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Abstract

Start-ups navigate complex challenges in today's business environment, requiring a
delicate balance of economic, environmental, and social objectives for long-term suc-
cess. This study investigates the pivotal factors within business models that drive
sustained value creation for sustainability-focused start-ups. Through a comprehen-
sive literature review encompassing environmental, social, and performance dimen-
sions, we identify resilience as a primary component of sustainable decision-making,
supported by adaptability and convenience. Emphasizing resilience and adaptability
in decision-making processes enables sustainable start-ups to maintain competi-
tive advantages while pursuing sustainability goals. We advocate for a collaborative
decision-making approach focused on long-term value creation through sustainabil-
ity measures, providing a framework for developing or refining sustainable business
models. Future research may further explore the identified success factors within sus-

tainable start-ups.

KEYWORDS

1 | INTRODUCTION

Rapidly changing consumer preferences have catalyzed a significant
shift toward sustainable business models, a development that has
altered the traditional paradigm of corporate practices. The imper-
ative to embrace environmental awareness and sustainably respon-
sible practices has grown to become a central issue in corporate
social responsibility for establishments globally, regardless of size.
Historically, sustainability emerged as a mere mechanism of brand
management as opposed to a driving force for structural change,

which ultimately necessitated a shift in approach toward a more

key success factors of business models, sustainable business model startups, value creation

strategic view geared toward balancing positive impacts on the en-
vironment and society with goals toward minimizing negative out-
comes (Laukkanen, 2019). Our primary research question revolves
around the critical examination of the key success factors inherent in
business models that play a pivotal role in nurturing sustained value
creation for sustainability-focused start-ups.

Understanding the dimensions of sustainability in business and
its implications for operations is increasingly crucial as business
leaders consider integrating it into their business models. While sus-
tainability challenges businesses, the integration of new paradigms

into corporate governance is inevitable. Although sustainability has
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not gained universal acceptance as non-negotiable, it is often con-
sidered as a viable alternative strategy that corporations can adopt
to achieve their goals. This paper seeks to investigate the required
qualities of business leaders to ensure that sustainability is built into
their business models and assess the impact of this integration on
long-term value creation.

This rigorous research tackles the broader gap of identifying
key success factors within business models that facilitate long-term
value creation for sustainability-focused start-ups. The inquiry aims
to explore the relationship between sustainability practices within
business models and their potential for achieving positive impacts on
the environment and competitive advantage. Additionally, the hur-
dles that prevent companies from adopting sustainability practices
and the applicable mitigation methods will be examined. Finally, the
research seeks to discover the essential elements that serve as use-
ful references for implementing sustainable decision-making tactics.

Start-ups, in particular, bear a significant responsibility to ensure
the success of their business due to their unique position as emerging
entities. This dynamic adds significant pressure to deliver solutions
that will drive value to their investors and maximize their chances of
success (Bocken et al., 2018). With the world moving toward a focus
on sustainability, start-ups are well-positioned to align their strategic
decisions with sustainability goals, resulting in positive societal and
environmental impacts while maximizing profitability.

Our study fills crucial gaps in the existing literature by focusing
on the integration of sustainability into business models, particu-
larly within the context of start-ups. It addresses the lack of clar-
ity on how sustainability principles can be practically applied in
decision-making processes within organizations, offering insights
into the key success factors necessary for long-term value creation
in sustainability-focused start-ups. Additionally, the research identi-
fies and proposes mitigation strategies for the barriers hindering the
adoption of sustainable business models, shedding light on struc-
tural, cultural, and implementation challenges. By emphasizing the
unique position of start-ups in aligning strategic decisions with sus-
tainability goals, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of
how businesses can navigate sustainability challenges while maxi-
mizing societal and environmental impacts.

Overall, the paper delves into an exploration of sustainability-
focused business models, aiming to provide both theoretical insights
and practical implications for researchers and practitioners alike.
Methodologically, it offers a detailed examination of qualitative data
analysis techniques, focusing on memoing, coding, and selective
coding as key components of the research process. By elucidating
these methodologies, the paper lays a robust foundation for under-
standing the intricacies of qualitative research and provides a sys-
tematic framework for data analysis.

Conceptually, the study introduces the innovative concept of
“resilience as a component of sustainable decision-making,” which
serves as a cornerstone for theoretical exploration within the field
of sustainability-focused business models. Through an in-depth ex-
amination of adaptability, convenience, and resilience, the paper un-
covers the underlying mechanisms driving strategic decision-making

processes in sustainability-oriented start-ups. By developing a sub-
stantive theory within this domain, the study contributes to advanc-
ing theoretical discourse and enriching scholarly understanding.

Practically, the research offers actionable insights for practi-
tioners engaged in sustainability-focused start-ups, highlighting
the critical importance of adaptability and convenience in strategic
decision-making. It underscores the necessity for businesses to pri-
oritize customer satisfaction through convenient solutions, particu-
larly in the context of evolving consumer preferences. Additionally,
the paper advocates for a resilience-centered approach to business
strategy, emphasizing the proactive integration of sustainability and
adaptability to navigate dynamic environments effectively.

In summary, the paper serves as a comprehensive exploration
of sustainability-focused business models, combining theoretical
analysis with practical implications. By bridging the gap between
academic inquiry and real-world application, the research aims to fa-
cilitate enduring value creation for sustainability-oriented start-ups
while advancing theoretical discourse within the field.

2 | LITERATURE REVIEW

The popularity of the term “business model” has soared within man-
agement vocabulary in recent decades. It can be traced back to a
1957 academic article by Bellman et al. (1957), but only gained rec-
ognition in the late 1990s with the emergence of the Internet and
the rise of the NASDAQ stock market. Despite being one of the most
frequently discussed aspects of a business's blueprint, it remains the
least understood. Although there is no widely accepted definition,
all scholars have, in common, a belief that business models involve
making decisions and the associated operational consequences
(Shafer et al., 2005).

The lack of consensus can be partly attributed to the inter-
changeable use of the terms “business model” and “strategy,” making
it challenging to differentiate between the two concepts. According
to Yip (2004), it is more useful to reserve the term “strategy” for dy-
namic activities such as the routine or radical strategies that change a
market or the business model. In contrast, the term “business model”
is associated with static positioning (Novak, 2014). Chesbrough and
Rosenbloom's (2002) definition of strategy is that it is a conscious
plan of action designed to align the company with environmental
threats and opportunities. It suggests how managers can leverage
resources beyond the current business. Porter (1996), on the other
hand, focuses on the unique activities that lead to strategic position-
ing. However, all authors agree that business models and strategies
play a vital role in a company's competitive advantage.

The literature emphasizes the necessity of bridging the gap be-
tween business strategy and processes to establish a robust linkage
between them (Osterwalder, 2004). Osterwalder (2004) positioned
business models in the middle layer of his conceptualization and
suggested a detailed account of the value configuration, partner-
ships, and capabilities to bridge the voids between business strategy
and processes (Caputo et al., 2023). This framework revolutionized
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strategic planning by bringing it down to the operational level and
providing deeper insights into a firm's resources and infrastruc-
ture. Such alignment of company strategy and core processes with
its business model lays the groundwork for achieving a sustainable
competitive edge (Porter & Kramer, 2011).

Recent research by Ramdani et al. (2019) explores business
model innovation and highlights its significance in adapting to dy-
namic market conditions. They emphasize the need for businesses
to continually evolve their models to remain competitive in today's
rapidly changing landscape. Similarly, Ibarra et al. (2023) conduct a
systematic literature review on business model patterns, shedding
light on various patterns that can guide organizations in designing
effective and sustainable business models. Additionally, Duan (2023)
offers insights into sharing economy business models and forecasts
future research directions for sustainable development, underlining
the importance of adapting business models to address contempo-
rary societal and environmental challenges.

The discourse on sustainable business models has gained trac-
tion in recent years (Comin et al., 2019). Scholars argue that sustain-
able business models should not only create value for the company
but also contribute positively to societal and environmental well-
being. Lopez-Nicolas et al. (2021) advocate for the integration of
sustainability into innovative business models, highlighting the po-
tential for synergistic outcomes that benefit both the organization
and the wider community. Boéttcher et al. (2023) delve into digital
sustainable business models, showcasing how digital technology can
be leveraged to embed ecological sustainability into the core of busi-

ness operations (Figure 1).

3 | THE BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS

Many firms tend to focus more on the value creation part of a
model and ignore or downplay the value capture portion (Shafer
et al., 2005). Balancing the two can be not only a complex process
but also a major determinant for successful business models. To craft
a business model that harmoniously merges value capture and value
creation, Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) proposed nine building

blocks that focused on feasibility, desirability, and viability. These

the Environment & Responsibility

building blocks came to be known as the Business Model Canvas—a
tool for describing, visualizing, assessing, and changing business
models (Robinson & Lock, 2016).

The Business Model Canvas has emerged as a foundational tool
in the realm of business model innovation, offering a structured ap-
proach to designing and refining business models (Osterwalder &
Pigneur, 2010). Figure 2 provides insights into the usefulness of each
element of the Business Model Canvas, illustrating how these com-
ponents interact to create a coherent and effective business model.

Drawing on the work of others is crucial in developing a common
language and framework for constructing business models (Zott
et al., 2011). Johnson et al. (2008) present a complementary view,
emphasizing four interlocking elements—customer value proposi-
tion, profit formula, key resources, and key processes—that underpin
successful business models. These elements converge on satisfying
genuine customer needs while outlining the blueprint for profit gen-
eration (Johnson et al., 2008).

Sustainability has increasingly become a focal point in discus-
sions surrounding business models (Schaltegger et al., 2016). With
technological advancements accelerating the urgency for sustain-
ability, there is a growing recognition of sustainability as a driver
of success. As the world grapples with the consequences of envi-
ronmental shifts, there is a heightened demand for transformative
business practices that integrate sustainability principles into their
core operations.

Figure 2 investigates the usefulness of each element of the

Business Model Canvas.

4 | SUSTAINABILITY—UNSUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT GOALS

The United Nations 2030 Agenda stands as a monumental global
initiative aimed at reshaping the world through a shared vision and
a set of ambitious goals and targets. With its seven transformative
goals and 169 associated targets, the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) paint a compelling picture of a future where societies
thrive without hunger, extreme poverty, or environmental degrada-

tion. However, while the SDGs offer a promising blueprint for global

Granularity

level Strategy ICT pressure
Architectural Business e-Business opportunities
level Model & change
Implementation Business e-Business process
level Processes adaptation

<

FIGURE 1 Closingthe gap between business strategy and business processes (Osterwalder, 2004).
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FIGURE 2 Business Model Canvas and the usefulness of each element.

progress, their achievement necessitates a profound shift in both
mindset and action across all sectors of society (THE 17 GOALS |
Sustainable Development, n.d.).

The concept of sustainable development, first articulated in the
1987 Brundtland Report, emphasized the need for long-term en-
vironmental strategies to ensure sustainability beyond the turn of
the millennium. Since then, there has been growing recognition of
sustainability as a strategic imperative for organizations, extending
beyond mere environmental concerns to encompass social and eco-
nomic dimensions (Brundtland, 1987; Vithessonthi, 2009). However,
the pursuit of sustainability has not been without challenges. Critics
argue that the current emphasis on economic growth often side-
lines social and environmental considerations, leading to a trade-off
between short-term gains and long-term sustainability (Bottcher
etal., 2023).

The triple bottom line (TBL) framework, introduced by Elkington
in 1994, sought to address this imbalance by advocating for busi-
nesses to create value not only for shareholders but also for society
and the environment. However, while the TBL has gained traction
as a guiding principle for sustainable business practices, its imple-
mentation remains a challenge. Companies often struggle to bal-
ance conflicting stakeholder interests and face pressure to prioritize
short-term financial gains over long-term sustainability (Elkington,
1994; Opoku et al., 2018). Moreover, measuring and quantifying the
social and environmental impact of business activities poses signif-
icant methodological and practical hurdles, hindering efforts to ef-
fectively integrate sustainability into business models (Arowoshegbe
et al., 2016; Pinkse et al., 2023).

Figure 3 illustrates the complexity of the triple bottom line,
highlighting the interplay between economic, social, and environ-
mental factors. While economic prosperity is essential for societal
well-being, it must be achieved in a manner that is socially inclusive

Sustainable Procurement

Sustainable
procurement

FIGURE 3 Triple bottom line of sustainability (Elkington, 1994).

and environmentally responsible. However, achieving this balance
requires a fundamental reorientation of business models and orga-
nizational practices, challenging entrenched norms and paradigms
(Lépez-Nicolas et al., 2021; Spangenberg, 2005).

While the SDGs offer a compelling vision for a sustainable fu-
ture, their realization hinges on overcoming significant barriers and
challenges. Integrating sustainability into business models requires
not only a shift in mindset but also concrete actions to align eco-
nomic, social, and environmental objectives. This necessitates a
critical examination of existing paradigms and practices, as well as

a commitment to innovation and collaboration across sectors and
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Understanding of the organisation in focus and its
nesting within socio-ecological systems including
the sustainability challenge

Defining the organisation’s vision and goal
nested within the B Sustainability Principles

Decision support and strategic prioritisation
based on a backcasting approach

Concrete actions which bring an organisation
towards their goal and into alignment with the
Sustainability Principles in a stepwise fashion

FIGURE 4 Five-level structure of the FSSD design (Broman & Robért, 2017).

stakeholders (Rizos et al., 2016; Schaltegger et al., 2016). Only
through concerted effort and collective action can businesses truly
contribute to the achievement of the SDGs and pave the way for a
more sustainable and equitable world.

5 | FRAMEWORK FOR STRATEGIC
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Today, while many leaders acknowledge the reality of climate
change, there remains a significant gap in understanding its underly-
ing causes and the urgency for action. Broman and Robért (2017)
highlight this gap, emphasizing the need for a more comprehensive
understanding of the challenges posed by climate change. In re-
sponse to this imperative, the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD) has emerged as a guiding framework for in-
tegrating sustainable practices into business models. By providing
concepts and tools for organizations to align their operations with
sustainability goals, the FSSD offers a pathway for businesses to
address their environmental impact while also reaping competitive
advantages and reducing operational risks and costs (Broman &
Robért, 2017; Gren et al., 2020).

Figure 4 illustrates the hierarchical structure of the FSSD, offer-
ing a multilevel approach to analyzing and addressing sustainability
challenges within organizations. This structured approach enables
firms to identify and mitigate their negative environmental impacts
while fostering collaboration and knowledge exchange among stake-
holders (THE 17 GOALS | Sustainable Development, n.d.). However,
the successful implementation of the FSSD requires a fundamental
shift in organizational culture and values. Van Hoof and Thiell (2014)
emphasize the importance of shared understanding and collabora-
tion in driving sustainable change within organizations. By foster-
ing an environment of information exchange, value sharing, and
problem-solving, firms can effectively navigate the complexities
of sustainability and embed it into their core business practices
(Bottcher et al., 2023; Van Hoof & Thiell, 2014).

The FSSD offers a structured approach to integrating sustain-
ability into business models, providing organizations with the tools
and frameworks needed to address environmental challenges.

However, its successful implementation requires a concerted effort
to align organizational values and practices with sustainability goals.
By embracing sustainability as a core business imperative and align-
ing with global initiatives such as the UN Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), companies can not only mitigate their environmental
impact but also drive innovation, resilience, and long-term value cre-
ation (Rizos et al., 2016; Schaltegger et al., 2016).
Figure 4 illustrates the five-level structure of the FSSD design.

6 | CONNECTING SUSTAINABILITY TO
BUSINESS MODELS

The integration of sustainability into business models represents a
paradigm shift in organizational thinking, with various definitions and
approaches emerging as this concept continues to evolve. Lideke-
Freund (2010) conceptualizes sustainable business models (SBMs)
as those that not only create competitive advantage through supe-
rior customer value but also contribute to the sustainable develop-
ment of both the company and society. In a similar vein, Schaltegger
et al. (2012) advocate for SBMs that incorporate voluntary activities
aimed at addressing social and environmental challenges, thereby
generating positive business outcomes. However, despite these con-
ceptualizations, the literature on sustainable business models remains
somewhat fragmented, reflecting the complex and multifaceted nature
of sustainability within organizational contexts (Bocken et al., 2014).

Bocken et al. (2014) highlight the importance of overcoming struc-
tural and cultural barriers within organizations to effectively integrate
sustainability into business models. They argue that collaboration with
key stakeholders is essential for fostering system-wide sustainability,
underscoring the need for a holistic approach that transcends tradi-
tional organizational boundaries. Despite the ambiguity surrounding
the relationship between sustainability and business models, scholars
are united in their pursuit of integrating economic, social, and envi-
ronmental considerations into value creation and capture processes
(Sinkovics et al., 2021). This convergence of perspectives reflects a
shared objective among researchers to develop actionable frame-
works that address specific sustainability challenges within organiza-
tional contexts.
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However, a significant limitation in current research on sustain-
able business models lies in the fragmentation of knowledge and
the lack of synthesis and consolidation. Liideke-Freund, Bohnsack,
et al. (2018) emphasize the need for a robust and transparent
methodology that synthesizes existing knowledge into actionable
insights. Building on this need for synthesis, Bocken et al. (2014)
propose eight archetypes as a starting point for broadening and
unifying the research agenda on sustainable business models. These
archetypes provide a framework for understanding the diverse ap-
proaches to integrating sustainability into business models, offering
valuable insights for researchers and practitioners alike.

The integration of sustainability into business models represents
a complex and evolving field of study, characterized by diverse
perspectives and approaches. While challenges remain in terms
of synthesis and consolidation, scholars are actively contributing
to a shared objective of advancing sustainable business practices
through the integration of economic, social, and environmental con-
siderations. By addressing these challenges and building on existing
knowledge, researchers can develop actionable frameworks that
empower organizations to navigate the transition toward sustain-

able business models effectively. Figure 5 (Bocken et al., 2014).

7 | BARRIERS FOR SBMS

Addressing barriers to the adoption and implementation of sustain-
able business models (SBMs) is crucial for organizations seeking to
integrate sustainability into their operations effectively. Amshoff
et al. (2015) propose a framework for standardizing SBMs across
different contexts, highlighting the need to distinguish between sus-
tainability's role within the overall business model and its integration
within specific components. This framework underscores the impor-
tance of contextualizing sustainability initiatives to meet the diverse
needs of organizations operating in various sectors and industries.
A significant barrier to the widespread adoption of SBMs lies
in the classification and synthesis of existing knowledge within the
field. Lideke-Freund, Carroux, et al. (2018) emphasize the need for a
new reference system that builds upon and extends existing frame-
works, facilitating a more comprehensive understanding of SBMs.

This call for synthesis reflects the fragmented nature of current

research and the necessity of developing cohesive frameworks that
can guide organizations in their sustainability efforts.

The introduction of “patterns” by Gassmann et al. (2014) offers a
promising avenue for addressing barriers to SBMs by identifying re-
curring themes and solutions to sustainability challenges. However,
the lack of a meta-structure within these patterns hinders their
practical application and scalability. Remane et al. (2016) address
this limitation by proposing a structured approach to bridge the gap
in business model patterns, offering a systematic tool for guiding
firms toward the most suitable patterns for their specific contexts.
By integrating 182 identified patterns and applying them to differ-
ent industries, their research provides a solid foundation for under-
standing the implications of these patterns on business models, thus
overcoming barriers to SBM adoption and implementation.

Addressing barriers to SBMs requires a multifaceted approach
that includes standardization, synthesis of existing knowledge, and
the development of practical tools forimplementation. By leveraging
frameworks that contextualize sustainability initiatives, organiza-
tions can overcome barriers and effectively integrate sustainability
into their business models, paving the way for more sustainable and
resilient enterprises.

In summary, the literature review delves into the evolving discourse
on business models, particularly in the context of sustainability. Despite
the term's origins dating back to the late 1950s, there remains a lack
of consensus on its definition, complicating distinctions between busi-
ness models and strategies. Osterwalder's Business Model Canvas, in-
troduced in 2010, provided a structured framework for balancing value
creation and capture. However, challenges persist in aligning business
strategies with sustainability goals, as highlighted by the United Nations
2030 Agenda and the triple bottom line approach.

Efforts to integrate sustainability into business models, as ev-
idenced by the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
(FSSD), face hurdles such as standardization and synthesis of diverse
knowledge. Nonetheless, scholars continue to contribute valuable
insights into sustainable business models (SBMs), emphasizing the
need for competitive advantage while addressing societal and envi-
ronmental concerns. Overall, the expanded literature review under-
scores the growing significance of sustainability in shaping business
models and strategies, highlighting the ongoing need for innovation

and alignment to navigate contemporary challenges effectively.
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FIGURE 5 Archetypical business models (Bocken et al., 2014).

85U80| 7 SUOWWIOD @A1e8.D 3(qeol(dde ayy Ag pausenob ke ssjoiie YO ‘8sn JO Sa|n. Joj A%iq1T 8ul|UO AB]IM UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SLIBY W00 A 1M Afe.q1 Ul |UOY/:SAHY) SUORIPUOD PUe SWiB | 84} 89S " [¥202/50/0T ] Uo Areiqi8ulluo A1 ‘elfeleureIyo0D Aq T89ZT 88d/TTTT OT/I0p/Wo0 A8 1M Areiq i jpul|uo//Sdny wolj papeojumod ‘0 ‘vzvore9e



CHRISTODOULOU ET AL.

Business Ethics,

-WI LEYJ—7

8 | METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH
DESIGN

To support the critical analysis performed in the literature review
about the relationship between business models and sustainability
within start-ups, a qualitative study was conducted. Qualitative
research provides a comprehensive understanding of rich, contex-
tual, and generally unstructured, non-numeric data that produces
explanations or arguments which are “generalizable” in some way
or have some demonstratable wider resonance (Mason, 2002).
Jamshed (2014) found that by adopting the qualitative method,
the researchers can fine-tune the preconceived notions to en-
vision the thought process and analyze issues from an in-depth
perspective.

Concerns about the accuracy of qualitative research have been
questioned and, thus, Lincoln and Guba (1985) investigated the
absence of validity within qualitative research. They outlined four
fundamental criteria that should be assessed: credibility, reliabil-
ity, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For
each of these concepts are research activities or steps that the re-
searchers should engage in to be able to safeguard or satisfy each
of the previously mentioned criteria and thus attain trustworthiness
(Cypress, 2017). The aspects of these criteria were applied as guide-
lines in this study as a means of justifying the data collected and

theories generated in the next chapter.

9 | RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY:
INTERPRETIVISM

Interpretivism is often the underlying research philosophy associ-
ated with qualitative studies. Interpretivists study meanings to cre-
ate new, rich understandings of organizational realities (Saunders
et al., 2018). The interpretive research paradigm is characterized by
a need to understand the world from a subjective point of view and
seeks to provide an explanation within the frame of reference of the
participant rather than the observer of the action (Ponelis, 2015). In
this type of study, meanings usually emerge toward the end of the
research process (Dudovskiy, 2014). This paper focuses on two pop-
ular interpretivist approaches for collecting qualitative data which
will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. The two techniques
are briefly described below:

1. Interviews—the most common technique that can manifest in
several forms such as face-to-face, via telephone, or in focus

groups (Nickerson, 2022).

the Environment & Responsibility

2. Documentation—secondary information including annual reports,

financial statements, and newspaper articles (Nickerson, 2022).

10 | RESEARCH TYPE: INDUCTIVE
Also in accordance with the preceding philosophy, this research will
seek to create an understanding using an inductive approach, where
theory is built after data collection and analysis (Saunders et al., 2012).
Glaser et al. (1968) pioneered the notion that theory can be gener-
ated inductively, allowing the researchers to gain insight into areas
that cannot be quantified such as behaviors, motivations, and societal
norms. These insights aim to generate meanings from the data col-
lected to identify patterns, resemblances, and regularities within the
research to develop a theory that could explain the observations.
Figure 6 helps to visualize the progression of inductive research.
Information processed using an inductive approach is often re-
ferred to as a “bottom-up,” where no hypotheses can be found in the
initial stages of the research and the nature of the findings is generally
uncertain until the study is complete (Dudovskiy, 2014). An inductive
approach offers a convenient and efficient way to analyze qualitative
data and establish a clear link between the research objectives and the
findings derived from the collected data and ensures that these links
are transparent and defensible (Thomas, 2003).

11 | TIME HORIZON: CROSS-SECTIONAL

For practical reasons, the research conducted in this study was cross-
sectional, meaning the information gathered from respondents was ap-
plicable for a particular instant in time. The data was collected during
two months from the end of June of 2022 through the end of August
2022. A cross-sectional study is appropriate as it is strictly observational,
allowing it to be used as a foundation for future research. By gathering
data once, research and analysis can be completed relatively quickly, and
the flexibility of this study allows the researchers to measure multiple
factors at once (Jansen & O'Ryan, 2020). Overall, due to the time con-
straints given for this research, this mode of data collection is the most

feasible to fulfill the aims of the previously mentioned objectives.

12 | SAMPLING STRATEGY:
NON-RANDOMIZED

Due to the time constraints of this research, four distinct inter-

views took place with individuals in managerial roles related to

GatherData — ) LookforPatterns — ) Develop Theory

Specific level of focus

FIGURE 6 Progression of inductive
research (DeCarlo, 2018).

Analysis General level of focus |
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sustainability and/or strategy. The interviews focused on the
technology industry as this sector continues to face challenges in
the wake of growing climate concerns across the globe. During
the selection of participants for this project, a purposeful sampling
process was used to ensure feasibility and access to relevant data.
A nonrandomized approach allowed the researchers to select indi-
viduals that are compatible with the research question to provide
optimal chances for concepts and theories to be drawn upon con-
cluding the data collection process. All start-ups interviewed were
headquartered in the United Kingdom. A brief synopsis of each
participant and information on their company has been included
in Chapter Four.

13 | DATA COLLECTION METHOD:
INTERVIEWS

To validate the research questions, in-depth interviews were con-
ducted with four technology start-ups in London to explore their
experiences and challenges related to sustainable business models.
The interviews were executed using a semistructured format, allow-
ing the participants to share their stories and insights freely; pro-
viding valuable data on how start-ups are approaching sustainability
issues in their strategic decisions.

The meetings were designed and developed following the general
outline of semi-structured interviews. All interviews were conducted
via Zoom and lasted approximately 20 to 30 minutes overall. The
exact same 14 questions (see Appendix) were asked to all participants.
These questions were carefully crafted to focus on Business Models
and Sustainability, respectively. All data collected was recorded with
the permission of the participants and subsequently transcribed into
text using a transcription software called Dovetail (see Appendix).
Transcribing verbal data allows the researchers to carefully listen to,
pay close attention to, and think deeply about digitally recorded data
situated within a particular interview context (Widodo, 2014).

All communication with potential contacts occurred via LinkedIn
direct message and company email. All companies are within the
tech industry, with different areas of concentration ranging from
food and beverage to financial services. All companies interviewed
declared an organizational size of 11-50 employees. The main
method used to identify prospective participants was LinkedIn's
search function. Using filters and features available on LinkedIn, 24
companies were contacted with a success rate of 17%, resulting in 4
companies being interviewed.

For secondary data collection, a limited amount of accessible infor-
mation existed given the size and age of the companies interviewed.
Before each interview, secondary research was administered to in-
vestigate how the company is connected to the research topic. This
was important as it helped to retrieve information that already exists
in the form of publications or other electronic media (Easterby-Smith
et al., 2018) such as financial documents, annual reports, and so on, to
cast further insight into a phenomenon of interest or to corroborate
other forms of data (Smith et al., 2011).

14 | DATA ANALYSIS METHOD:
GROUNDED THEORY

The strategy used to interpret and analyze data obtained from this
research was Grounded Theory. The qualities of grounded theory rely
on three distinct elements (1) the researchers's expertise, knowledge,
and research skills (2) methodological congruence with the research
question and (3) procedural precision in the use of methods (Tie
et al., 2019). This strategy offers an emergent approach to data col-
lection and analysis—in particular, “hypotheses are not formed in ad-
vance, and instead the literature review is updated parallel to the data
collection, so that both efforts may continuously inform each other”
(Carleton, 2010). Many frameworks have been adapted since the the-
ory's conception, and virtually all refer to “codes” that are designed to
assist in investigating and, ultimately, forming a theory. Figure 7 pro-
vides a deeper perspective on the stages used for grounded theory
data analysis that will be expanded on in Chapter Four.

The open, selective, and theoretical coding strategy facilitates
a cyclical and evolving data loop that allows the collected data to
be assembled, categorized, and thematically sorted, providing
an organized platform for the construction of theory (Williams &
Moser, 2019). These categories allow the researchers to qualita-
tively interpret the data to critically examine findings and possible
contradictions. According to Dudovskiy (2018), these are the four
most popular and effective methods that will be utilized in the data

analysis in the following section:

1. Word and phrase repetitions—scanning primary data for words
and phrases most frequently used by respondents.

2. Primary and secondary data comparisons—comparing the findings
of interviews/relevant data collected with the findings of litera-
ture review and discussing differences between them.

3. Search for missing information—discussions about which aspects of
the issue were not mentioned by respondents despite anticipating
them to be mentioned.

4. Metaphors and analogues—comparing primary research findings to
phenomena from a different area and discussing similarities and

differences

Overall, grounded theory allows the researchers to perform a
comprehensive approach to analysis that integrates learnings and in-
sights gained during the process from a refined and sharpened focus,

providing the most efficient results.

15 | CREDIBILITY

As with any type of methodology, evaluating the quality of research
and the challenges that could have impacted the results is essential.
Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) believe that these challenges can be
mitigated through careful justification of theory building, theoreti-
cal sampling of cases, interviews that limit informant bias, rich pres-

entation of evidence in tables and appendices, and clear statement
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FIGURE 7 Stages used for grounded
theory data analysis (Qureshi &
Unlii, 2020).

/ Theoretical Coding
* Theoretical

of theoretical arguments. The researchers took significant steps to
avoid jeopardizing the credibility of the methodology and the reli-
ability of the emergent theory. This section identifies three obsta-
cles encountered during the study and discusses how they were
resolved.

1. Recognizing the role of literature: As noted in Chapter Three,
the literature review should not be used as a theoretical
background, but rather as data to be used by the analytic
strategies of the research (Ramalho et al., 2015). The researchers
conducted a foundational literature review focusing on gen-
eral conceptualizations of business models and sustainability
frameworks. However, upon completion of the data collec-
tion and analysis stages, the literature review was revisited
and updated to avoid lowering the credibility of this study's
methodological approach.

2. Avoiding preconceived notions: Approaching research with no pre-
conceived ideas that could potentially influence the emergent
data is crucial (Glaser, 1978). This was perhaps the most signifi-
cant obstacle considering the substance of the research question
contained material that was studied by the researchers during
previous modules. To detach personal preconceptions from the
emergent data, the researchers placed greater analysis on the
memos generated during interviews when developing codes and
categories for the theory.

3. Achieving saturation: A major implication of the data collection
process was determining how to measure theoretical saturation
and anticipating when this target was reached. Terminating data
collection too early could lead to an incomplete discovery while
collecting too much data can lead to an unnecessarily amplified
theory. To alleviate this, the constant comparative method was
utilized to ensure that an effective “fit” of the emergent catego-
ries was achieved and that no further categories were emerging
from the data (Abdellah, 2016).
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16 | ANALYSIS

When it comes to the analysis coding took place (extensive details all
provided upon request). Throughout the data collection process for
this research memos were written to capture supportive documen-
tation that could later be analyzed to extract meaning. Memoing is a
flexible practice with no predefined framework; the process can in-
clude notes, pictures, sentences, outlines, and diagrams that are con-
ducive to the researchers for conceptualizing emerging ideas (Glaser
& Holton, 2004). Regardless of how trivial these thoughts, feelings,
and impressions initially appear, the creation of a memo ensures the
preservation of such records that may later prove valuable (Polit &
Beck, 2006). During the data collection portion of this research,
over a dozen memos totaling over 1000 words were recorded by
the researchers. This provided the researchers with a strategy for
maintaining consistency and interconnectedness (Richards, 2005)
by engaging with the data to form potential meanings, codes, and
patterns.

These memos and how they contributed to understanding the
emergent data are mentioned throughout this chapter to support
the conceptual development of the data collected. The identities
of the participants described below have been protected for ethi-
cal reasons. Anonymity was permitted by this qualitative study and
to help stimulate participation. All participants signed a Participant
Information Sheet describing the nature of the study and informing
them on how the data was collected. They also signed a consent
form that granted permission for the data collected to be used by the
researchers. Below is a Table 1 that summarizes the participants in-
terviewed and provides a brief overview of their company's mission.

After the first interview was conducted, the first set of codes
was developed and re-examined until saturation was achieved. By
fracturing the data into manageable portions, the researchers were
able to broadly assign codes that could later be analyzed in greater
detail. While this process could have been done by hand, the use of
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TABLE 1 Overview of participants studied.

Company name Participant role Year founded
1 Ekko Co-founder 2021
2 Good Sustainability lead 2019
Club
3 Clim8 Head of sustainability 2019
4 Allplants Sustainability lead 2016

this program significantly strengthened the consistency and direc-
tional clarity of the initial codes into categories.

The next stage of the coding process, selective coding, focused
on hyper-analyzing the codes identified in the previous stage and
dividing them into categories. A saturation process followed, during
which codes and concepts were reviewed, revised, renamed, added,
and deleted as suggested by Charmaz (2014). The selective coding
stage resulted in three major categories emerging from the data.

The researchers immersed themselves in the data, exhausting
all possible abstract and theoretical concepts that could arise from
the initial coding process (Abdellah, 2016). Taking advantage of a
reductive approach allowed the researchers to identify only those
elements necessary to assess the research question and conduct
a thorough analysis of the data. This process was extensive and
required continuous comparison and revisitation. By cautiously
recoding, the researchers were able to look past the raw data
and read between the lines to achieve greater conceptualization.
Throughout the initial analysis, several codes were altered or
dropped completely as the researchers deemed them relevant or
not. For example, the “realistic expectations” code was compared
to the “responsive decisions” code and led to the combination of
the two into the “open mind” concept displayed above. This system
was instrumental in identifying the three core categories that sur-
faced from the data.

Progressively understanding the underlying meaning of the data
allowed the researchers to decide on 3 tentative categories: (i) ac-
cessibility of resources, (ii) capacity to change, and (iii) curiosity.

Accessibility of resources—This category comprised of codes that
related to how the participants interviewed described the consum-
er's perspective on their product relative to its sustainability aspect.
The data suggested consumers often lack the time, money, and
knowledge to live sustainably. This was often the “problem” that
sparked the creation of the start-ups interviewed.

Decision-making—This category was not as evident as the oth-
ers, however, is suitable as this concept highlights the underly-
ing principles that tend to fuel start-ups. The “Open Mind” code

Tech industry

Financial services

Food and beverage

Financial services

Food and beverage

Background information

Ekko combines fintech, marketplace, open banking
and retail into one transformative app—where
every transaction has a positive reaction

Good Club is an online sustainable grocer and
is hoping to help our fight with plastic and
cardboard packaging through the launch of its
zero-waste delivery service

Investing for climate impact. Portfolios crafted by
Clim8 investment experts that allows you to
make money work for you and the climate

Allplants makes it delicious and easy for anyone to
make the switch toward plants one dish or day
at a time, with delicious, chef-made, plant-based
food straight from their kitchen to yours

supports this category as it emphasizes the participants' attitudes
toward new opportunities and the growth mindset of start-ups.
This category focuses on the cautious but curious subcomponents
that accompany exploration and expansion for the companies in
this study.

Overall, selective coding narrowed the data down to three core
variables, which acted as a specific guide for the final stage of cod-
ing. By confining the data available, the study was able to transition
to focusing on the factors that affect the core variable(s). This foun-
dation is pivotal for the detailed connection to be made in the final
stage. This allowed for the advancement of theoretical coding and
the development of key concepts.

Theoretical coding is considered the final stage of the coding
analysis process and revolves around thinking about how substan-
tive codes relate to each other (Glaser, 1978). Meaning derives
through developing conceptual links that go beyond concepts and
categories; they explore how codes, concepts, and categories are
analogous. Upon saturating the emergent categories, the data
was thoroughly synthesized, and the core phenomenon began to
emerge. After extensive analysis, the core concept that emerged
was “resilience as a component of sustainable decision-making.”
Recognizing how the relationships between the three separate vari-
ables mentioned in the previous stage are interrelated allowed the
core concept to surface. Resilience, in the broader sense, revealed
itself frequently within the data and appeared to be a uniting fac-
tor upon validation. As the categories progressed and developed,
the core concept consistently established itself as a vital element
in decision-making, particularly in the context of the uncertainty
associated with sustainability.

The core concept of “resilience as a component of sustainable
decision making” supports the pursuit of the research question and
objectives and attempts to predict the interplay between sustain-
able business models and competitive advantage. The insights un-
covered through grounded theory allowed the core phenomenon to
move into an emergent theory that will be defended in the following
section.
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17 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Culminating our exploration, we now turn to the final part of our study.
Our central research focus was to investigate what key success factors
are crucial within business models to foster enduring value creation for
sustainability-focused start-ups. In doing so, we examined how com-
panies in the sample approach strategic planning for their sustainable
business models, with a focus on the role of resilience in achieving long-
term sustainability. Resilience, as defined by Marchese et al. (2018),
refers to a system's ability to prepare for threats, recover, and adapt
following a disruptive or stressful event. Through analysis, it was deter-
mined that adaptability and convenience were key factors in promoting
resilience, aligning with the research question's objectives. In today's
fast-paced business landscape, the ability to adapt is essential for effec-
tive leadership. This requires critical and creative thinking, comfort with
ambiguity, risk-taking, and the capacity to rapidly adjust to new situa-
tions while continuously evaluating them. While not a novel concept,
adaptability has become a critical success factor for start-ups that op-
erate in an ever-changing environment. Unlike larger companies, start-
ups do not follow a predetermined formula for decision-making. Their
agility in making quick changes can be the difference between success
and failure. An individual participating in a study on adaptability stated
that they change decisions quickly to avoid following outdated trends.
Instead, they aim to anticipate and create future trends: “...we change
decisions very quickly or we add to our, you know, our roadmap [sic.
whatever it is] very quickly because we want to make sure that we're
not doing something that was a trend five years ago. We, we need to
make sure we're doing something that's actually going to be the trend
in five years. So it's, it's really thinking, thinking forward.”

Adaptability and resilience are critical for sound decision-making
that can withstand the test of time. Both aspects offer different per-
spectives on evolving situations, enabling companies to shift their
thinking and make the best decision that will benefit them in the
long run. In the realm of business models, adaptability is a vital com-
ponent of strategic planning for companies that want to outperform
their competitors and generate lasting value. In the realm of sustain-
able decision-making, it is vital to possess adaptability and resilience.
These qualities allow for a comprehensive evaluation of an evolving
situation, enabling a thoughtful and effective response that carries
valuable insights and learning into the future (Davis et al., 2014).
Within the framework of business models, adaptability stands as a
crucial factor for strategic planning, allowing companies to outshine
their competitors and create long-term value.

When it comes to convenience factor, in the wake of the pan-
demic, customer satisfaction has become increasingly reliant on it.
In fact, during the initial analysis stage, convenience was the most
frequently discussed topic. The data collected revealed that conve-
nience, or similar phrases, were mentioned a total of 15 times, un-
derscoring its importance for success. One noteworthy observation
was that customers tend to be hesitant to alter their daily routines,

which is particularly true for their day-to-day operations.

-WI LEYH

the Environment & Responsibility

This was one of the key barriers identified during analysis and

can be seen from Participant 4's insight on the issue:

This is actually, it's often the reason why people are
sort of hesitant to live a vegan lifestyle is because
they don't know where to start and it can get over-
whelming very quickly. But having easy access to the
dishes we offer is solving the issue of getting each
ingredient individually and overall saves time on the

cooking aspect.

In multiple instances, the solution to encouraging a sustainable
lifestyle appeared to rely heavily on convenience to persuade con-

sumers to shift their preferences. Participant 3 stated:

...if you could take a lazy person, right, who acknowl-
edges climate change, who doesn't want to do any-
thing extra on their day or spend any more money,
this product will make it easy, convenient, and make
it effortless for them to make that difference and

tangible...

The role of convenience cannot be overstated in driving business
opportunities, especially for sustainability-focused companies that
aspire to remain relevant and visible. As the future of business is ex-
pected to become increasingly uncertain and competitive, it is para-
mount to understand convenience as a subcomponent of resilience
when making business decisions. This understanding can create an
effective avenue for long-term value creation.

The comparative analysis imposed by grounded theory can yield
two possible types of theory: substantive and formal. Substantive
theories arise from work in a specific area and do not attempt to
theorize outside the existing area of investigation. Formal theory,
on the other hand, can explain concepts across a range of situa-
tions. The research presented herein leans more toward substantive
theory and can be considered a “springboard or steppingstone” for
additional discoveries to be made, as posited by Glaser and Strauss
(1967). Overall, this research presents a valuable contribution to the

existing literature on the topic.

18 | CONTRIBUTION AND IMPLICATIONS
The research findings offer substantive contributions to the under-
standing of how technology start-up companies in London can ef-
fectively integrate sustainability into their business models.

The study presents a comprehensive framework that elucidates
the crucial factors contributing to competitive advantage in this con-
text. By synthesizing various strands of research, including theories
on business models and sustainability, our work provides a valuable

foundation for future scholarly inquiries.
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18.1 | Contributions for theorists

This study makes a significant contribution to the field of qualita-
tive research by advancing our understanding of data analysis tech-
niques. It provides a comprehensive exploration of memoing, coding,
and selective coding, offering valuable insights into their practical
application in qualitative analysis. The flexible memoing approach
employed in this research enables the systematic capture of emerg-
ing ideas, thoughts, and impressions, thereby enriching the data
collection process. Researchers can benefit from this methodology,
which breaks down data into manageable portions and refines codes
into coherent categories, facilitating the identification of underlying
themes and patterns in qualitative data.

Moreover, this study underscores the importance of theoretical
coding as the final stage of the analysis process. By demonstrating
how substantive codes can be linked conceptually to form a founda-
tion for emergent theory development, it offers researchers a road-
map for uncovering deeper layers of meaning within their data. This
advancement contributes to the enhancement of knowledge and
understanding in qualitative research practices.

The introduction of the concept of “resilience as a component of
sustainable decision-making” represents a significant contribution
to academic discourse. This concept has the potential to catalyze
further theoretical exploration within the context of sustainable
business models. Given the pivotal role of resilience in navigating
evolving and uncertain environments, it holds relevance for re-
searchers across sustainability and business strategy domains.

Furthermore, this research aligns with the tradition of develop-
ing substantive theories, focusing on specific areas of investigation.
In accordance with Glaser and Strauss's conceptualization, this study
serves as a “springboard” for additional discoveries within the same
domain, thereby enriching the theoretical foundation and knowl-

edge base of the field.

18.2 | Implications for practitioners

From a critical standpoint, this research provides significant implica-
tions for practitioners engaged in data management and decision-
making processes. It highlights the importance of memoing as a tool
for organizing and preserving insights during data collection. While
memoing can enhance data management, its effectiveness may vary
depending on the thoroughness and consistency of its application,
posing challenges for practitioners to maintain comprehensive re-
cords amidst the complexity of qualitative research.

The study emphasizes adaptability and convenience as critical
success factors for sustainability-focused start-ups. While these
insights offer valuable guidance, practitioners must critically assess
their applicability within their specific business contexts. Adapting
to evolving consumer preferences and market dynamics requires a
nuanced understanding of the trade-offs involved, which may pose
challenges for practitioners striving to balance sustainability goals
with commercial viability.

Furthermore, the research advocates for prioritizing resilience
within business models, acknowledging the need to navigate rapidly
changing and uncertain environments. However, practitioners must
critically evaluate the feasibility of integrating resilience strategies into
their existing frameworks, considering potential resource constraints
and organizational capabilities. Implementing resilience-centered
strategies may require substantial investments in training, technology,
and organizational culture, posing challenges for practitioners seeking
to align sustainability objectives with operational realities.

The emphasis on convenience as a driver of customer satisfac-
tion raises questions about the trade-offs between convenience
and sustainability. While convenience may enhance consumer adop-
tion of sustainable practices, it may also perpetuate unsustainable
consumption patterns and exacerbate environmental degradation.
Practitioners must critically evaluate the ethical implications of
convenience-driven strategies, balancing short-term gains in cus-
tomer satisfaction with long-term sustainability goals.

Moreover, while adaptability is presented as a core principle in
decision-making, particularly for start-ups, practitioners must crit-
ically assess the risks associated with rapid changes. While agility
can confer a competitive advantage, it may also increase organiza-
tional vulnerability to market disruptions and regulatory changes.
Practitioners must critically evaluate the trade-offs between agility
and stability, considering the long-term implications for organiza-
tional resilience and sustainability.

The concept of “resilience as a component of sustainable decision-
making” offers a strategic framework for practitioners to navigate com-
plex and uncertain environments. However, practitioners must critically
evaluate the feasibility of implementing resilience-centered strategies
within their organizational contexts, considering competing priorities
and resource constraints. Effectively integrating resilience into decision-
making processes may require organizational restructuring, cultural
transformation, and stakeholder engagement, posing significant chal-
lenges for practitioners striving to foster long-term value creation.

While this research offers valuable insights for practitioners,
it also underscores the need for critical reflection and contextual
adaptation. Practitioners must critically assess the applicability and
feasibility of the proposed strategies within their specific organiza-
tional contexts, recognizing the inherent trade-offs and complexities
involved in integrating sustainability into business practices.

In summary, this research not only enhances theoretical under-
standing but also offers practical insights, bridging the gap between
academic exploration and real-world application. It contributes
to a deeper comprehension of resilience within the context of
sustainability-focused start-ups, benefiting both the academic and

practitioner communities.

19 | RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

This theory offers valuable guidance to business leaders looking
to apply interrelated concepts to their organizations. For a deeper
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understanding of each topic, we recommend independent research
on every concept identified in the previous chapter. This approach
may lead to the development of new frameworks, with research
findings forming the basis for future agendas.

Our paper lays the groundwork for creating long-term value
through effective decision-making, which may be relevant to other
emergent theories. Future research could explore the impact within
organizations facing similar situations, considering comparable pa-
rameters. Additionally, it is important to examine the implications of
neglecting sustainability within business models.

Our study serves as a feasible starting point for further research
in the field of sustainable business models. We have identified
key issues that require attention in future studies. To expand the
scope of our research, we suggest conducting additional sampling.
Comparing results with the assumptions presented in this paper
would provide a more comprehensive understanding of the subject
and make a valuable contribution to the field.

20 | STUDY LIMITATIONS

Although the study was conducted with great care and thorough-
ness, there were certain limitations that prevented the data from
reaching its full potential. One of the primary constraints was the
size of the population.

The benchmarking process posed specific challenges. While
many companies were contacted to participate in the research, it
was difficult to find those who were willing to openly share their
opinions and engage in honest discussions during the interviews.
Therefore, the interviewees were not randomly selected but were
chosen based on their willingness to participate in an open dialog
where they could freely express their thoughts.

Some of the individuals contacted did not meet the research cri-
teria, while others took longer than expected to respond, and some
never responded at all. These factors limited the scope of the re-
search and hindered the understanding of the start-up environment,
which negatively impacted the ability to conduct a comprehensive
analysis of the research. Although the results are still reliable, small
sample sizes may not be representative of the population, indicating
that further research may be necessary.

Another constraint was the limited availability of data. Obtaining
information that was not directly available would have been uneth-
ical and would have compromised the reliability of the study. The
use of secondary sources was also limited, as the interview did not
always cover internal documents. Collecting additional relevant doc-
uments with the interviewees' consent could have further validated
the results of this research, making it an important limitation.
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