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1.1  Introduction

Besides having a profound effect on societies, the cry for sustainable development 
resonates directly in the realm of business and the economy. The variety of social 
challenges currently facing society is seemingly endless. Among these are the search 
for a sustainable future, resolution of natural resource depletion, decreasing or erad-
icating pollution, working towards social equality or creating an inclusive society. 
These changes should, of course, result in, among other things, greenhouse gas 
(CO

2
) reduction, an improvement of biodiversity and the enhancement of social 

inclusion. While these meta-objectives are worth pursuing, it remains unclear who 
is in charge of addressing, let-alone ‘solving’ these entangled, wicked problems 
(Churchman, 1967; Rittel & Webber, 1979; Weber & Khademian, 2008). Wicked 
problems are defined as complex and interlinked issues for which no single solu-
tion exists. Subsequently, the pursuit of a solution in one area unavoidably leads to 
a series of new problems in related areas ( Jonker & Faber, 2019).

When navigating society through these wicked problems, three dominant realms 
emerge: (1) Governments, (2) Businesses and (3) Citizens (Mintzberg, 2015). On 
the one hand, the state sets the institutional boundaries, issuing rules and regulations 
and guiding the behaviour of organizations. On the other hand, companies have 
been given the opportunity to set these rules to their own liking or avoid them by 
off-shoring their company, or parts of their company, altogether. In spite of these 
positions, companies are seen as the nexus for providing goods and services in the 
commercial as well as the civil domain (e.g. water, utilities, care and infrastructure). 
Meanwhile, citizens have increasingly been deliberately framed and addressed as 
mere consumers. This enables the decay of citizens’ civil capabilities and responsi-
bilities, thus withholding them from fulfilling their part of the social contract (Barr 
et al., 2011; Faber & Hadders, 2015). This principal change in framing results in a 

1
CHANGING THE LOGIC  
OF VALUE CREATION

The transformative and transitional potential 
of a framework for sustainable  
business modelling

Niels Faber and Jan Jonker



20 Niels Faber and Jan Jonker

purely monetary transactional approach towards civil (common), public and com-
mercial products and services, illustrating the axiom ‘everything has its price’.

The amalgamation of social issues and challenges has shaped growing debate 
and practice on the meaning of sustainability (WCED, 1987; Faber et al., 2005) 
and what the implications are for business (Ehrenfeld, 2008; Schmidheiny & Stig-
son, 2000). To address these challenges, solutions must be crafted and materialize 
in such a way that business changes its course. Yet, the existing institutional and 
organizational fabric of our society is still based upon an economic activity based 
on prioritizing short-term profit and the linear use of resources and materials. 
The existing order is a principal obstacle to the much-needed triple transition 
required across the globe. This concerns the parallel execution of three transition 
lines: (1) fighting climate change, (2) the transition to a sustainable energy supply 
and (3) the realization of a CE. The essence is a paradigmatic change of economic 
activity that focuses on value preservation: a fundamental decrease of material use. 
A complete reconsideration of the logic of value creation in the realm of business 
is required. This implies focusing on how value creation comes about in business 
modelling, and the implications this has for the ten building blocks of which the 
BM is composed. This contribution sets out to analyse the paradigmatic change 
of the process of value creation leading to a redesign of business modelling. In 
particular, we aim to explore changes in the nature of value creation and how 
this is reflected in the logic of a new generation of BMs. Section 2 examines the 
changing notion of value creation. Subsequently, Section 3 discusses the essence 
of business modelling with regard to value creation. Then in Section 4 we take 
this notion to conceptualize three sustainable BM archetypes and show how this 
translates to the value creation logic of a BM. Finally, in Section 5, we envision the 
promise of sustainable BMs.

1.2  Reconceptualizing value creation

The contemporary discourse on value creation mainly, but implicitly, concerns 
financial value creation. As a consequence, monetization of what is of value is an 
almost automatic process leading to the expression of these values in solely finan-
cial terms. A side effect of this common practice is the exclusion of values that 
cannot or can barely be expressed financially. This leads to externalization of costs 
(Buchanan & Stubblebine, 1962) and implicit values (positive as well as negative), 
such as eco-services including the decrease of biodiversity, density of insect popula-
tions and a safe neighbourhood. So-called business cases and the revenue models 
that underpin them thus reflect an incomplete and one-sided view on costs and 
benefits. If we want to progress in a transition towards an economy that fosters a 
sustainable society, a more fundamental debate on the meaning of value, what is 
valued and what value creation may cost is inevitable. This is an emerging debate 
that can be observed under various headings, including true and integrated pricing, 
shadow-cost calculation, integrated reporting, integrated life-cycle analysis and so 
forth (see, e.g. True Price Foundation and Impact Economy Foundation, 2020; 
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Willekes et al., 2020; Adams et al., 2016; Gleeson-White, 2014). Each of these 
debates addresses the issue of taking more than one value into account simulta-
neously. We label these efforts ‘multiple value creation’ ( Jonker, 2015; Jonker & 
Faber, 2019), an expansion of the People, Planet and Profit maxim (Elkington, 
1998). The debate on multiple value creation takes shape around three concepts: 
(1) value creation itself, (2) value destruction and (3) value preservation. Multiple 
value creation embraces three principles. We postulate these as (1) social inclu-
sion, (2) ecological and environmental regeneration and (3) economic prosperity, 
addressed simultaneously. We use these principles as the foundation on which the 
value creation process takes shape, culminating in a three-stage approach to busi-
ness modelling, consisting of (1) the Definition stage, (2) the Design stage and 
(3) the Result stage. The logic of BMs, the identified principles and the three stages 
approach together give rise to a template for sustainable business modelling consist-
ing of ten interconnected building blocks.

There is some confusion on the nature of the concept of a sustainable BM. In 
order to understand this, we separate the construction of the model from the func-
tion of the model. The first concerns the way the model is pieced together and 
the underpinning logic used, i.e. the logic of value creation, organization, revenue 
models and impact. In fact, the logic used forms a methodology that enables the 
generation of actionable knowledge for the user(s). The model itself is not sustain-
able; it will be adjusted or reconfigured when circumstances demand. The second 
explanation refers to what the model in question does with regard to sustainability. 
From this perspective, a sustainable BM leads to organizing value-driven and sus-
tainable impact. We argue that sustainable BMs bring forth a transformative poten-
tial that is necessary to address the wicked problems mentioned earlier. Integrated 
pricing and similar developments may very well be the stepping stones in shaping 
a new economic paradigm. Still, when it comes to sustainability and circularity 
many of the current organizational efforts do not focus on setting a new economic 
course, but on reducing the adverse effects of efforts tailored to the rules of the cur-
rent economic game, without taking into account the concept of multiple values 
(e.g. Pagell & Shevchenko, 2014).

A BM shows how value creation is organized (Teece, 2010; Jonker & Faber, 
2019). Conventionally, this leads to a three-step approach of the actual value cre-
ated, the distribution and the capture (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2002; Teece, 2010). 
The theoretical underpinning of Osterwalder et  al.’s conceptualization of BMs 
departs from a focal organization that creates the requested value (also known as 
the ‘proposition’) and enables the distribution to target groups. Creation and dis-
tribution involve costs that need to be regained in the actual transaction with the 
customer (be it B2C or B2B). The actual transactions are based on monetizing 
the value of the proposition. All in all, this leads to a profit-and-loss comparison 
based purely on financial values. This is a rough yet accurate typification of our 
current take-make-waste, or linear, economy – an economy in which organizations 
are embedded as the central entities, whose activities are restricted by policy and 
regulatory frameworks.
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In contrast, the concept of multiple value creation means working on more than 
one value simultaneously. Or to put it more precisely, it involves creating more 
than just financial value. For some, this means promoting biodiversity, or keep-
ing materials in productive use in the economy, or restorative entrepreneurship – 
which refers to entrepreneurial activities aimed at the restoration of ecological and 
social systems. And to make it even more complicated, it is not a matter of either/
or, but rather of the simultaneous pursuit of all values. Hence, monetization is no 
longer the core of value creation: money is just one of the components considered 
in the process of value creation. Ultimately, the aim of multiple value creation is 
to develop solutions which result in such things as enhancing biodiversity (see, 
e.g. Buchmann-Duck & Beazley, 2020), stimulating social inclusiveness and work-
ing on the idea of restorative entrepreneurship. The acceptance of multiple value 
creation may very well be the prelude to an economic paradigm shift.

To understand where this paradigm shift is coming from, we provide a frame-
work of five fundamental positions of value creation (see Table 1.1).

1.2.1  Value creation and different economies

The five positions can be mapped onto a timeline of value creation perspectives that 
link to different economic schools of thought ( Jonker & Faber, 2019). Regardless of 
the nature of an economy, value creation is the shared task of economic actors. Here, 
we briefly discuss the crossroads of value creation and the specific economic school 
of thought from which it originates. We distinguish between (1) a clean-cut linear 
economy, (2) a linear economy with recycling and (3) a CE based on value reten-
tion. These first three types of economy are familiar: we live in an amalgamation 

TABLE 1.1  Positions of value creation

Position Value creation . . .

1. Transforming . . . based on the transformation of commodities (meaning the 
extraction and conversion of raw materials)

2. Recycling . . . from recycling already existing products or spare parts, or 
looking for ‘leftover’ value in commodities (note: commodities 
are raw materials or primary agricultural products. They concern 
materials that have received their first stage of industrial processing 
and are available for further industrial application, for example iron 
ore transformed into steel or crude oil into petrol)

3. Circularizing . . . by organising value retention through loops, leading to the 
concept of the circular economy based on longevity (of technical 
materials) and substitution (by bio-based materials for example)

4. Regenerating . . . by organising regeneration leading to an upcycling approach to 
materials and the improvement of the biological infrastructure as 
a whole

5. Restoring . . . by restoring, from an integrated perspective, the natural habitat, 
social cohesion and economic well-being
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of them, albeit a confusing and unbalanced one ( Jonker & Faber, 2019). That we 
should move towards a different breed of BM is a direct result of these insights. 
However, this may be pushed even further, by working towards emerging concepts 
such as (4) a regenerative economy (ibid) or, finally, (5) a restorative economy (ibid). 
The latter refers to an economy that focuses on, for example, restoring biodiversity 
(and not exhausting it), or an economy that delivers more than it uses.

This tentative and by no means perfect typology of value creation shows that the 
debate about value creation needs to become much broader to allow for sustain-
ability, circularity and inclusiveness. The concept of inclusiveness focuses, among 
other things, on involvement, integration and participation. While widely used in 
the discourse on immigrants, disadvantaged people and people with disabilities, its 
scope is much wider. The inclusive society is a society in which everyone counts 
and in which everyone can participate in social, cultural and economic activities. 
Many of the current organizational efforts are not focused on setting a new eco-
nomic course, in particular advocating multiple value creation, but on reducing 
the adverse effects of efforts tailored to the rules of the current economic game. If 
we want to progress in the transition towards an economy that fosters a sustainable 
society, a more intense debate is required. Moreover, considering multiple forms 
of value will demand a translation into rules and legislation in many different areas 
(the so-called institutional environment) and of course a new generation of BMs 
that will ultimately be regenerative and restorative in nature. Just think ‘out of the 
box’ about insects that short-cycle food waste to edible proteins or an organiza-
tion that redevelops withered land into forest. Examples abound, but they remain 
largely hidden in their own niche.

1.3  The essence of business modelling

Value creation lies at the heart of any BM (Teece, 2010). In essence, a BM is a 
description of how value creation between parties – based on certain principles – is 
organized, at a particular moment, in a specific context and given available resources 
(Osterwalder et al., 2010). There are an unlimited number of combinations or fac-
tors that influence the design and functioning of a BM within a particular natural and 
institutional context. It is therefore inevitable for entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs 
to make choices (Mintzberg et al., 2005); collectively, these choices reflect a certain 
logic to affect the simultaneous creation of multiple values (Rauter et al., 2017).

Traditionally, the formulation of a BM sticks to a logic based on three key elements 
or building blocks (see Figure 1.1): (1) making explicit the logic underpinning value 
creation, for example, the value proposition, (2) clarifying the way the value propo-
sition is organized and (3) describing the earning capacity and costs from organizing 
the value proposition (Osterwalder et al., 2010; Jonker et al., 2017; Jonker, 2015).

1 Logic of value creation: the first element describes the logic of value creation or the value 
proposition by answering the question ‘What value is created for whom?’ The implicit 
outcome of this  – certainly with conventional BMs  – is almost always the 
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dominant pursuit of positive financial results. Although social values and envi-
ronmental values are increasingly important for organizations, these values 
rarely receive the attention they deserve.

2 Organizational model: the second element describes the way in which the value proposi-
tion is organized. The most frequent point of departure is that this occurs within 
an organization in collaboration with other parties. Different components such 
as customers, channels, costs and activities must be connected logically, so that 
the aim, the production or organization of a certain product or service can be 
carried out in such a way that financial gain is achieved. A value proposition is 
the proposition, offer or solution of an organization or a number of collaborat-
ing parties, often formulated in terms of the ‘value’ or ‘future value’ that the 
proposition has for the (potential) customer(s) and users. A value proposition 
defines concrete, verifiable results.

3 Revenue model: the third element describes the earning capacity that the organization of 
the value proposition entails compared with the revenues that are obtained. This leads 
to a revenue model: the logic of obtaining monetary revenues and other bene-
fits. When organizations describe this, a large number of fiscal, accounting and 

Logic of 
value creation

Organisational 
model

Revenue 
model

Business 
model

FIGURE 1.1  Key elements of a BM
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auditing conventions and rules must be taken into account. This cost-benefit 
analysis is usually only organization-centred, reflecting how the current insti-
tutional and fiscal structures work.

1.3.1  Current models

The best-known business modelling tool in corporate practice is the business model 
canvas (BMC), which has been widely adopted since its publication (Osterwalder 
et al., 2010). The BMC has been widely used due to its straightforward depiction 
of the key building blocks of a mainstream BM. Its strengths include the fact that it 
can be used quickly and without much prior knowledge, and because it enables the 
user to communicate BMs efficiently with its clear visual representation.

However, despite the widespread acceptance of the BMC, it has been the sub-
ject of severe criticism (Murphy, 2014; Verrue, 2014; King, 2017; Koen, 2017). 
This criticism can be divided into three groups: (1) criticism of the purpose of the 
model, (2) criticism of the model itself and (3) criticism of the use of the model. 
The following points summarize the main critiques of the BMC:

1 The BMC aims to clarify how an organization creates value to make the core 
building blocks of a BM visible (Osterwalder et al., 2010). It is inherent in any 
framework or tool that seeks to simplify complexity that certain factors will 
fall outside the model, such as the implementation of the BM, the external 
environment, competitors and preconditions. The biggest advantage – its sim-
plicity – is therefore simultaneously the biggest limitation of the model.

2 Various authors have critiqued the different levels of abstraction of the building 
blocks, some of which are more detailed than others and contest the overlap 
between the different building blocks (Verrue, 2014). Additionally, the link 
between the categories is not always clear, and thus how the building blocks in 
the BMC influence each other is unclear. Moreover, the BMC is not suitable 
for non-profit organizations and other forms of social organization (Verrue, 
2014), largely due to the emphasis on financial returns (whereas, in principle, 
the value proposition could allow multiple value creation).

3 The third point of criticism of the BMC relates to its use (Verrue, 2014). Cen-
tral is the argument that it results in insufficient attention being paid to strategy, 
long-term thinking and time. In no way does the BMC enable incorporation 
of strategic choices. This seems strange given that a strategic choice needs to 
be modelled according to the logic of a specific BM. We consider a strategy 
as an a priori perspective based on an amalgamation of choices with a long-
term perspective, given specific competencies, technologies and resources in a 
specific context. These choices aim towards reaching a specific goal. The BM 
enables an actionable translation of this strategy. Hence, a strategy becomes 
an intrinsic and therefore explicit part of a BM. Finally, a completed BMC is 
too much of a snapshot without considering the component of ‘time’. This 
implies that it is not sensitive to changes happening over time.
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A minor critical point of the BMC is that it is oriented towards existing companies 
rather than towards start-ups (Verrue, 2014). Another critique is that the BMC lim-
its creativity by forcing the user to think in the described categories (boxes) and then 
fill them in (Coes, 2014). A final point is that the BMC does not offer any tools 
for comparing any value creation or costs other than monetized costs and revenues 
( Jonker & Faber, 2019). This is rather strange if not outdated given the emerging 
vehement debate on the need for true pricing, thus internalizing externalities.

There are, of course, many more developments in the field of BMs. Some of 
these are adaptations to the BMC as well as alternative canvasses and models (see 
Table 1.2).

1.3.2  Why conventional BM toolkits are no longer  
fit for purpose?

Over the last two decades, the thinking of Osterwalder and Pigneur (2002) and oth-
ers in terms of BMs has helped many organizations to explicate their value proposi-
tion, to organize value delivery and capture, and ultimately helped businesses to 

TABLE 1.2  Overview of alternative business modelling tools

Name Description Reference

The lean canvas Focus is explicitly on start-ups Nidagundi and 
model Novickis (2017)

The circular BMC Focus is specifically on CE Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation (2017)

The triple bottom Includes both social and ecological Joyce & Paquin (2016)
line canvas values

The value Includes a competitor analysis Pokorná et al. (2015)
proposition canvas

The business model The BMC has been applied to Cuofano (2018)
innovation canvas Blitzscaling’s BM with an emphasis 

on creativity and business innovation
The social enterprise Focus is on social enterprises Qastharin (2015)

canvas
The social impact Focus is on the impact of a social Lesuis (2019)

canvas enterprise in terms of creating both 
social and financial impacts (besides 
traditional, economic growth)

The business model The social network in which a BM has Lindgren and 
cube to function Rasmussen (2013)

The e3-value Focus is on how value creation could Gordijn and van der 
approach be organized within a network Raadt (2006)

The STOF model Focus lies on developing the value Bouwman et al. (2008)
proposition rather than the 
organization of value delivery and 
capture
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reflect on the competitive advantage of their BM. Competitive advantage is a term 
coined by Michael Porter in the 1970s (Porter, 1979), referring to factors that allow 
a company to produce goods or services better or more cheaply than its rivals. As 
already argued earlier, conventional business modelling approaches show several 
weaknesses. The central point of criticism is that traditional BMs focus usually on 
only one organization and almost exclusively emphasizes the creation of financial 
value. The idea of monetizing all that matters – and if it cannot be monetized it 
does not count – forms the dominant economic paradigm of our time. The con-
sequence is that this stringent approach to monetized value creation (Osterwalder 
et al., 2010) reinforces pure profit-and-loss thinking in many BMs, with the BMC 
as the main protagonist of this line of thinking.

In reality, organizations are rarely, if at all, able to organize value creation, deliv-
ery and capture on their own. Without exception, organizations work in value 
chains of suppliers, buyers and partners. This applies to both the so-called opera-
tional activities (e.g.  electricity, housing and mobility) and their core activities. 
Furthermore, the role of customers in traditional BMs often consists solely of gen-
erating revenue for the organization – as if consumers cannot and will not make 
deliberate choices. Many authors (e.g. Vanhaverbeke & Cloodt, 2005; Teece, 2010; 
Zott & Amit, 2010) agree that the basis for value creation lies in what is usu-
ally called ‘the architecture of the organization and the network of parties’. Value 
creation is more a collective organizational task which occurs in an organizational 
combination of value chains, loops or networks. Moreover, the type of value incor-
porated in a conventional BM and associated toolkits is incomplete. The traditional 
emphasis on financial value renders the terms ‘business model’ and ‘revenue model’ 
interchangeable and thus causes confusion. An organisation can also create social 
and ecological values, and this reflection is the basis for introducing a changing 
paradigm, hence multiple value creation.

The aforementioned criticism and the need to incorporate multiple value crea-
tion have resulted in all kinds of adjustments and extensions being proposed in a 
plethora of BMs (see Table 1.2). However, this has often led to nothing more than 
existing businesses being ‘greened’. This greenwashing of BMs fits in well with 
the paradigm underlying conventional business modelling. Its bottom line aims to 
develop products and services that are better, faster, more economical and prefer-
ably also cheaper than those of the competitors. Making products create various 
values is not the bottom-line logic. Greening products is just a matter of product 
innovation without criticizing the underlying paradigm. This leads to a wide array 
of approaches which have been classified in the so-called R-ladder (Potting et al., 
2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017) and enables strategies including eco-efficiency (less 
water, oil, energy, CO

2
 and pollution; see e.g. Ehrenfeld, 2008; Schmidheiny & 

Stigson, 2000) and the C2C approach (McDonough & Braungart, 2002). Despite 
these long-standing efforts, the results are often piecemeal or marginal improve-
ments at best. Similarly, including non-financial values in the BM often only leads 
to incremental improvements with the core focus on balancing financial costs and 
benefits remaining unchanged. Greening a traditional BM means working within 
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the boundaries of one’s own organization or existing value chain. The underlying 
paradigm of a linear economy is hardly, if at all, open to discussion: the BM remains 
intact, and the underlying organizational logic remains unchanged. At best, these 
cosmetic adjustments can lead to fragmented solutions: a tokenistic touch of sus-
tainability is ‘added’ to an existing mainstream model.

1.4  Creating a novel logic for business modelling

In the previous sections, we provided some insights into the nature of business 
models followed by an overview of criticisms. We then addressed those critiques by 
examining the nature of value creation, in particular the transformation of mon-
etized value creation towards multiple value creation. Overall, this provides a step-
ping stone to providing an alternative, novel logic for the creation of value and 
how this is enabled in sustainable BMs. To achieve this, we change the original 
modelling approach from being focused on the creation of monetary value to one 
that addresses multiple value creation. This is done in a four-step approach. First, 
the explicit link is made between multiple value creation and the impact one aims 
to achieve with a particular BM. Second, an array of strategic choices is embed-
ded in the logic. Third, we suggest three BM archetypes that may be linked to the 
proposed strategies. Fourth and finally, we consider impact, which refers to the 
impact on ecology and ecosystems, society, inclusiveness and the economy. Three 
conventional elements are maintained under slightly different headings: value crea-
tion, organization and revenues. In the BMs debate, these are commonly referred 
to as value creation, value delivery and value capture, respectively (Teece, 2010). 
We apply them differently and by doing so extend their meaning. This follows 
from the three principles we adopt: being more sustainable, circular and inclusive. 
All in all, this provides a rich framework that takes shape over three development 
stages and is refined over the course in ten building blocks. We call this the BMT. 
We deliberately chose the term ‘template’ in contrast to the commonly used can-
vas. A template provides a structured pattern for shaping processes. The processes 
implied here concern the development of a sustainable BM. In contrast, a canvas 
suggests starting from scratch when compiling a BM. This, however, will never 
be the case, since a BM develops against the background of an amalgamation of 
observations, experiences, emotions and opportunities. Also, the BM explicitly 
intends to provide impact within a specific economic and social context. A great 
benefit of using a template lies in working with a common language which ena-
bles people within and between organizations to communicate unambiguously and 
work on organizing value creation. In this respect, the BMT is designed to make 
clear choices that lead to a form of multiple value creation and addresses most of 
the criticisms of current BM toolkits.

1.4.1  Three stages

The BMT consists of three stages: (1) the Definition stage, (2) the Design stage and 
(3) the Result stage. In essence, we follow a conventional design approach. There 
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are various principles embedded in this choice. Taking a closer look, it becomes 
evident that we work by the following principles: (1) from broad to narrow, (2) 
conceptualization prior to implementation, (3) craft a logic based on step-by-step 
engineering, (4) reflect on various steps and considerations while in the process of 
developing one’s own BM and finally (5) align choices in a coherent whole. We 
briefly expand on the content of each of these stages as follows.

Stage 1: Definition stage

A BM does not usually come out of the blue, but originates from (1) an inspiration, 
an irritation, a great concern, an urgent need or a passion that manifests itself in a 
specific context. What if this would be addressed, solved even, if the world would 
become a better place. This (2) Dreaming is the second step in the development 
of a BM leading to a (3) value proposition. These three steps are addressed in the 
Definition stage of the BMT.

Stage 2: Design stage

In the Definition stage, the proposition is framed. The next logical step is to decide 
how this proposition is organized. There are four steps in this stage which help you 
to operationalize the form and working method of the prospective BM to be: (4) 
choosing the type of BM, (5) understanding which parties are involved, (6) the 
choice of strategy and (7) defining the core activities. At the end of the Design 
stage, an (8) external test is proposed on the basis of the seven steps conducted in 
the first two stages.

Stage 3: Result stage

In the first two stages, the focus and organization have been examined and tested. 
The next step is to define the impact and the values created. The central question 
of the last two building blocks, which together make up the Result stage, is how 
the impact of a BM can be assessed. This stage helps to develop two crucial parts of 
a BM: (9) the impact that the BM has on the broader social, ecological, economic 
and material environment, and (10) the revenue model in which it is made clear 
which values are created for whom – going beyond looking exclusively at financial 
returns. In our view, impact and multiple value creation go hand in hand – they are 
integrated and can even be framed as ‘integral value creation’.

1.4.2  Ten building blocks

Each of the stages is based on a number of building blocks. For the Definition stage, 
these are (1) Motive and context, (2) Dream and (3) Proposition. The Design stage 
consists of (4) BM archetype, (5) Parties, (6) Strategy, (7) Core activities and (8) Exter-
nal test. Finally, the Result stage consists of (9) Impact and (10) Value(s) creation. See 
Figure 1.2 for an overview of three stages and ten building blocks of the BMT.
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Building block 1: Motive and context

The motive is a response to something that has such an impact that people devel-
oping the BM are driven to contribute to a sustainable solution. A motive can 
be literally anything, depending on how people make sense of a phenomenon or 
situation. The context refers to the specific institutional, organizational, physical 
and social environment in which the BM takes shape and needs to operate. This 
first building block forms the social-psychological driver to start the development 
of a sustainable BM. Motive and context shape the contours of the environment in 
which the intended value creation takes place.

Building block 2: Dream

The dream indicates what will change as a result of the BM when everything 
intended is achieved. It is the envisaged Utopia, a situation where all desires, expec-
tations and intentions come true. The dream develops a new, appealing, attractive 
narrative with regard to the value created. It implicitly and explicitly addresses 
(1) the intended audience and (2) the ideal solution(s) to identified problems. The 
narrative inspires people and creates followers of the cause at hand.

Building block 3: Proposition

A proposition is a promise that an organization or collaboration makes and it clari-
fies for the user what can be expected from the value of the intended product or 
service: the so-called materialization. A characteristic of a ‘good’ proposition is its 
instant clarity. At the heart of the value proposition lies the perceived value a BM 
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promises to its audience. The proposed value proposition connects the original 
problem to an intended solution, and this message is instantaneously and intuitively 
transmitted.

Building block 4: BM archetype

In the BMT, a choice is offered between three BM archetypes. A distinction is 
made between (1) platform BMs, (2) community-based BMs and (3) circular busi-
ness models (CBMs). In selecting one of these three archetypes, the organizational 
architecture of a prospective BM is determined. Platform BMs enable access, digi-
tally or physically, to idle capacities of assets and people in networks. This links to 
the strategic notion of eco-efficiency. At the heart of community-based BMs is 
the idea that citizen or consumer groups unite around a common need (electric-
ity, food, mobility and waste) and organize a collective and collaborative BM. This 
leads to a spider-web or spoke-hub architecture. BMs for the CE take shape around 
closing loops, aiming to organize value preservation of materials, components and 
products. Circular BMs build on the principles of an architecture of cycles. It is 
possible to make novel combinations of these three archetypes.

Building block 5: Parties

This building block is about identifying the actors (such as citizens, companies and 
government) that need to be involved to actualize the proposition. This building 
block starts from the assumption that networks of parties exist. The challenge is to 
find the parties in these networks that provide the needed skills and competencies 
to bring the value proposition into effect, given its organizational nature. Innovative 
value propositions imply a search outside of the usual suspects in existing value chains. 
To parties, the challenge is to open up networks to ‘the new kid on the block’.

Building block 6: Strategy

A strategy is an actionable plan to shape and give direction to organizing the value 
proposition. It provides a future-oriented perspective, often with the collaborating 
parties. In addition, parties and contextual factors play a role. Together, they offer 
opportunities or impose restrictions on the BM you are seeking to develop. Within 
the BMT, a set of basic strategies is offered, originating from the discourses on 
(1) eco-efficiency, (2) circularity and (3) social inclusivity. For starters, the process 
of strategic choice is informed by conventional strategic decision-making (e.g. cus-
tomer intimacy, product excellence and cost leadership: Treacy & Wiersema, 1993).

Building block 7: Core activities

A core activity is what an organization or collaborative network does best. It is 
what gives it its right to exist. This is also referred to as the core competence. 
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Activity addresses physical activities while competence concerns mental capability. 
Both originate from the multiple capital perspective on organizations, respectively, 
denoting the abilities and the capabilities related to a capital. A capital denotes a 
resource and the services it renders (Penrose, 1959). In general, the following capi-
tals are recognized: physical, organizational, intellectual/mental, social, financial 
and constructed (Porritt, 2007; Gleeson-White, 2014). Choices made in the build-
ing block on core activities determine how an amalgamation of capitals is deployed 
in the pursuit of actualizing the value proposition.

Building block 8: External test

The external test is used to check the added value and the feasibility of the con-
cept of the designed BM in the world around it. It is the litmus test of the BM. 
In essence, the external test provides a falsification of previously made choices and 
their alignment. Choices should be made in orchestration leading to a coherent 
series of events delivering the value proposition. The assumption is that developing 
a BM is inherently biased, and its makers need to become aware of their blind spots 
and test its originality. Finally, the external test delivers a plan for improvement or 
radical changes of the BM thus far. For the people involved, the external test often 
hurts, for it aims to lay bare essential flaws and mistakes or may render the BM 
altogether irrelevant or infeasible.

Building block 9: Impact

Impact concerns the short- and long-term effects of the BM in relation to the 
broader social, ecological, economic and material environment. It concerns the 
translation of the value proposition into metrics that provide insights into its actual 
changes and effects on the identified problem leading to changes in the institu-
tional, organizational, physical and social contexts. Of course, the intention is to 
have a positive impact with the BM, but it is important to also identify the pos-
sible negative impact. Perhaps it will turn out that the impact is neutral – then the 
long-term effect of the BM will be neither positive nor negative at all. Impact is 
determined using a set of indicators. Choosing these indicators and determining 
the nature of how they will be measured proves to be a complex matter. If it turns 
out that a BM could lead to a negative or neutral impact, it is wise to go back to 
the previously made choices and the design of the BM.

Building block 10: Value(s) creation

The ambition of every sustainable BM is the simultaneous creation of multiple 
values. This concept builds on the triple-bottom line approach, introduced by 
Elkington (1998) as People, Planet and Profit. Our society is designed based on 
an endless flow of transactions, large and small, day in and day out. A transaction 
is an action between parties that involves the exchange of goods and services 
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for some other value. Transactions are usually resolved financially. Money is a 
unit of accounting, a medium of exchange enabling value to be stored. How-
ever, under certain circumstances, other forms of transactional means may be 
used, such as time, mobility or electricity. The latter may be more appropriate 
depending on the nature of the value(s) created and the nature of the original 
value proposition.

1.4.3  Various ways of modelling with the BMT

The BMT is designed to work through its building blocks, which are grouped into 
the three stages. The underlying idea is to develop a sustainable BM from scratch 
by following each step of the BMT structure. Crucial to this process is looking at 
how to organize the value proposition in a specific context. Still, there are many 
alternative ‘routes’ through the BMT. We distinguish five possible routes: (1) the 
original ‘Idea-driven’ route, (2) the Proposition-driven route, (3) the Network-
driven route, (4) the Impact-driven route and (5) the Competence-driven route. 
We briefly expand on each of these five routes in the following sections.

Idea-driven

The idea-driven approach steps through the ten building blocks from left to right 
and top to bottom – reflecting the format discussed so far. Going through all steps 
systematically leads to the development of a sustainable BM. It starts by identifying 
a ‘grand’ idea that needs to be solved. While shaped in a sequential way, working 
iteratively is firmly embedded in this process.

Proposition-driven

The proposition-driven approach starts from a specific value that you want to cre-
ate for a specific target group. Central to this approach is the revision of an exist-
ing idea or even an entire BM. Reasoning starts from the conceptualization or 
reconceptualization of the value proposition. Depending on the nature of the value 
proposition, subsequent building blocks need to be determined and addressed iter-
atively. This could imply shaping the organization first or developing ideas about 
the desired impact.

Network-driven

The starting point of the network-driven approach is the assumption that a net-
work of parties already exists and wants to collaborate on the proposition with their 
different and complementary core competencies. In this approach, developing the 
BMT starts by gaining insight into the context and the (intended) network. With 
the network in place, subsequent building blocks are developed to gradually craft 
the value proposition.
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Impact-driven

In the impact-driven approach, the name of the game is ‘Making a Difference’. 
The main focus is achieving a specific impact. The function of the BMT will 
therefore be to support the development of a BM based on a predetermined idea 
about impact. The impact-driven approach often concerns amending or revising 
an existing idea or BM: it is about refurbishing existing BMs.

Competence-driven

The starting point here is the principle of the ‘bird-in-the-hand’ (Sarasvathy, 2001). 
Key to the competence-driven approaches are core activities that already exist in 
a specific organizational setting. The question is what can be organized with the 
already-developed core activities. The BMT helps to develop a sustainable BM 
based on existing activities.

Depending on the situation at hand, either one of the offered approaches may 
be used to develop a sustainable BM, whether the situation calls for the develop-
ment of an entirely new BM or the refurbishment of an existing one. Users of the 
BMT are free to make an amalgamation of approaches where appropriate.

1.5  The promise(s) of sustainable BMs

1.5.1  Contributing to sustainability

The BMT was developed to provide an alternative approach to value creation. We 
argue that conventional BMs as vehicles for value creation offer a narrow perspec-
tive on the matter. To accommodate multiple value creation, the BMT provides a 
methodology (logic of action) and a method (three stages and ten building blocks) 
to develop an actionable framework. In itself, a method and methodology provide 
a neutral framework. In contrast, the approach and the specific components of the 
BMT demand to be addressed, adding a normative layer to the method and meth-
odology. While this may not be evident in the first stage, this normative character 
becomes more prominent when proceeding to later stages and building blocks. 
The normative direction, for instance, is reflected in the choice of BM archetype, 
the intended impact and last but not least the value(s) creation building block. 
When arriving at the final building block and looking back on choices made, the 
foundation for a sustainable BM is laid down in the value proposition. The BMT 
finds itself situated on the thin line between methodology and sustainability-related 
content. The BMT offers a framework of choices leading to an actionable perspec-
tive contributing to sustainability. Attributing sustainability characteristics to the 
framework itself is meaningless. This implies that over time the framework will be 
subject to alignment or realignment in order to address the evolving meaning of 
sustainability.
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1.5.2  Experiences so far with the BMT

The work that led to the development of the BMT started 5 years ago with the 
development of a course on sustainable entrepreneurship. Gradually, the need 
for a more systematic form of business modelling emerged. Over the years, this 
led to various didactic approaches in classroom settings and finally converged in 
a two-day, 24-hour hackathon ( Jonker & Faber, 2019). This culminated in the 
structured approach, now called the BMT, which co-evolved as a result of col-
laboration between various educational institutions. Making use of comprehensive 
feedback by student-users enabled continuous prototyping in diverse educational 
settings. The by-product of this approach was an array of contributions including 
cases, testimonials, assignments and checklists. Finally, it laid the foundations for 
the development of a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) and an interactive 
online toolkit.

1.5.3  Next steps: Collective and collaborative  
business modelling

The approach to using a framework such as the BMT is implicitly based on the 
assumption that either individuals or a small group of ‘specialists’ is set to work to 
develop a value proposition into a BM. The question is whether this approach 
leaves available potential unused or keeps it hidden. Exploring solutions, we suggest 
a collaborative and participatory process of observing, learning and experimenting 
as possible courses of action, and hence a democratization of business modelling. 
This gives rise to a business modelling approach where the actionability concept is 
in the making of the model itself. A collaborative business modelling approach ena-
bles different parties to participate including companies, organizations, individuals, 
NGOs and governments. It fosters making use of the competencies and capacities 
of the actors involved in designing and enacting a sustainable BM.

1.5.4  The transformative and transitional potential

From now on, the need for knowledge, competencies and skills in addressing tran-
sitions will increase urgently ( Jonker et al., 2020). The present societal challenges, 
such as the climate crisis, the biodiversity crisis and the debate about fossil fuels, call 
for targeted and coordinated action to effect sustainability transitions. The ques-
tion is whether the existing ‘Body of Knowledge’ regarding change is appropriate 
and sufficient for the issues raised by the current transitions. Over the past decades, 
theoretical knowledge has certainly increased common understanding of the nature 
of and possible approaches to designing and managing transitions. But translation 
into practice in the form of concrete process tools remains insubstantial and inef-
fective. Transitions are large-scale, complex and multi-actor and involve trans-
institutional change processes, taking place between organizations, institutions and 
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parties (whether individual or group). These are fundamental changes happening 
simultaneously at multiple levels and locations.

1.5.5  Final remarks

This chapter started with the ambition of addressing societal challenges and wicked 
problems through a change in how value creation is organized. Our approach is to 
foster change through a different way of organizing, expressed in a value proposition 
and bringing about impact and multiple value creation. Our approach is grounded 
in the observation that we live in an organized society. Societal functions, income, 
employment, healthcare, security and status are all the results of our collective ways 
of organizing society. Taking a bird’s-eye view of this fabric of society, an ongoing 
process of transactions on multiple levels of aggregation is noticeable. At its lowest 
(micro) level, buying a loaf of bread implies the creation of value. In Section 4, we 
connected the concept of transactions first to impact and value creation and second 
to the process of collective and collaborative business modelling. For a sustainable 
society changing value creation, and thus reshaping transactions in business model-
ling, must lie at the core of our efforts to create transitions. The BMT offers a sys-
tematic method and methodology to specifically address these kinds of challenges. 
This does not mean that the BMT is a silver bullet for societal challenges, but it offers 
an actionable perspective to redesign value creation in an organizational context.
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