Asia, and
Oceania.

Fifth, the complex and dynamic “reality” is often neglected and
simplified by describing one single business model without
acknowledging links, overlaps, synergies and the co-existence of
various (S)BMs (Snihur and Tarzijan, 2018). Further considerations
of interactions between existing business models in established
firms, and the impact of new, sustainable business models could be
productively studied in the future in particular industries or even in
single companies. For instance, can existing firms add sustainable
business models to their business model portfolio? What are the
outcomes and process characteristics of such initiatives? Can
entrepreneurs introducing SBMs serve as role models to influence
existing business practices and accelerate the path to more sus-
tainable development? These interactions between existing busi-
ness models and SBMs are particularly important as innovation
research suggests that hybridization practices might help organi-
zations learn during times of transition to improve future perfor-
mance (Furr and Snow, 2015). Thus, existing organizations adopting
entirely new SBMs or some of the new practices might prove to be
the needed stepping-stones for the transition to a more sustainable
economic and social organization of our society. More research is
required to shed light on these issues.

Sixth, and in line with the original reasons for this SV, evidence
is abundant that the productive continuation of research in this
prolific field will only be feasible if further synergies with other
research streams and communities are created and sustained.
Research related to “traditional” business model literature (e.g.,
Zott et al., 2011), innovation community that has embraced
research on business model innovation (e.g., Foss and Saebi, 2017),
or entrepreneurship community interested in topics related to the
opportunity development processes that often include business
model considerations (Selden and Fletcher, 2015; Snihur et al.,
2017) to name but a few, might throw light upon challenges
arising in the field of SBMs as well as benefit from the insights
generated in the nascent field of SBM research.Moreover, this could
result in promising and constructive dialogues and intersections in
sustainability research, which in principle are interdisciplinary by
nature given the complexity of the problems currently faced by our
society.

4. Conclusions

The study of sustainable business models constitutes a prolific
field of research, practice, and policy preoccupations. This SV pre-
sents 37 papers from around the world and across various in-
dustries examining the core issues and questions pertaining to SBM
generation, development, and management. We posit that there
exists a great potential for multidisciplinary research to build on
during the next decades with the objective to surpass the current
understanding of SBMs. Exploring this novel research area more
deeply offers great opportunities for multi-method and multi-
disciplinary contributions, novel data sources, and innovative
methods and tools, already sketched in this SV, yet awaiting further
leaps forward.
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