Check for
updates

15

Avenues for Future Research

The point of departure for this book is the need for business model inno-
vation that can lead to more business models that are both sustainable
and profitable. In the first part of the book, we argued why such business
models are needed, we discussed the overarching goal of aligning sustain-
ability performance and financial performance and we illuminated the
challenges related to succeeding with such business model innovations.
In the second part of the book, we developed the RESTART framework
that sheds light on seven characteristics that we propose will be important
in the transition toward more sustainable business models. However, in
order to enable such a green transition, much more knowledge is needed
on the nature and characteristics of these kinds of business models.
Moreover, we need knowledge of the mechanisms through which they
may create value for stakeholders while ensuring that they restore and
regenerate, rather than break down, societal and natural capital. Finally,
we need empirical insight into the managerial, leadership-related and
organizational capabilities and governance structures that can support
the implementation of such business models.

In this chapter, we discuss avenues for future research on these issues.
This book aims to contribute to the research agenda for sustainable
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business model innovation. For this reason, we have explored—both
from the conceptual and empirical points of view—the nature and char-
acteristics of such business models and how they might be designed and
innovated. In these final sections of the book, we aim to articulate some
of the implications the discussions in this book have for future research.
What are the unanswered questions? Where is the fertile soil for empirical
investigation? What might be valuable research designs and methodolog-
ical approaches to shed more light on these issues? And where do we see
the field going in the coming years?

15.1 Mind the Gap!

Issues related to corporate conduct and misconduct, in general, and cor-
porate responsibility, in particular, have been studied for a very long time.
Even Aristotle discussed the problems related to value creation for profits,
which he coined “chrematisike” (see, e.g., Solomon 1992), but the roots
of the current discussion of corporate responsibilities mostly arose in the
twentieth century (cf. Carroll 2008). While there was some academic
discussion about corporate responsibility with regard to corporate crime
in the early 1900s, the conversation on corporate social responsibility
began to converge on some of the issues still relevant today during the
post-World War II period (see, e.g., Bowen 1953; Davis 1960; Katz 1960;
Frederick 1960; Eells and Walton 1969). The seminal piece by Friedman
(1970) and the equally important response more than a decade later by
Freeman (1984) laid the foundations for the academic and practical dis-
cussion about the business case of sustainability that is still ongoing today.

As reviewed in the second part of the book, there is a comprehensive
literature investigating the so-called business case for sustainability or in
the language used in this book—the attempt to align sustainability per-
formance and financial performance. One would arguably still consider
this literature inconclusive—it depends on the time horizon measured
(Wang and Bansal 2012), the way outcome variables are construed (see,
e.g., Orlitzky et al. 2003; Waddock and Graves 1997) and even the con-
text in which the empirical investigations are conducted (cf. Strand 2017;
see also Eccles et al. 2015). The right question, perhaps, is not whether
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investing in sustainability pays, but rather through which mechanisms
sustainability efforts may lead to improved business performance. In
essence, it involves thinking about the relationship between business
models and (positive and negative) externalities and how attending to the
right externalities at the right time with the right means can translate into
benefits for the company’s product and/or factor markets (Jorgensen and
Pedersen 2015). Sustainability efforts are not a one-size-fits-all phenom-
enon, and the heterogeneity in which sustainability issues are most
important and which efforts are best suited to address them is crucial to
corporate sustainability efforts in practice.

The perhaps most convincing attempts to study the relationship
between sustainability and business performance are characterized by
exactly such precision and focus. Examples include Khan et al. (2016),
who study the relationship between companies’ prioritization of more
and less material sustainability concerns and financial performance;
Edmans (2012), who investigates the link between social performance,
job satisfaction and firm value; Flammer and Kacperczyk (2015), who
demonstrate a positive relationship between stakeholder orientation and
the company’s innovativeness; and Kang et al. (2016), who manage to
distinguish empirically between different mechanisms through which
sustainability efforts translate into business performance.

Going forward, we believe that these are exactly the kinds of studies we
need to proliferate. Focused empirical investigation of such mechanisms,
ideally also with experimental interventions, can considerably further our
understanding of what it takes to align sustainability performance and
financial performance in practice. In the following, we aim to point out
fruitful avenues for further research based on the framework developed in
this book. In doing so, we share parts of our own research agenda, but we
simultaneously invite all fellow researchers to join us in investigating
these relationships. The research gap in corporate sustainability research
is of course very comprehensive, and too far-reaching than what can be
meaningfully outlined in this chapter. Therefore, our goal is mainly to
outline the empirical investigations that can serve as a continuation of the
work presented in this book, specifically on the phenomenon of sustain-
able business model innovation.
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15.2 Research Designs and Methodologies

Our framework does not assume any specific research designs or empiri-
cal strategies. Corporate sustainability research is highly interdisciplinary
and heterogeneous with regard to both theoretical and methodological
approaches. As documented by Bass and Milosevic (2016), qualitative
research designs have increased significantly in business and society
research, and such research designs are arguably well suited to address
numerous issues in sustainability research that are as yet ill-defined and
“messy” phenomena from a definitional standpoint (see also Eisenhardt
et al. 2016). Predominantly, however, there have been considerable
amounts of studies using quantitative approaches, including studies of
the business case, studies that investigate consumer behavior related to
sustainability efforts, studies informed by moral and social psychology
that investigate decision-making in sustainability efforts and so on (see,
e.g., Lockett et al. 2006 for an overview).

In an inspiring “call to arms”, Crane et al. (2018) reviewed the field of
business and society research and made a broad distinction between
“quants” and “poets”. That is, they distinguish between the mainly quan-
titative research approaches of the “quants”, the mainly qualitative
research approaches of the “poets” and the mixed-methods approaches of
the “quants and poets”. Crane et al. (2018) look into the crystal ball with
regard to future methodological development. They emphasize that
future studies need to “respond to the real-world problems and challenges
that lie ahead”, that they need to be able to shed light on issues that “are
systemic in nature” and therefore span across single cases and that there
is “a need for more theoretically informed empirical research”. In order to
achieve such research designs, the authors argue that there is need for
more mixed-methods studies, more research based on field data and more
“adventurous and robust” action research.

As we will show in the following, we share many of the viewpoints
proposed by Crane et al. (2018). As is evident from the present work, we
are strong believers in research conducted in proximity to, and collabora-
tion with, companies. Our own empirical efforts that underlie this work
began with a series of qualitative studies in the mid-2000s, after which we
conducted some surveys on broad samples of companies. Increasingly,
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however, we concluded that in order to properly investigate the sustain-
ability efforts of companies, we needed an empirical strategy that allowed
us to get closer to the phenomena we wanted to understand.

For this reason, we are currently in the process of conducting field
experiments with existing corporate partners and planning new field
experiments to investigate the phenomena and relationships discussed in
this book. With many of these companies, we simultaneously engage in
innovation processes, sometimes using the tools from 7he Business Model
RESTARTer. This is because designing field experiments requires a very
intimate understanding of the context in which the investigation takes
place, and what are the most important relationships to be studied and
outcomes to be measured. Field experiments are a specific subset of
experimental studies that are characterized by being conducted in the
field in which decision makers and organizational members actually carry
out their choices and activities (cf. Harrison and List 2004). This allows
for a unique combination of realism and control in empirical investiga-
tion (Levitt and List 2007). Not at least, field experiments are desirable
due to the possibility of randomization in the field, which can allow for
better identification of cause-and-effect relationships (see, e.g., Levitt and
List 2009). Delmas and Aragon-Correa (2016) argued that such research
designs are particularly suited to study “microanalyses of employee or
consumer behavior as they relate to sustainability”. However, as demon-
strated by Chatterji et al. (2016), this methodological approach can also
allow for interventions and investigations related to firm-level outcomes.
As we will show below, we believe that many important phenomena dis-
cussed in this book can be successfully studied by means of field experi-
mental designs—a relatively novel approach in the field of corporate
sustainability research (cf. Delmas and Aragon-Correa 2016; Crane et al.
2018).

However, we do not believe that all phenomena in sustainable business
model innovation are equally well suited for experimental studies. We
share the enthusiasm of Crane et al. (2018) for action-based methods,
and as shown in this book, we already work in research projects with
companies in which we also serve as advisors and therefore “actors” in the
empirical reality we are trying to map. In the case study on Scanship
elsewhere in this book, this role is evident. However, a combination of
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empirical approaches—for instance, a combination of action-based
research and field experiments developed as the culmination of such a
process—seem promising in this regard. Importantly, it is necessary to
move beyond mere description or accounts of companies’ efforts to
become more sustainable, which can be a limitation of some pure action-
based studies.

Finally, we believe that there is considerable need for further qualita-
tive work on many of the issues covered in this book. In particular, com-
parative case studies between different kinds of business models, different
kinds of sustainability efforts and the fit of various sustainability efforts in
different contexts (e.g., industrial, geographical and cultural) seem prom-
ising. Moreover, in-depth interview studies, observational studies and
other approaches that can shed light on microprocesses of sustainability
work can contribute important insights that are valuable for the attempt
to design more sustainable business models, and—perhaps in particu-
lar—implementing them in practice in organizational settings.

In the following section, we try to formulate a specific research agenda
for the seven components of the RESTART framework outlined in the
second part of the book. We consider this agenda work in progress, and
we invite all our colleagues to join us in implementing it in practice,
using manifold empirical strategies, in various contexts and for different
purposes.

15.3 A RESTART Research Agenda

As outlined in the second part of the book, we consider the seven com-
ponents of the RESTART framework to be simultaneous developments
and factors in the movement toward more sustainable business models.
This implies that they are inter-connected, and we believe that in order to
succeed with each of them in practice, more knowledge is needed.

With regard to redesign, there is already a considerable literature detail-
ing the need for further research on business model innovation in gen-
eral. For instance, Foss and Saebi (2017) emphasized the need for studies
investigating four main issues: (1) defining and dimensionalizing the
business model innovation construct, (2) identifying antecedents and
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outcomes of business model innovation, (3) investigating contingency
and moderating variables and (4) mapping the boundary conditions of
the concept (see also Zott et al. 2011). In a review that is one step closer
to the scope of this book, Boons and Liideke-Freund (2013) formulated
a research agenda for sustainable innovation. They argued that there is a
need for more investigation of sustainable system innovations and their
relation to business success (cf. Crane et al. 2018), as well as an investiga-
tion of the degree to which sustainable business model innovations actu-
ally deliver on sustainability-related outcomes.

Informed by these reviews and by our work on redesign thus far, we
believe that future studies should investigate the mechanisms underlying
successful sustainability improvements that contribute to, or enable,
business model innovation. That is, what characterizes business models
wherein sustainability improvements are central elements in the new
business model that are value-enhancing for customers or other stake-
holders? Moreover, we believe that piloting or A/B-testing—as carried
out by companies that conduct business experiments (see, e.g., Anderson
2011; Davenport 2009)—can serve as the basis for potential field experi-
ments that can compare the viability of rival business models during the
“reinvent” phase (cf. the chapter on 7he Business Model RESTARTer).
Implementing a new business model is a high-risk endeavor and using
experimental methodology to test and compare business models prior to
redesign seems a particularly high-value research contribution. However,
a crucial challenge from the point of view of research design, in general,
and generalizability of results, in particular, is that the experiment is
designed in a manner that is not too specific to the case company in
question.

This leads us to research opportunities related to experimentation itself.
This implies studying the experimentation processes of companies and
can provide insight into success factors in carrying out such efforts in
practice. Bocken et al. (2017) conducted a study on how such experi-
mental efforts aided the transition to circularity in an international cloth-
ing company. Crucial questions related to experimentation in practice
include how to cultivate a culture for experimentation in a company as
well as how to identify and design key performance indicators that can be
measured by means of well-designed business experiments.
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In addition, a particularly tempting proposition is to conduct a “meta-
experimental” study, that is, to conduct an experiment on business exper-
imentation. For instance, investigating two different approaches to
business model experimentation, or two different uses of key performance
indicators, could reveal success factors in carrying out such business
experiments in practice. Qualitative and quantitative studies of barriers
to such experimentation could also provide valuable insights.

Regarding the three components in the center of the framework—
service-logic, the circular economy and alliances—there is of course consid-
erable work done as well as plentiful calls for further research. However,
for the present purposes, we emphasize the need for further research into
how these three phenomena can be drivers of, or constituent parts of,
more sustainable business models.

With regard to service-logic, there are exciting research opportunities
tied to the boundary conditions of service-based business models for sus-
tainability. Business models based on access or functionality rather than
ownership (see, e.g., Bocken et al. 2014) are widely considered to be
important to promote more sustainable consumption. An interesting
question is what distinguishes products that consumers are willing to
consume through such business models from the products that consum-
ers still prefer to own, even when access-based models emerge. Such
boundary conditions are important for understanding the scope and
potential for such business models across product categories and indus-
tries. A second main theme that carries great promise is product-service
systems, and in particular the potential for adding new services “on top
of” the main value proposition when transitioning to a product-service
system business model (see, e.g., Mont and Tukker 2006; Tukker and
Tischner 2006). This issue is central to the financial viability of such busi-
ness models and the ability of companies to sustain them over time.

With regard to #he circular economy, many research efforts are needed
to understand how circular business models can function and succeed as
an alternative to linear, “business-as-usual” models. In fact, we have
already commenced a couple of research projects aimed at investigating
circular business models, one of which is introduced in the case study
chapter on Orkla and BIR elsewhere in the book. The first main theme

we see as promising relates to new distribution channels in the circular
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economy. The need for take-back of old products, materials and compo-
nents, as well as the need for package-reducing solutions, such as “refiller-
ies”, are central to make the infrastructure of circular business model
function (cf. Bocken et al. 2016). A central research question in this
regard is what types of distribution channels are more and less attractive
to customers and users and which are the barriers for adoption of such
distribution channels.

A second, and highly important, topic for research in relation to circu-
lar business models relates to payment models. Anecdotal evidence sug-
gests that one of the challenges for many circular business models thus far
is to generate sufficient revenue over time, which, for instance, some
leasing-based apparel business models (e.g., Filippa K) have experienced.
Payment models are foundational to business models, and they need to
be adapted to the characteristics of customers, markets and the competi-
tive landscape. Thus, investigating various forms of payment models for
different circular business models is likely to yield valuable insights for
companies trying to unlock the profit potential in such business models.

A final promising research topic related to circular business models is
to investigate the contingencies between different types of circular busi-
ness models and the industries in which they are used. For instance, are
there systematic differences in the viability of different circular business
models—as an example, a leasing-based model versus a refurbishing-
oriented model versus a sharing model—depending on the industry?
Insights into the fit between business model design and industry charac-
teristics seem a promising, although challenging, avenue for research.

With regard to alliances, there is also plenty of fertile ground for
empirical investigation. As discussed by Kiron et al. (2015), CEOs all
over the world state that collaboration for sustainability has become
increasingly important for their companies, but at the same time, very
few of them perceive their collaborative efforts to improve sustainability-
related outcomes as being successful. As pointed out by Selsky and Parker
(2005), cross-sector collaborations for social (and, one would add, envi-
ronmental) purposes are increasingly widespread but pose particular
challenges with regard to partnership design and implementation.

One promising avenue for research on this issue relates to the challenge
of developing collaborative cross-sector business models at the bottom of
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the pyramid—a topic we have discussed previously in the book. Such a col-
laborative process involves the alignment of objectives across organizations,
the leveraging of resources and capabilities of the different partners of the
collaboration and the attempt to build a distribution channel for products
and services in a market with considerable needs, but where infrastructural,
human capital and financial conditions render distribution challenging. All
of these issues are ripe for empirical exploration, and the knowledge gap
with regard to business models for the bottom of the pyramid, and the col-
laboration that can enable such business models, is considerable. Moreover,
the interrelated set of topics listed above is not only relevant in the specific
case of business models at the bottom of the pyramid. The attempts to align
the objectives of alliance partners in a collaboration for sustainability or the
leveraging of resources across organizational boundaries in such alliances
are more generally important topics for empirical investigation.

The latter two components of the RESTART framework—resu/ts and
three-dimensionality—offer very interesting and potentially impactful
research. As demonstrated by, for example, Eccles et al. (2015), organiza-
tional and governance characteristics related to management control sys-
tems are highly important for successful design and implementation of
sustainability efforts. Not at least, the research on materiality assessments
and strategic prioritization, which is steadily growing, has shown great
promise (cf. Khan et al. 2016). In prior work, we have empirically inves-
tigated such characteristics of companies in the Norwegian setting
(Gulbrandsen et al. 2015, 2017), and our findings reveal that, thus far,
the systematic use of key performance indicators, incentives for sustain-
ability performance and so on are quite limited.

With regard to results, future studies should continue the important
work being done on materiality assessments. One interesting approach
would be to investigate further the relationship between stakeholder
management as conducted by means of materiality assessments on the
one hand and the development and use of key performance indicators
related to material concerns on the other. A related topic of potentially
high value is the role played by chief sustainability officers and similar
organizational roles in such work (see, e.g., Strand 2013), which could
contribute to the understanding of organizational microprocesses under-
lying successful stakeholder management.
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With regard to three-dimensionality, there are several interesting strands
of potential research. One interesting approach from a management con-
trol point of view would be to investigate how companies generate and
use relevant and timely information on sustainability performance in
order to inform ongoing sustainability efforts. In an age of digitalization,
it will be interesting to follow if—and, if so, how—the use of real-time
information for decision-making purposes will emerge. There has been a
lot of emphasis on sustainability reporting and accounting in recent
years, but one would expect that new technologies for data management
and analysis are likely to create novel forms of real-time information sys-
tems that may even replace conventional sustainability reporting systems,
both for internal and external purposes.

A topic related to three-dimensionality that is fruitful for field experi-
mental investigation is the use of incentives (financial or non-pecuniary)
to stimulate sustainability performance at the individual, unit and corpo-
rate level. For instance, a study could build on an intervention whereby
different incentive schemes were tested and compared to a control condi-
tion absent of incentives. Such empirical investigation could provide
valuable insights into the specific and differential effects of various incen-
tive schemes for sustainability performance, which could be valuable in
corporate attempts to drive such performance. Finally, comparative case
studies and other empirical designs could also provide valuable insights
into different organizational designs for driving sustainability perfor-
mance—both in the specific case of how sustainability work is integrated
in the organization (separate unit vs. embedded approach) and with
regard to how the work itself is organized.

15.4 An Ocean of Opportunities

In the preceding sections, we have given an overview of a vast set of
research opportunities in the vaguely defined field that comprises research
on sustainable business model innovation. While this overview only
scratches the surface of the possibilities for exciting research, it at least
points out a set of potentially fruitful ways to empirically explore the

RESTART framework developed in the second part of this book.
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A final note on this overview is related to the rapidly changing oppor-
tunity space that follows from ever-increasing amounts of data combined
with increasingly powerful statistical methods based on deep learning
and so on. It is argued by many that we are entering an “inductive revolu-
tion”, meaning that the traditional hypothesis-developing and -testing
approach of research will be replaced by methods whereby algorithms
explore vast amounts of data to find patterns and relationships that can
provide valuable insights (see, e.g., Sullivan and Zutavern 2017). For
most researchers, it is hard to envision how such a future of empirical
investigation will look, what it will imply for the role of the researcher
and what constitutes good research questions. However, we are confident
that such developments will also shape the future of corporate sustain-
ability research.

More generally, attempting to do research, teach and write about sus-
tainable business model innovation in the age of digitalization is like
drawing a map of a landscape that changes quickly and continuously. For
this reason, we expect—and hope—that this overview of avenues for
future research will have a relatively short half-life. Regardless, we hope
that our account of research opportunities reviewed here can stimulate
interesting research projects and—perhaps even more importantly—fur-
ther research ideas not yet conceived.
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