BBS i‘V’ COPENHAGEN BUSINESS SCHOOL

HANDELSHAJSKOLEN

Sustainable Business Models and Organizational Boundaries
A Literature Review

Bjartmarz, Thordis Katla; Bocken, Nancy M. P.

Document Version
Final published version

Published in:
Business Strategy and the Environment

DOI:
10.1002/bse.3837

Publication date:
2024

License
CC BY

Citation for published version (APA):
Bjartmarz, T. K., & Bocken, N. M. P. (2024). Sustainable Business Models and Organizational Boundaries: A
Literature Review. Business Strategy and the Environment, 33(7), 6716-6736. https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.3837

Link to publication in CBS Research Portal

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us (research.lib@cbs.dk) providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 04. Jul. 2025

A
<5
o

C)cems  piLm



https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.3837
https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.3837
https://research.cbs.dk/en/publications/e6b17536-de2b-4a86-b801-3b2cfc658c36

Received: 6 December 2023 Revised: 25 April 2024

W) Check for updates

Accepted: 23 May 2024

DOI: 10.1002/bse.3837

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Business Strategy

B
and the Environment 2 E Wl LEY

Sustainable business models and organizational boundaries—A

literature review

Thordis Katla Bjartmarz® © |

1CBS Sustainability Centre, Department of
Management, Society and Communication,
Copenhagen Business School, Frederiksberg,
Denmark

2Maastricht Sustainability Institute, School of
Business and Economics, Maastricht
University, Maastricht, The Netherlands

Abstract

Correspondence

Thordis Katla Bjartmarz, CBS Sustainability
Centre, Department of Management, Society
and Communication, Copenhagen Business
School, Dalgas Have 15, 2000 Frederiksberg,
Denmark.

Email: tbj.msc@cbs.dk

Funding information

Thank you to the Independent Research Fund
Denmark (grant number 1127-00024B) for
their funding of Thordis Bjartmarz” PhD
fellowship. Nancy Bocken was funded by the
European Union's Horizon 2020's European
Research Council (ERC) funding scheme under
grant agreement No 850159, project

Circular X.

tional boundaries.

KEYWORDS

models, value chain

1 | INTRODUCTION

With increasing evidence of the negative human impact on ecosys-
tems (Crutzen, 2006; Steffen et al., 2015), companies need to rethink
their strategies and adopt a sustainable business model (Comin
et al., 2020; Hahn & Tampe, 2021). These challenges require radical
and transformational innovations and change in how humans relate to
the nature and how wealth is distributed, and social injustice mini-
mized (Ergene et al., 2021) in a time where there have mostly been
incremental changes and few key actors trying to play a role in the

solutions. Concepts such as circularity (Pedersen et al, 2019),

Abbreviations: BMI, Business model innovation; CE, Circular economy; CSR, Corporate social
responsibility; SDGs, Sustainable development goals; TBL, Triple bottom line; WoS, Web of
Science.

Nancy M. P. Bocken?

Social and environmental challenges are forcing organizations to develop sustainable
business models (SBMs). Literature on SBMs has identified the importance of stake-
holders and collaboration. Collaboration and positions of stakeholders within the
value-chain opens the discussion about organizational boundaries and their role in
enhancing or hindering sustainable business model innovation. Through a literature
review, this study analyzes 53 papers at the intersection of SBMs and boundaries to
clarify how SBMs change organizational boundaries, and how these boundaries affect
the sustainability values of organizations. We aim to identify key stakeholders, who
hold negotiation power at organizational boundaries. The paper identifies important
managerial questions that may assist organizations in the process of unpacking sus-
tainable value and broaden their scope of key stakeholders. Finally, we formulate

future research areas to advance research at the intersection of SBMs and organiza-

boundaries, boundary work, organizational boundaries, sustainability, sustainable business

the triple-bottom line of people, profit, and planet (Elkington, 1998;
Joyce & Paquin, 2016) and regeneration (Hahn & Tampe, 2021;
Konietzko et al., 2023) are pushing business models towards a more
holistic approach where the involvement of more diverse set of stake-
holders than before becomes part of the solutions of today's ecosys-
2023; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008).
Furthermore, business models are also under pressure to be adapted

tems challenges (Bocken,

with increased technological innovations within their elements, for
example, use of blockchain in supply chains (Jraisat et al., 2023) and
use of big data to drive innovations (Sahoo et al., 2023).

The concept of business models is relatively new in management
studies (Zott et al., 2011) and the focus of sustainability within it even
newer (Massa et al., 2017). Despite the recent history, the sustainable
business model literature is vast and defines sub-categories, arche-

types, or general strategies for sustainable business models (SBMs),
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such as the bottom-of-the-pyramid strategy or circular business
model, where the aim is to assist in identifying ways organizations can
move forward in their path for sustainability (Bocken et al., 2014).
Although there is not one definition of a sustainable business model
(Lozano, 2018), it is clear that it is about value, not only for customers
but also for the society, natural environment and other stakeholders
such as suppliers, customers, and employees (Stubbs &
Cocklin, 2008). Hence, multi-stakeholder management is essential
(Evans et al., 2017; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008),
and multiple sustainability values need to be integrated into the busi-
ness model and value chain (Abdelkafi & Tauscher, 2016; Bocken
et al., 2014; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008).

The role of stakeholders is becoming more important in a business
model as their demands, expertise, and individual values impact the
overall value each company can and will deliver (Lozano, 2018;
Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). This is further supported by a study by
Ordonez-Ponce et al. (2021) on collaborative business models who
found that organizations are realizing the benefit of partnering beyond
their organizational boundaries. A collaborative business model, where
resources are shared across boundaries—especially the sustainability,
human, and organizational resources—is considered having the largest
positive impact on the environmental challenges and contribute to
community sustainability (Ordonez-Ponce et al., 2021). This guides the
key aspect this article will focus on, that is, the role of organizational
boundaries and boundary activities in the development of SBMs. Busi-
ness models are widely diverse in the way they are structured and orga-
nized involving various potential permutations at the levels of the value
proposition, value creation and delivery, and value capture to deliver
greater levels of sustainability (Bocken et al., 2014; Ludeke-Freund
et al., 2019; Richardson, 2008). Hence, understanding how “organiza-
tions work, how they shape and are shaped by the society” becomes
an essential question (Meyer & Waldorff, 2022; p.21). A business model
innovation in essence is about a change in boundaries of the firm,
where key activities are expanded or added, often at the expense of
another business' activity (Zott et al., 2011; Zott & Amit, 2010).

Organizational boundaries represent various demarcations, ten-
sions, influence, and logics that are at play within and around an orga-
nization (Santos & Eisenhardt, 2005). They represent the physical
boundaries of the organization and can be, for example, impacted by
people (boundary spanners/spanning), activities (boundary work), and
artifacts (boundary objects). These boundaries are often socially con-
structed and negotiated by multiple stakeholders (Heracleous, 2004).
SBMs depict the core of the business, its organizational values, and
the stakeholder relations the organization has in its arsenal. SBMs
can, therefore, play a vital role in transforming businesses and human
action towards more sustainable development (Bocken, 2023) by
understanding, constructing, and negotiating the boundaries at play
within and across the business model. The strategic decision on which
activities to conduct inhouse and which ones to outsource in business
model innovation (Chesbrough, 2017) becomes even more relevant in
the field of sustainability where issues go beyond company bound-
aries and require joint solutions (Bocken & Konietzko, 2022;
Konietzko et al., 2020).

So, what is the value of a literature review on this topic? Although
literature review articles often face problems and areas for critique,
such as lack of relevance, lack of transparency, or selection bias
(Haddaway et al., 2020), if well-conceived and executed, they present
great opportunities for enhancing theory development (Post
et al., 2020). This study aims to advance knowledge on organizations
who are in the process of creating and advancing sustainability solu-
tions by looking at which boundary activities are at play in the process
of innovating business models for sustainability. The objective is to
understand the activities, the players involved in constructing and
negotiating the boundaries, and the implications for sustainability.
This literature review follows the goal by Post et al. (2020) of exposing
emerging perspectives to identify emerging theoretical perspectives
on phenomena, that is, what can be learnt from studies at the
intersection of organizational boundaries and SBMs. This guides the
structure of this review which addresses the following research ques-
tions: How are the literature fields on organizational boundaries and
SBMs interlinked? How do these linkages help solve sustainability
challenges?

This paper aims to deliver the following theoretical and practical
contributions. First, it will provide new insights to the field of Sustain-
able Business Models (SBMs) by understanding the role of boundaries,
boundary activities, and boundary relationships in SBMs. Through this,
the paper aims to strengthen the sustainability literature agenda by
identifying how various boundaries and relationships within SBMs
contribute to (more forms of) value creation. Second, our study con-
tributes to literature on organizational boundaries, a stream that has a
long history in academia, where the role of boundaries and boundary
activities in advancing an organizational sustainability agenda is ana-
lyzed and understood. This leads to the managerial contribution of
this article. This study brings to light which organizational boundaries
are at play within and across SBMs, and whether those
boundaries drive or hinder sustainability impact. The paper also offers
guiding questions for management to assist in the process of under-
standing boundaries within their business model.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. Section 2
describes the methodology including a detailed description of the
decisions and processes. Section 3 is the literature analysis of
the 53 articles identified. The final section discusses the research and

management contributions, limitations, and future research.

2 | METHODOLOGY

The focus of this review is to identify research at the intersection of
organizational boundaries and SBMs. By doing so, the research fol-
lows a social constructionism philosophy (Morgan & Smircich, 1980)
where knowledge is co-created between the data and the researcher
to make the “world” intelligible and understandable. The research
identifies what kind of boundaries play a role in the literature, and
which aspects of SBMs are used to minimize and/or solve sustainabil-
ity challenges. The aim is to expose and tackle emerging sustainability

issues (Post et al., 2020) which are defined in the main literature
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sampling. This literature review process follows four steps: (1)
sample generation, (2) sample screening, (3) coding/categorizing,

(4) analysis.

2.1 | Sample generation

The literature review's focus was to identify literature where all three
topics (boundaries, business models, and sustainability) were present
in an active manner, that is, wording within articles clearly state the
use of some boundaries, some aspects of a business model, and some
sustainability issue trying to be solved. The literature search process
was conducted in Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus. The choice to
work with WoS and Scopus is based on the detailed evaluation done
by Gusenbauer and Haddaway (2020), who evaluated 28 search
databases based on strict quality criteria. Their findings show that
only 14 out of the 28 databases are well-suited for evidence

TABLE 1  Main sample search, screening, and results.

Stage Activity

[ ] 3
and the Environment (s E_WI LEYJ_

synthesis, like literature review work, meeting all the necessary
requirements identified. WoS and Scopus were two of these
14 search databases and considered suitable for principal search sys-
tem. (Gusenbauer & Haddaway, 2020). Furthermore, Scopus offers
the largest pool of scientific papers from a broad variety of journals
and WoS brings journals not included in Scopus to the search
(Méndez-Ledn et al., 2022). The first part of the search was con-
ducted in July 2022, which meant that the search only included arti-
cles published until that time. For the quality of the literature review,
a new search was conducted in April 2023 to include the remaining
articles published in 2022.

Table 1 gives an overview of the overall process in steps two and
three; sample generation, screening, and results from the database
selected for this review. The search string underwent four iterations
before the final version (see Table 1) was applied. The keywords in
the search string were identified from organizational boundary litera-

ture (e.g. Jeger et al., 2020) and aimed to include as many versions of

Results

WoS Scopus Total

Search string e ALL FIELDS (Boundar* OR “organi?ation* boundar*” OR 890 3078 3968
“boundar* management” OR “Boundar* work” OR
“boundar* spanning” OR “Boundar* object” OR “boundar*
brokering” OR “boundar™ bridg*” OR “boundar* buffering”
OR “boundar* crossing”) AND (Sustainab* OR “Corporate
Sustainab*” OR “Corporate Social Responsib*’ OR “Social

Responsib*’ OR “ESG”)

e LIMITED TO articles, English, YEAR 2002-2022,

e WoS categories selected: management, business, sociology,
social sciences interdisciplinary, business finance

e scopus categories selected: business, management and

accounting, social sciences

Screening 1
findings further down

Screening 2

Screening 3

Search within all articles on “business model*” limits the 40 232 272

Search for duplicates: Excluded from Scopus search numbers 20 252

Title/abstract/article screening: Article exclusion criteria

1. The article had no mention of business model concepts and
had no organizational focus but rather a state, governance,

policy focus.

2. The use of sustainability in the article had nothing to do
with environmental and/or social sustainability but rather

sustainable practices, meaning in continuous.

3. The use of boundaries was not of value (e.g. planetary
boundaries, boundaries of study, etc.) or just a brief
mention of firm boundaries in the body of the article.

Total excluded
Total articles included after screening 3

Search 2

screening
Screening 4 Screening based on exclusion criteria above

Screening 5

19 190 209
21 22 43

New search in April 2023 - Number of articles before 4 65

Snowballing method - Manual selection of potentially relevant 2

papers which emerged through “cited in” function, from

review articles or papers citing the selected papers

Final number Total articles for the main literature review

53
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boundaries as possible. With regards to sustainability keywords, the
idea was to keep the keywords broad to include as many subjects as
possible. The conscious focus on boundaries and sustainability in the
search string, and subsequent search for articles on business models
in this broader sample, resulted from the trial-and-error phase, where
the use of “business model” term at the start was found to be too
restrictive. To follow the quality criteria identified in Gusenbauer and
Haddaway (2020) and to eliminate sampling bias, the search process
and selection/exclusion criteria are documented to increase replicabil-

ity and transparency of the study.

2.2 | Sample screening

The next step in the process was to develop an exclusion criterion
to determine the final group of articles to be as focused as possible
to the literature streams and topics chosen for the literature review
analysis. First, the title, keywords, and abstract were analyzed for
each article, and if needed, the article was screened to confirm the
inclusion/exclusion of the article. The exclusion criterion was divided
into three parts: (1) There was no mention of business modelf(s),
parts of business models, but the article instead had, for example, a
governance or policy focus; (2) the use of boundaries within the arti-
cle had little to do with organizational boundaries, but rather, for
example, with planetary boundaries, which although of great impor-
tance for sustainability does not constitute as organizational bound-
aries as defined in the literature, or if the boundaries were of
organizational nature, the mention throughout the article was only
minor and of negligible theoretical importance; (3) the sustainability
focus was missing in the article or was about the survival of the
organization rather than social, environmental or governance-based
sustainability. The strict criteria ensured that the 53 final articles
(Appendix A) had a somewhat strong foundation of SBMs and orga-
nizational boundaries literature, and all have a sustainability angle, as

seen in Figure 1.

Boundaries
literature

v

2.3 | Sample coding and categorizing

After the screening and exclusion of the articles, 53 articles remained
for the main literature review analysis. These 53 articles were then
coded, using Excel. The focus of the coding was on identifying which
types of organizational boundaries/boundary activities were pre-
sented in the papers, which sustainability aspect the articles tried to
address, and which aspect/different types of business models were
being analyzed. Besides the identified codes, a categorization on pub-
lication journal, publication year, and countries the article focused on

was maintained for a statistical overview of the articles in the dataset.

24 | Data analysis

Data analysis was conducted in two steps: (1) analyzing and depicting
the statistical overview of the dataset and (2) deep dive into the codes
of boundaries, business models, and sustainability. The first step con-
sisted of analyzing and depicting the statistical overview of the data-
set, by analyzing the journals publishing these kinds of articles, the
development of work over the years, and the countries being repre-
sented in the articles. This overview helps in understanding the back-
ground of the literature, the development of the topic over the years,
and which journals have been influential in developing the research
on SBMs and organizational boundaries.

The next step of the analysis was a deep dive into the codes of
Boundaries. The aim was to learn and understand which boundaries
were at play and how the boundary themes interacted or related to
SBMs. Each article was carefully analyzed and then placed under the
code of Boundaries with a description of what boundary theory was
used. From there, an overview of which boundaries/boundary activi-
ties were most written about was created, and how these different
boundary themes were linked to the concepts of business models.
Under the code of Business models, the articles were further analyzed

to identify which type or aspects of the business model were being

53 articles for the

ustainable

Sustainability Business
literature Model
literature

main literature
review

FIGURE 1 Literature streams and
their intersection for main literature
review.

8518017 SUOWILIOD BAIeER1D) 3|gedldde 3y} Ag peusenob aJe s3ole O !N 0S8N 1oy Akeiq 1T aUljUO A8]IA UO (SUO I IPUOD-PLE-SURYW0D" A3 | 1M AReq1 U JUO//SaNY) SUORIPUOD pue SWie | 83 88S *[7202/90/8T] Uo Ariqiauliuo A3 ‘|00yos sseusng usBeyuedod Aq Z£8€ 850/200T 0T/I0PW00" &3] 1w Areiqjeul JUo//Sdiy woly papeojumod ‘0 ‘9€80660T



BJARTMARZ and BOCKEN

Business Strategy

used in the paper. This allowed for a broader picture of the interlink-
ing of boundaries to different types of business models or parts within
the business model. Lastly, under the code of sustainability, the sus-
tainability issue or challenge being addressed in the papers was listed
up. This allowed the analysis to uncover which sustainability issues
appear to have the highest focus within the literature, and to under-
stand where there are potential opportunities and/or gaps lie in utiliz-
ing boundaries and SBMs for sustainability solutions. These main
analytical steps should contribute to answer the main research ques-

tions of the paper.

3 | RESULTS: THEINTERCONNECTEDNESS
OF BOUNDARIES, BUSINESS MODELS, AND
SUSTAINABILITY

3.1 |
statistics

The literature review - general overview and

The strict literature search criteria identified 53 articles that include
business models, organizational boundaries/boundary activities, and
sustainability in some active form or another. The various boundaries,
business model aspects, and sustainability themes are listed in
Appendix A. According to the search, the active interlinking of these
literature streams appears to be a relatively new approach, with the
first articles published in 2014. Figure 2 lists how the 53 identified
publications are spread throughout the years, from the first one iden-
tified in 2014 to 2022. The articles published in 2014 and 2015 were
focused on environmental sustainability and carbon emissions, but the
sustainability focus of the published articles becomes more varied
with more articles published each year. In 2022, the sustainability
topics included circularity, sustainable energy, social change, sustain-
able food systems, and sustainable development goals (SDGs), to
name a few. An interesting point is the large increase in published arti-
cles on the topic from nine articles in 2021 to 15 articles in 2022.

16
14
12

10

(o]

(o)}

IS

N

FIGURE 2 Number of 0
publications per year (Wo$S and 2014 2015
Scopus).

and the Environment &g@ E_WI L EYJ_S

Although the sustainability focus of the articles varied, seven out of
the 15 articles (46.7%) used a concept of boundary spanners/span-
ning, which refers to the actors and/or activities at and across bound-
aries and their relationships. Further attention to this boundary will be
paid in Section 3.2.1.

The diversity of where these articles were published is worth
mentioning. Out of the 53 articles, 28 articles (52.8%) were published
in the same seven journals (Figure 3).

Most papers were published in the journals Journal of Cleaner Pro-
duction, Sustainability, and Business Strategy & the Environment. Of the
five articles in Business Strategy & the Environment, three were pub-
lished in 2022, which shows it is an emerging area. Six articles were
divided between Business & Society, Industrial Marketing Management,
and International Journal of Entrepreneurial Venturing, each with two
articles. The remaining 47% was spread out in various journals ranging
from Corporate Governance journals to supply chain focused journals,
where each journal had one article published on the subject. A full list
of journals can be found in Appendix A. Lastly, the division of the
papers into conceptual or empirical papers (Figure 4) shows that most
papers in the dataset are empirical, indicating that the evidence used
in this review has some empirical implications. Out of the 37 empirical

analyzed papers, 19 were case studies with 1-10 cases.

3.2 | The literature review - theoretical linkage
and results

3.21 | Organizational boundaries, boundary
activities, and business models

It became clear from reviewing the literature that some aspects of
organizational boundaries and boundary activities are more commonly
used than others. Table 2 lists the main boundary themes in the data-
set, examples of their use, and an established definition in the litera-

ture stream.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
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Journal of Sustainability Business Technological Business & Industrial International
Cleaner Strategy and forecasting and Society Marketing Journal of
Production the social change Management Entrepreneurial

Environment Venturing

FIGURE 3 Top seven journals where the articles were published.

= Conceptual papers

= Empirical papers

FIGURE 4 Division of papers into conceptual and empirical
papers.

The six concepts in Table 2 were derived from the 53 articles in
the dataset. The analysis of the themes showed that some themes
have a similar meaning despite having different labels, for example,
business models as boundaries vs. system boundaries. Both focus on
the functional dimensions of the organization in some form or
another, that is, departments, stakeholders, group of stakeholders,
internal organizational environment, and the external environment.

The first theme (Table 2), boundary spanners/spanning, is the most
used boundary concept in the literature, either as a main boundary
theory or combined with another boundary aspect. Since all the arti-

cles have a business model focus, one reason for the high boundary

spanning/spanner focus could be that they build on Zott and Amit's
highly cited paper on Business Model Design, (2010) where they view
business models as systems of activities and relationships that can
span the boundaries of companies and potentially creating new ones,
that is, with and through partnerships, customer and/or supplier rela-
tionships. Activities, and the stakeholders involved in these activities,
that are boundary spanning, create transactions that can lead to an
adaptation of, or innovated business model (Pereira et al., 2022), here
including SBMs. SBMs help in defining various stakeholders and their
relationship to and with the organization, from a broader perspective
than just economic. “While most business model concepts take a single-
actor or ‘egocentric’ perspective of one focal firm, some scholars point to
the importance of multi-actor concepts and extended value definitions in
the context of sustainability” (Breuer et al., 2018, p. 258). Brennan and
Tennant (2018) in their paper on sustainable value and trade-offs
define business models according to the partners needed to bring
forth sustainability and the ways in which these partners use SBMs as
boundary spanners to work on shared values for sustainability. It is
therefore the value creation of these partnerships and their collabora-
tion that spans the boundaries of the organization. The need for
multi-stakeholder (i.e., boundary spanners) involvement in sustainable
value creation is supported by other articles in the review, and the
role of relationships within and across sustainable business model
(innovation) is put forward as important for the advancement of these
business models (Lashitew et al., 2020; Velter et al., 2020; Ystrém
et al.,, 2021). Boundary spanners should “be visionaries and frontrun-
ners, openminded and able to look beyond their own domain or working
area” (Ystrom et al., 2021, p. 1).

The second theme often utilized in the literature is the use of
boundaries as physical, or the firm boundary's theme. Schiavone et al.

(2022) discuss how the business model in manufacturing changes with
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TABLE 2 Top boundary themes from the literature review.

Boundary spanners

Physical/tangible
boundaries

Business models as
boundaries

Boundary work

System boundaries

Organizational
boundaries

Definition

Actors and/or activities at and across
boundaries and their relationships
(Rosenkopf & Nerkar, 2001; Zietsma &
Lawrence, 2010)

Formal rules, job descriptions,
buildings, gates, budgets, etc.
(Hernes, 2004)

Boundaries between departments or
functions (also known as functional
boundaries in literature)

(Cross & Cummings, 2004)

“The attempts of actors to create,
shape and disrupt boundaries.”
(Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010, p. 190)

The acknowledgment of an
organization's ecosystem and the
groups/stakeholders needed to adhere
to sustainable principles (Broman &
Robeért, 2017)

Organizational boundaries are the
“tools by which individuals and groups
struggle over and come to agree upon
definition of reality” (Lamont &
Molnér, 2002, p. 168).

Examples of use

Multiple stakeholders and partners are
needed to reach shared value creation
for sustainability

The physical placement and businesses
need rethinking/re-evaluating to
adhere to sustainable practices

The conceptual tool of the business
model allows organizations to analyze
their DNA and what should be
included/excluded. This allows
organizations to identify core values

Boundary work in sustainable business
models is about identifying and
accommodating the different
perspectives of each stakeholder
involved in the business model

The impact of an organization and its
stakeholders can be localized or
internationalized, depending on their
scale and resources. This requires
different needs to cooperate and
coordinate to achieve sustainability
goals.

Organizational boundaries depict the
direct and indirect outlines in the
organization and by understanding
them, it unfolds how and when these
outlines evolve and what affects them.

Business Strategy
and the Environment

Examples of sources

(Pereira et al., 2022;
Lashitew et al., 2020;
Velter et al., 2020;
Ystréom et al., 2021)

(Hggevold et al., 2015;
Ventura, 2021)

(Jacob & Teuteberg, 2020;
Weigert, 2019; Wesseling et al., 2020)

(Diepenmaat et al., 2020; Velter
et al., 2020, 2021)

(Bocken et al., 2019; Broman &
Robeért, 2017; Ruiter et al., 2022)

(Jacob & Teuteberg, 2020; Shi &
Chertow, 2017)

the introduction of digitalization and servitization—and with it, the
boundaries between the firm, that is, the producers, and the users
change and even fade away. Zondag et al. (2017) define implementa-
tion of sustainability according to the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) con-
cept and state that, “TBL expands beyond the boundaries of the firm and
therefore outside the direct operational control of managers” (Zondag
et al.,, 2017, p. 201). The firm is therefore in need to rely on or work
closely with their network of stakeholders. This is supported by
Hagevold et al. (2015), when they say that it is highly important to
give attention to the whole business network when viewing sustain-
able business practices, which means assessing across and beyond
boundaries of all business model entities (Hggevold et al., 2015). Ven-
tura (2021) takes this view even further, stating in her paper that
introducing TBL, corporate social responsibility (CSR), or other con-
cepts of the sustainability agenda forces the firm to redefine their
boundaries as their traditional boundaries do not mirror their reality.
This need for redefinition raises questions about how to best imple-
ment sustainability within the business model, which leads to further
guestions about legal boundaries of the firm with their stakeholders
(Ventura, 2021). The innovation and/or expansion of firm boundaries
might also lead to challenges as Forcadell et al. (2020) identify in their
paper on use of reputation for sustainability to tackle especially digita-

lization challenges. Introducing digitalization to the business model,

the firm can be seen as aiming for optimizing their costs and, by doing
so, harrowing their firm boundaries but can have an opposite effect on
the boundaries of the business model (or as they call it, the scope of
the firm), where new product, new partners, and new markets are
introduced (Forcadell et al., 2020). The physical boundary theme in
organizational boundaries literature echoes what has been identified
by reviewing the first theme (boundary spanners), that is, stakeholders
within and across business models play a key role. Their relationships
can make or break sustainability implementation as their view on
value and value creation impacts boundaries and sustainable business
model innovation. It is the boundary spanners who live out the physi-
cal boundaries, that is, are placed in an organization or a department
and need to reach out to others (spanning physical boundaries) or
defining new/fewer organizational entities (boundary brokerage and
negotiations).

The third theme often used in the literature is the definition or
use of business models as boundaries themselves. Business models can
also be considered functional boundaries (Cross & Cummings, 2004),
meaning the boundaries between the various functions of an organi-
zation. With the conceptual framework of business models, organiza-
tions can define what is in the DNA of the organization and what is
not. For many organizations, this also creates a certain limitation,

because exploring outside of the business model boundaries and what
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is within their DNA does not come easily (Diepenmaat et al., 2020).
Wesseling et al. (2020) use business model innovation (BMI) to define
the boundaries of the new business model and make them transpar-
ent. Throughout the process of BMI, the boundaries are either con-
formed or transformed, leading to a new business model, with new
boundaries (Wesseling et al., 2020). The role of business model explo-
ration (Diepenmaat et al, 2020), innovation (BMI) (Wesseling
et al., 2020), or technological advancement (Jacob & Teuteberg, 2020)
appears to play key roles in defining and developing the boundaries of
SBMs. The involvement of boundary spanners here is also important
according to the literature, as the action and activities of the stake-
holders are the ones introducing innovation and/or new technology
to the business model enhancement. Midgley and Lindhult (2021) say
that for innovations to be implementable, there is a need to widen/
expand the boundaries of who is considered a stakeholder and what
are the needed engagement from these stakeholder groups. This
expansion and engagement of new stakeholders are built on new sets
of values, or purpose; “there are always boundaries defining what we
consider relevant in any situation, and the setting of boundaries is
strongly driven by value judgements, which are associated with our pur-
poses, or what matters to us” (Midgley & Lindhult, 2021, p. 649). From
the literature on business models as boundaries and the role of inno-
vation/adaptation/expansion of the business model, it is clear that
value and value creation/definition is of importance. However, as For-
cadell et al. (2020, p. 2181) find that “the dramatic processes of digitali-
zation can generate stakeholder mistrust and loss of confidence” which
may influence perceived value of the firm and of the stakeholders
within it.

The fourth theme the literature in the dataset identifies as impor-
tant is boundary work. The literature indicates the importance of
boundary work in the process of societal innovation towards sustain-
able development (Diepenmaat et al., 2020) and sustainable business
model innovation (Velter et al., 2020, 2021). They identify that part-
nerships are key in this innovation, and boundary work is the action of
these stakeholders across their respective organizational boundaries
and business worlds to bring forth the ideal innovation. Velter et al.
(2021) dive one step deeper into boundary work and mention that
this stakeholder action can be boundary brokering—or where stake-
holders negotiate about the boundary changes, they want to imple-
ment. This demonstrates that boundary work and the relationship
among the stakeholders are not one-sided and are subject to change
depending on who holds the negotiation power at any given time.

The fifth theme identified in the literature dataset is system
boundaries. The concept of system boundaries is not clearly defined in
the literature sample, although five articles use this concept in their
analysis. When reading the literature and how this concept is put into
use, boundary systems can relate to few boundary definitions. Ruiter
et al. noted in their articles that an organization has many systems,
control systems, belief system, and boundary systems, where bound-
ary systems “are required to direct and control employees in order to
search for strategic opportunities in line with the organization's vision.
Boundary systems communicate the boundaries that organization mem-
bers should respect at all times” (Ruiter et al., 2022, p. 4). The boundary

system should inform and influence how stakeholders act and inno-
vate within the organization and, by doing so, avoid hurtful behavior
which may damage reputation and value of the organization. Broman
and Robert (2017), in their article on frameworks for strategic sustain-
able development, claim that there is a strong need for clear system
boundaries when studying systems, and here they raised valuable
questions about what constitutes as “systems.” When defining the
system for analysis, one needs to ask what, within our world today,
impacts organizations on their path towards sustainable development
and allows them to adhere to sustainable principles, should be
included in a boundary system (Broman & Robeért, 2017). To answer
this question, a deep knowledge about organizational values and
activities is important, as well as defining the sustainability principles
organizations want to adhere to. By viewing system boundaries in this
way, organizations should be more able to transit into a more sustain-
able organization, with support of other organizations in their value
network which will assist in reaching the desired outcome (Broman &
Robeért, 2017). The relationship between the various systems within
the value network appears to be highly important to adhere to
selected sustainability principles. Following this thought process,
Bocken et al., in their article on sustainable business model experi-
mentation, mention that the approach of allowing stakeholder groups
to be critical towards their own system boundaries and the actors
affecting these boundaries will open the interaction and create a more
inclusive environment for dealing with problems and opportunities
(Bocken et al., 2019). With this critical assessment, the system bound-
aries become dynamic and potentially in a need of redefining. Again,
the role of relationship within and across systems is highlighted in the
literature as being of key importance.

The sixth main theme identified in the dataset is organizational
boundaries. The use of the theme organizational boundaries reflected
a more general discussion of the concept about business models and
sustainability. The concept is often used in the manner of explaining
how SBMs, with their environmental, social, and economic values,
often exceed organizational boundaries (Jacob & Teuteberg, 2020).
Following the definition in Table 2, Shi and Chertow (2017) use the
definition of organizational boundaries by marking what is within and
outside an organization, which includes functions and roles as well as
placements and physical boundaries. The empirical findings by
Hggevold et al. (2015) demonstrated that the sustainable business
model “visualizes an all-embracing perspective on the challenges, com-
plexities and dynamics of implementing sustainable business models
within and beyond corporate or organizational boundaries and toward
business networks in the marketplace and society” (Hggevold
et al, 2015, pp. 28-29). Knowing the organizational environment,
internal and external, will therefore assist in the transition towards a
more sustainable practices.

The six above-mentioned themes stood out in “popularity” when
analyzing the literature dataset. Lastly, it is worth mentioning that the
literature sample also included themes such as boundary object
(3.8%), knowledge boundaries (1.9%), social boundaries (1.9%), and
boundary bridging (1.9%) to name just a few, but these presented

minor themes.
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3.2.2 | The sustainability angle

Viewing the two literature streams of organizational boundaries and
SBMs, with the lens of sustainability has been a crucial part of the lit-
erature review, mainly because the aim has been to understand the
intersection between organizational boundaries and SBMs in creating
or contributing to solutions to various sustainability issues the socie-
ties are facing.

When analyzing the sustainability challenges and issues the
papers in the literature review aimed to address, it is interesting to
see what is of main importance. Across the different uses of boundary
concepts, the sustainability angles in the 53 papers were also broad
and covered many aspects of sustainability. The top four aspects
included in the sample were the following: (1) general focus on sus-
tainability, (2) inequality and increasing social benefits, (3) environmen-
tal sustainability, and (4) circularity/circular economy.

First, 19 of the 53 articles (35.8%) had quite a general focus on sus-
tainability as a challenge, where the aim was to enhance the capabili-
ties of people involved in sustainability, to improve certain sectors
when it comes to sustainability processes, or to create a general over-
view of how to improve sustainability via business models, tools, and
approaches. Aray et al. (2021), p. 333), for example, discovered that a
firm that embraces innovation is “more inclined to implement sustain-
ability initiatives in its products and processes.” Mignon and Bankel
(2022) further state that companies often lack the internal capabilities
to balance economic, social, and environmental interests in their busi-
ness models, and it is here where boundary spanners come into play.
With these key stakeholders spanning organizational boundaries,
sharing of knowledge, assets, and value is more likely to happen
(Mignon & Bankel, 2022).

Second, increasing social benefits and fighting poverty and
inequality was an important topic, with six papers (11%) working
towards this goal. Within this focus, three papers specialized in
Bottom-of-the-Pyramid (BoP) business models and how they can be
used to assist local societies in strengthening their social standards.
Lashitew et al. (2020) argue that the boundary-spanning capabilities
of BoP business models are helpful in driving social value creation,
due to capability sharing and possibilities of cost-cutting methods.
One interesting note, Lashitew et al. (2020) also mention, is that this
boundary spanning for social value creation can come with questions
regarding what a fair distribution of value is and how to best manage
this distribution. Fontana et al. (2021) who study cross-sector collabo-
ration and nonprofit boundary work identify the importance of “no
man is an island” and that partnerships are crucial in delivering sus-
tainability initiatives. Cross-sector partnerships, especially involving
NGOs, strengthen the translation of value creation for sustainability
and social change to a wider community, which political players may
fail to do.

Third, five papers (9%) focused purely on environmental sustain-
ability, which includes carbon footprints and emissions. Focusing on
the electric vehicle sector, Wesseling et al. (2020) investigate how
sustainable business model innovation can transform and stretch
boundaries to include stakeholders with greener agenda. Without this

and the Environment @ .§;—WI ]_‘E.YJ_9

innovative, new approach, the business models appear to adhere to
already defined value creation instead of aiming for new and greener
dimension of value creation. Hggevold et al. (2014, p.371) find that
companies implementing SBMs started to do so with an environmen-
tal perspective as their primary reason but always had the economic
angle in mind, “as things are not done necessarily for altruistic reasons.”
It can be argued that when it comes to environmental sustainability,
the key would be to find the boundary spanners who are able to
negotiate and even inspire other stakeholders in the business model
about the need for a stronger sustainability focus and values.

Finally, four papers (7.5%) focus on circular economy and two
papers (3.8%) on sharing economy. Although the scholarly output on
circular economy and business models is growing, de Angelis (2022,
p. 2245) states that “practitioners are either uncertain or struggling
about how to implement circular economy strategies and models.” This
struggle could potentially arise because the boundaries of circular
business models are expected to span widely and include a vast net-
work of social and economic actors, and this can create relationship
challenges and confusions. Ho et al. (2022), p. 10)) identify one of
these actors as civil society organizations, as they enter a close collab-
oration with organizations to become a crucial part of the innovation
process towards circularity, and with it are “more likely to lead to high
forms of CE [circular economy] innovation and socio-economic change.”
Beh et al. (2016) discuss how Malaysian retailers within the apparel
sector work with mixed business models to increase waste reduction
through a second life retailing operations, offering their own brands in
one, and second-hand, international brands in the second model. The
importance of multi-stakeholder relationships in these mixed business
models is high, as the customer group is large, and it entails many sup-
ply and retail partners to make it work. With this comes the pressure
to manage boundaries, and in this case, technological and knowledge
boundaries with and across the business model (Beh et al., 2016).

Throughout the dataset, many more sustainability issues were
discussed, such as fast fashion, sustainable energy, eco-innovations,
sustainable investments, and CSR to name a few topics. The SDGs,
established in 2015 (inside the search time frame), were only a topic
of one article in the dataset. This article looks at SDGs and purpose-
driven businesses, where purpose is entwined with the business DNA
(Rosenbloom, 2022). The definition and realization of what should be
a core DNA does, however, not come easily (Diepenmaat et al., 2020)
but can be assisted through development and innovation of a sustain-
able business model. This finding is worth highlighting, especially
when reflecting on the strong societal focus on the goals from their
establishment. Moreover, international, and local businesses are
expressing support and commitment to these goals on websites and
in annual reports*-? This scant number of articles combining SBMs to
the enhancement of the SDGs leaves a lot to question when it comes
to the actual commitment to the goals from businesses, or if academic
interest in studying the goals is not high.

1See example: https://www.abnamro.com/en/about-abn-amro/product/sustainable-
development-goals.

2See example: https://www.nestle.com/sustainability/regenerative-food-systems/global-
goals.
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4 | DISCUSSION

With the increasing pressure for action to tackle and even erase sus-
tainability challenges, businesses need to be innovative when it comes
to their business model design and value proposition/creation. The lit-
erature on SBMs is growing in accordance with this pressure. The
literature stream is moving from a pure model focus, that is, defini-
tions and visualizations of key business elements and different values
of the organization, to a more relational and/or behavioral focus (see
timeline in Bocken, 2023). The findings from this study supports this
development by looking deeper into the relational parts of business
models and its various boundaries, and the role they play in enhancing
sustainability agendas.

4.1 | Contribution to theory

We explored the following research questions: “How are the literature
fields on organizational boundaries and SBMs interlinked? Which sustain-
ability issues are addressed through the literature at this intersection?”

The study aspired to make contributions to both literature and
management, by understanding the role of boundaries, boundary
activities, and boundary relationships in SBMs, identifying the value
various boundaries and relationships within SBMs may have, and
bring to light how these boundaries hinder or advance the organiza-
tional sustainability agenda.

First, the role of boundaries within SBMs are manifold. With busi-
ness models being a tool for visualization, analysis, and communica-
tion of the building blocks of the business (Bocken et al., 2014), it can
be argued that they assist companies to define their reality and envi-
ronment. According to Lamont and Molnar (2002), this is the role
organizational boundaries also play in companies, when they state
that organizational boundaries push individuals to define their organi-
zational reality. Defining organizational reality can be done via innova-
tion, adaptation, and understanding. When analyzing the 53 articles,
the literature clearly identifies a need to innovate, adapt, and develop
the entities that should be included into a sustainable business model
(defining the organizational reality), and most often this is done
through boundary spanners, that is, people crossing boundaries and
who perform “boundary-brokering” or negotiations of how and where
new boundaries should “be placed”. When looking at the ways organi-
zational boundaries and boundary activities are interlinked with sus-
tainable business model literature, it became apparent that the role of
relationships, stakeholders, partnerships, and collaborations is becom-
ing more essential to understanding how SBMs can have a real impact
on value creation towards more sustainability. This stakeholder focus
is also seen in the development of sustainable business model litera-
ture from 2020 and onwards (Bocken, 2023) with papers focusing on
stakeholder theory perspective and on dynamic capabilities (Bocken &
Geradts, 2020; Inigo et al., 2017). One development within boundary
literature that is worth noting is that people are starting to question
what constitutes an organizational boundary and what roles they
should play. As Duke (2016, p. 519) mentions, with intense

interactions of partners “the distinctions between firm members and
local stakeholders were blurred.” These “blurring” of boundaries can
both be considered positive and negative. The positive is that the
vague boundaries create more opportunities to change what is and
should be at the “core” of the company, and which stakeholders
should be included within the boundaries of the organization. This
blurring of boundaries is called “boundaryless” in the work by Dezi
et al. (2022, p. 4) where they state that a tool such as Total Quality
Management leads to quality within organizations to “become a
boundaryless matter, involving in a cycle of value-cocreation both internal
stakeholders and external ones.” The “boundarylessness” of these tools
allows for enhanced cross-functional, cross-stakeholder group collab-
orations. The downside of blurred or constantly changing boundaries
is that it offers mistrust from some stakeholder groups, especially if
their values and ideals are not sufficiently heard. As the process of
SBMs becomes more relational and organizational boundaries, values,
and meanings are co-created by stakeholders (Meenakshi, 2021), the
discussion on what is fair in value creation and distribution when
boundaries are changed or expanded can also result in negative
impact on the development towards more SBMs.

This leads to the second contribution of the paper; the role orga-
nizational boundaries and boundary activities has for SBMs and the
value creation of the organization. This study identifies the impor-
tance of realizing that value and its creation depend on the how and
what each stakeholder group identifies as value and their attitude
towards sustainability agenda of the organization (Gatignon, 2022).
According to Brennan and Tennant (2018), there is something called
“Sustainable Value” which is a combination of tangible structural
resources, such as business models, and cultural resources which
include ideas and ideology of sustainability principles. The value can
be created and captured only when both the structural resources and
cultural resources interact with each other (Brennan &
Tennant, 2018), which shows the importance of people and their
understanding and interpretation of what is important when it comes
to create and set sustainability agenda for organizations.

Third, the findings give insight into how boundaries may hinder or
advance sustainability agenda. The literature identifies that when it
comes to which sustainability issues to tackle, the boundaries of the
business model does not restrict the choice but rather aims to help
identifying the stakeholders involved, the value creation and delivery
the organization can achieve and can be a guiding post to reach the
goals. As most articles in the literature review discuss a general
approach to sustainability, it can be argued that there still is a need to
understand the basic challenges of sustainability, how these relate
to the organization and its network, and from there, identify the best
option, like a more circular business model, focusing on digitalization,
servitization etc.

Finally, the red thread throughout these three-parted contribu-
tions is the role of people within the business model framework.
Human factors, such as co-creation (of values) and negotiations
(of boundaries) are the key in having a sustainable business model that
has the potential to fight back some of the sustainability challenges

societies and businesses face today. When looking at a business
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model, however, the different types of boundaries and their place-
ments is almost impossible to depict. As Hernes (2004) identifies,
organizations are built around multiple boundaries, and these bound-
aries are not static. Therefore, based on the findings, if organizations
are serious in developing a sustainable business model where bound-
aries enhance their path towards sustainability, two actions are
needed from the organization's behalf: (1) identify the main bound-
aries and boundary activities within the business model and
(2) develop a plan towards boundary maintenance and development.
As the analysis depicted, the different types of boundaries and bound-
ary activities are vast, which only supports the need for organizations
to create a clear overview of which boundaries are at play within their
business models. Boundaries such as system boundaries (Broman &
Robert, 2017), knowledge boundaries (Carlile, 2002), power/author-
ity/hierarchical 2004; Santos &
Eisenhardt, 2005), and boundaries  (Santos &
Eisenhardt, 2005) are just examples of boundaries that can be at play

boundaries (Hernes,

identity

within the business model, and that organizations need to identify.
Organizations can experience different boundary activities at any
given time within their organization, which also is important to iden-
tify and understand. These activities include boundary spanning
(Rosenkopf & Nerkar, 2001; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010), boundary
brokerage/negotiations (Velter et al., 2021), and boundary mainte-
nance (Hannan & Freeman, 1989), which are all of relevance for the
long-term success of boundary work towards sustainable develop-
ment. The literature on boundary maintenance is scarce but implies

the importance of maintaining the already established boundaries.
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With continuous maintenance and development of boundaries, orga-
nizations can quickly identify the need for change and adapt accord-
ingly, that is, which boundaries need to be altered, expanded, or
moved, and which boundary spanners (actors) and boundary objects

(document/artifacts) are needed for this to happen.

411 | Conceptual model of boundaries in and
around a sustainable business model

The complexity of different boundaries in and around a sustainable
business model can be hard to grasp, which Figure 5 seeks to visualize
in a simplified manner. Boundaries are created by the business model
(e.g., into value creation and delivery entities such as supply chain and
marketing), by the relationship between two business models (creating
an ecosystem boundary) or by the limitations of our planet (planetary
boundaries as defined by Rockstrém et al., 2009). These boundaries
are then impacted by boundary objects, for example, sustainability
plans, budgets, annual reports, etc., by actions, negotiations, which
determine the course of action, and the involvement of boundary
spanners, who are stakeholders within and/or around the business
model shaping the business model. The importance of including the
planetary boundaries comes from the realization that all activities that
result from boundary maintenance, negotiations, and innovation will
impact the development and innovation of sustainable business
model, which in return has either negative or positive impact on the

planetary boundaries, the ultimate boundaries determining our ways
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Business models and boundary issues within the context of planetary boundaries as the ultimate boundaries for businesses. Note.
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of living. The planetary boundaries help guide business activities and
behaviors by “defining a “safe operating space” in which we can con-
tinue to develop and thrive” (Steffen et al., 2015: 737).

4.2 | Suggestions for practice

The location of boundaries and relationships within the business
model can be hard to pinpoint. Figure 5 aims to assist with this pro-
cess by suggesting boundary activities within and around the sustain-
able business model. The literature on SBMs has come a long way in
guiding practitioners when it comes to identifying and choosing the
right business model type, how to more align the organizational goals
with sustainability goals, and what practices could and should be
implemented to do so. This literature review builds on the previous
work while chiseling out the importance for organizations of having
clear overview of boundaries, boundary players, and their relation-
ships within and across the chosen business model. Table 3 includes
key questions organizations can ask themselves when innovating their
business model and maintaining and developing boundaries for

sustainability.

4.3 | Limitations and future research

The limitation of this study lies within the strict inclusion/exclusion
criteria for the literature search. Each of the 53 articles used the con-
cepts of organizational boundaries and other boundary activities
actively while studying a whole, or parts of, sustainable business
model, with the aim of addressing a sustainable challenge meant that
many interesting and valuable articles that could potentially contrib-
ute to the overall knowledge were excluded. The relatively recent
focus of interconnectedness of these three topics may also present
some limitations. Although 53 articles can give a good insight, more
data could make the findings more robust.

To further the findings from this study, a deeper knowledge of
how boundary maintenance takes place at different aspects of the
business model would be of utmost importance. Future research could
look deeper into the link between different boundaries and specific
SBMs. The aim would be to provide deeper understanding on where
and how boundary negotiations typically take place, how boundaries
include or exclude certain stakeholders in the value co-creation pro-
cess, whether certain types of business models lend themselves to
more “blurring” of boundaries, and whether this is helpful or harmful
for the sustainability agenda. Table 4 includes key pathways for future
research.

By focusing on these future research agendas, the literature
stream on SBMs can expand to include even more dynamic
approaches. This feeds the understanding that business models are
not just a conceptual tool for managers: the focus on boundaries
allows managers to consider key stakeholders at play in the organiza-
tional ecosystem, and how these stakeholders construct and negotiate

their way towards more SBMs to reach—potentially overlapping—

TABLE 3 Key questions for practitioners.
Focus areas Questions
Value proposition e What are the main (material, pressing)

societal and environmental needs be
addressed through the sustainable
business model?

e How does this relate to our core offering?
What is the value proposition that the
organization wants to deliver, for the
customer, society, and natural
environment?

o Who are the key stakeholders who have
the same goal and should be involved?

e How does the organization drive positive
boundary negotiations with these key
stakeholders (e.g., suppliers, customers,
NGOs) to create the most sustainable
business model to address the main value
proposition?

e How can organizations maintain and
develop their relationships so future
negotiations become easier for everyone
involved?

(customer, society,
environment)

Value creation and e Looking at the organization, what
delivery boundaries are at play and who are the
(with stakeholders) key boundary spanners (actors) involved?

e How powerful are key stakeholders? How
should less powerful stakeholders without
a clear voice be given representation?
(e.g., NGOs as a proxy for society or
environment)

e What is the value these actors aim for,
and how can we co-create this value?

e How can organization create a
maintenance and development plan, so
the co-created value adapts to changing
sustainability needs?

Value capture e How does the organization avoid the

(to the business, negative impacts of “boundarylessness”

society, environment) (i.e., blurred boundaries) when innovating,
expanding, and adjusting the boundaries
of the business model?

e How can we create a fair redistribution of
multiple forms of value (economic, social,
environmental) in a sustainable business
model, addressing multiple stakeholder
reeds, while fulling the main sustainability
goal?

Note: Linked to elements of a business model (Bocken et al., 2014).

sustainability agendas. Furthermore, these research avenues allow the
literature stream on organizational boundaries to develop further,
focusing on how boundaries are negotiated and constructed in the
context of SBMs and what it takes to maintain a successful approach
or relationship for a sustainable future. As seen in Figure 2, the role of
planetary boundaries, as the ultimate boundaries to work with and
towards, needs to be considered more profoundly in future research,
since all outcomes of boundary activities and sustainable business

model innovations will either have positive or negative impact on
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Suggestions for future research questions

Boundary maintenance and e How does boundary maintenance take place? Is continuous maintenance and development taking place for

development

sustainable business models, and if yes, which boundaries are involved and which boundary actors?

Sustainable business models (SBM) e How and where are different boundaries being brokered/negotiated within various types of sustainable

business models?

e In which ways do different types of SBMs experience the same organizational boundaries and who are the
main boundary actors/spanners involved?

Co-creation of value e How can organizations ensure that a co-creation process takes place and who are the main players in
making this happen? Are some stakeholders excluded/ignored in the process, and why? How could this be

resolved?

e What roles do different stakeholder groups play in the co-creation and how does the organization ensure

fair value?

Organizational boundaries and e Which, if any, SBMs are experiencing “blurring” of boundaries or “boundarylessness” and what (positive or

boundary activities

negative) impact does it have on business model innovation?

e How are SBM and their boundaries depending on key boundary actors/spanners, and what happens if these
key people leave the organization/change roles?

Sustainability and ultimate e Who are the key boundary actors/spanners within the organizational value chain, and what role do they

planetary boundaries

play in defining the sustainability value and goals?

e To what extent are the blurring of boundaries or boundarylessness harmful or helpful for organizations and
their stakeholders in reaching their sustainability agenda?

e With planetary boundaries as the ultimate boundaries, what role can organizational boundaries take in
addressing these ultimate boundaries? Should planetary boundaries be considered organizational
boundaries in future research? How do they affect the business models innovations by firms and their
stakeholders? How might planetary boundaries be operationalized at an organizational and business model

level?

these boundaries. This will strengthen both the organizational
boundary literature and sustainable business model literature, as well
as an understanding of how to do business within planetary

boundaries.

5 | CONCLUSION

This literature review study explored the interconnectedness among
organizational boundaries, SBMs, and sustainability issues. This inter-
connectedness is relatively new in the literature, and what it highlights
is the clear importance of people within organizations and business
models and the relationships at and between the boundaries within
the organization. It is important for organizations to realize that stake-
holders may have a bigger role in their success when it comes to deliv-
ering a successful sustainable business model. One pathway that
could be beneficial is boundary maintenance and development. This
study identified avenues for future research on the interconnected-
ness of SBMs, boundaries, and the value co-creation needed to solve
current sustainability challenges and the relationships boundary activi-
ties and SBMs have on the ultimate boundaries, the planetary bound-
aries. It also provides key guiding questions for businesses to
practically deal with boundary issues when innovating their business
models for sustainability.
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