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Abstract 

The general purpose of this thesis is to examine how the implementation of sustainability into the 

value creation logic of furniture manufacturers can serve as driver for the creation of value. A multiple 

case study approach was therefore adopted that includes four case companies that are all located on 

the European market. Furthermore, the service dominant logic was adopted as a metatheoretical 

framework and the circular economy was used as a gold standard for the adoption of sustainability in 

a business context.  

 

The consumption of furniture contributes significantly to the annual production of waste. In 2016, 

10,78 million tons of furniture waste were produced from which only 80-90% were recycled, the rest 

ended up as landfill or was going to be incinerated. This can be regarded as highly unsustainable due 

to the increasing amount of extraction of virgin materials that is necessary to produce future products.   

This leads to the need for investigation what business processes could improve the furniture 

manufacturer’s impact on the environment. For that purpose, four furniture manufacturers were 

identified that already show a high integration of sustainability into their business model.  

For executing the analysis, a business model for sustainability by Abdelkafi & Täuscher was used in 

order to exemplify the varying relationships among the respective value dimensions. Furthermore, an 

assessment was made among the respective business models in terms of their adoption towards strong 

or weak sustainability.  

 

The findings indicate that the main driver for shifting a furniture manufacturer’s business model 

towards sustainability is determined through the incorporation of sustainable measures in its value 

creation capacity. It was identified that the degree to which the value creation capacity contribute to 

the firm´s environmental value proposition is highly influenced through the procurement of 

sustainable resources, the consideration of logistics and in particular reverse logistics and the creation 

of resource cycles. 

Furthermore, while adopting the perspective of the service dominant logic, this thesis makes the 

proposition, that strong sustainable business models are determined through value in use while weak 

sustainable business models focus merely on value in exchange.  
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Introduction 

The annual production of waste in 2016 through furniture is considered to range between 2-5% of the 

total production of waste in the 28 European Union member states. In assumption of an average 

production of waste of 3,75% the total production of furniture waste amounts for 10,78 million tons. 

From that, around 80-90% of the total production of furniture waste is going to be disposed in the 

form of landfill or incineration and only 10% of the materials are going to be recycled From the 

overall 10,78 million tons of total furniture waste, wooden and metal furniture make up for around 4 

million tons of waste (Forrest et al., 2017).  

 

In assumption of the low recycling rates, the activities that support the reduction of waste can 

therefore be considered to be rather low. However, EU and domestic regulations increasingly demand 

higher standards in terms of decreasing the impacts on the environment through the production and 

consumption of their products. For example through an increase of producer responsibility such as 

the extended producer responsibility that aims for moving away from linear towards a more circular 

consumption through the recovery of unused or disposed materials (Forrest et al., 2017). Besides, the 

increasing demand from a regulatory side it can also be observed that consumers are increasing their 

demand for products that are considered to be sustainable from an environmental point of view (The 

Nielsen Company, 2015).  

 

As a response to the prevailing linear consumption models, the circular economy gains an increasing 

interest among industries and consumers. In general terms, the circular economy aims at keeping 

resources as long as possible in production and consumption and tries so to slow down the degrading 

of resource stocks  (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015b). While this thesis is not merely concerned 

with the topic of the circular economy, it is considered to be an effective strategy for increasing 

environmental sustainability in resource consumption.  

 

Considering the increasing demand from a regulatory and a consumer side, companies are therefore 

required to respond to those shifting market requirements. Business models from manufacturers are 

still largely defined through a notion of value creation that is defined through value in exchange. 

Value in exchange follows the basic notion that value is embedded in a product during the production 

process and is subsequently consumed by the customer. This followed the development of rather 
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linear business models that only focused on the provision of value and the consumption of such 

through the consumer (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

 

Traditional business models are defined “as the rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, 

and captures value” (Osterwalder, Clark, & Pigneur, 2010, p. 16). However, the traditional view on 

business models lacked a proper understanding and representation of incorporating environmental 

aspects into their logic (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). In response to that, a business model for 

sustainability was proposed by Abdelkafi & Täuscher (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016) that incorporates 

next to typical value dimensions (Value capture, Value creation, Value proposition) also an 

environmental value and exemplifies how a business can both be economically but also ecologically 

viable.  

 

As a response to the above mentioned concept of  value in exchange, Vargo & Lusch (Vargo & Lusch, 

2004) defined the service dominant logic that describes value as value in use. This perspective moves 

away from a linear perspective of value creation and sees value rather determined through the actual 

use of a product or service. While this should not be seen as a response to environmental aspects as 

in the previously introduced circular economy, but rather in a sense that tries to consider the creation 

of value as a holistic, non-linear approach that incorporates multiple actors (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). 

Due to the rather holistic and non-linear consideration of the creation of value, the service dominant 

logic is used as a theoretical foundation for this thesis.  

 

Based on the need to move towards a more resourceful consumption and on the need for business 

models that incorporate rather non-linear value creation approaches and at the same time reduce or 

eliminate its impact on the environment the research question for this thesis is defined as following: 

 

How can a business model serve as a driver for improving the environmental value 

proposition inside a furniture manufacturer from a service dominant logic perspective? 

 

Thesis Structure 

The Thesis is divided into six main chapters that are introduction, methodology, literature review, 

analysis, discussion and conclusion.  The methodology chapter explains the rational for the research 

of this thesis and explains the underlying method and philosophical assumptions that are applied.  
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The literature review introduces the different concepts that are used in order to create the theoretical 

foundation of this thesis. The section starts with a section on sustainability and introduces the service 

dominant logic. Also, business models and in particular business models for sustainability are going 

to be introduced.  

 

During the analysis section, the case studies are introduced and analyzed on the basis of the theoretical 

discussion from the previous section. The chapter concludes with a summary of the findings from the 

analysis 

During the discussion, the findings are reflected with the service dominant logic and the main driving 

business model factors are identified.  

 

In the last section, the findings are represented in the conclusion and a further outlook on subsequent 

research is going to be proposed.  

Methodology 

The key point of this chapter is to explain the underlying philosophical assumptions, the research 

strategy and design that frame the research for this thesis. Furthermore, the considerations that were 

made in order to select the cases and the method of data collection will be further elaborated.   

 

Research Philosophy 

As a starting point of a research it is important to consider the paradigm that frames the research. 

Guba & Lincoln (1994) describe a paradigm “as a set of basic beliefs (or metaphysics) that deals 

with ultimates or first principles” that is constructed through “ontological, epistemological and 

methodological assumptions” (Guba & Guba, 1994, p. 3).  In a more general sense, a paradigm gives 

an answer to the question how a researcher views the world. This is important to consider because 

those views ultimate reflect into the researchers work and influence his method and results. Ontology 

tries to exemplify “what is” (Crotty, 1998, p. 9) and “what is there that can be known” (Guba & 

Guba, 1994, p. 4). While epistemology identifies the nature of knowledge in the sense to “what can 

be known” and “how do we know what we know” (Guba & Guba, 1994, pp. 4, 8).   
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To distinguish between two mayor paradigmatic assumptions for the research in social sciences, 

objectivism or subjectivism can be identified (Morgan & Smircich, 1980). The objectivism 

epistemology is closely related to the theoretical perspective of positivism. Objectivism view sees 

“reality as a concrete construct” (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p. 2)and is to be seen as an “objective 

phenomenon that lends itself to accurate observation and measurement” (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, 

p. 2). This implies that the perspective of objectivism is often used for the analysis of quantitative 

data due to its understanding of nature of being measurable and accurate.  

 

The subjectivism perspective sees “reality as a social construction” and “to understand how reality 

is created” (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p. 2). Social modes in the form of for example language 

create shared but multiple realities (Morgan & Smircich, 1980). This follows that reality should rather 

be interpreted due to the subjective meaning of individuals (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). 

 

Subjectivism is closely connected to the theoretical perspective of interpretivism and in particular to 

the strategy of hermeneutics (Crotty, 1998; Guba & Guba, 1994). This strategy relies heavily on the 

interpretation of the phenomena’s, explanation. Exploration should rather to be seen as subordinate. 

The reason for that is, that reality is seen to be to complex to be fully comprehended by the researcher. 

It is therefore necessary for the researcher to interpret his findings in order to generate a deeper 

understanding of nature (Gray, 2014; Morgan & Smircich, 1980).  

 

In this thesis this approach was used in order to establish connections between the respective business 

model dimensions, to gain in-depth knowledge about the cases and to ultimately interpret the findings 

of the analysis. For example, the identification of reinforcing feedback loops is largely determined 

through the theoretical assumptions and interpretations. This strategy is based on a similar approach 

that Abdelkafi & Täuscher (2016) used for their exemplification of a business model for sustainability 

and is based on related foundations (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). Also, the later introduced service 

dominant logic is seen to be rather connected to a interpretive and heuristics approach due its 

perspective that value has to be understood as something subjective to the individual (Vargo & Lusch, 

2014). 

Furthermore, while examining the cases on their meaning, the researcher adopted a certain mindset 

that might lead to alterations in his perspective and as a result indicates potential biases towards the 

analysis and discussion.  
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Research Strategy 

The first step in conduction a research is to think about the strategy that the research is taking in order 

to answer the research question. The research strategy is determined through three conditions: “(a) 

the type of research question posed, (b) the extent of control an investigator has over actual 

behavioral events, and (c) the degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events”(Yin, 

2009, p. 5). The research question is determined on the basis the question is asked. “How” and “why” 

questions are more likely to be explanatory in nature and are mostly used when conducting case 

studies (Yin, 2009). In the present case, a how question is being asked as the main research question 

in which the author has no control over any actual behavioral events and is also aimed at examining 

contemporary events. As a result to that, the method of case study was chosen to be the research 

strategy for this thesis since this method is commonly used to answer such types of research questions 

and is rather explanatory with some exploratory aspects (Yin, 2009). The research question was 

defined on the basis of the later literature review.  

Furthermore, case studies aim at expanding and generalizing the knowledge evolving around a theory 

(Yin, 2009). This is the case in the present thesis since the aim of the research is defined through 

generating deeper insights into the applicability of the service dominant logic towards sustainability 

and to generate insights on how sustainability can benefit business models.  

 

Yin (2009) defines “a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p. 13). He further states that a case study should be used 

when the aim is to uncover “contextual conditions”(Yin, 2009, p. 13). This is the case in the present 

thesis since the cases are examined under the premise that the extent to which an adoption of for 

example sustainable measures or the service dominant logic has been undergone was not known prior 

to the research.  

 

The present thesis examines four case studies. The context for the analysis is represented through the 

later discussed theoretical foundations. Each cases are investigated on the same unit of analysis. As 

a result to that, the multiple holistic design was chosen. The aim of this method is to expand the 

knowledge around theory with the goal to reach an analytical generalizability (Yin, 2009, p. 14). A 

multiple case design also increases the validity of the results due to the use of multiple sources of 
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evidence, pattern matching or explanation building (Yin, 2009, pp. 34, 54). This is important due to 

the fact that a research has to be represent a set of logical set of statements that have to be replicable 

or comprehendible (Yin, 2009). 

 

Resarch Design 

The research design describes a “logical plan for getting from here to there, where here may be 

defined as the initial set of questions to be answered, and there is some set of conclusions (answers) 

about these questions” (Yin, 2009). In general terms the research design describes the way this thesis 

is adopting in order to answer the research question. The research design is defined through five 

components: a study´s questions; its propositions, if any; its unit of analysis; the logic of linking the 

data to the propositions; the criteria for interpreting the findings (Yin, 2009, p. 21).  

 

The research question of this thesis is, how can a business model serve as a driver for improving the 

environmental value proposition inside a furniture manufacturer from a service dominant logic 

perspective? It´s applicability towards a case study has been already discussed in the previous 

chapter.  

The second component of the research design determines the use of any propositions in order to 

answer the research question. Study propositions are usually made in order to guide the research 

towards something that should be examined (Yin, 2009). In order to answer the research question, 

the general proposition was made that the service dominant logic might be beneficial in supporting 

the implementation of environmentally sustainable measures inside a company. This proposition was 

derived by contrasting companies that implemented circular economy principles with the service 

dominant logic. The finding was that services such as reverse logistics or the extension of product 

lives through remanufacturing can be typically beneficial in order to contribute positive to ecological 

issues.  

 

The third component is the unit of analysis and defines the case to be studied and is defined through 

the research question (Yin, 2009). As the general field of analysis the furniture sector was chosen and 

how their business models can generate value under the consideration of environmentally sustainable 

measures. What is therefore represented as the unit of analysis is the value creation logic of furniture 

manufacturers.  
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The fourth component is the linkage of data to the propositions made. While this is rather one of the 

topics that hasn´t been properly defined, Yin (2009) suggests the method of pattern matching whereas 

varied pieces of information that are selected from a case can be connected to a theory (Yin, 2009). 

This method is going to be used in the later discussion section of this thesis.  

 

The fifth component is to find the criteria for interpreting the findings. The issues that arises here are 

that findings should be contrasted to each other in order to find patterns. This requires that the findings 

contain some sort of diversity. However, as Yin (2009) states that there is currently “no precise way 

in order of setting the criteria for interpreting these types of findings. One hopes that the different 

patterns are sufficiently contrasting” (Yin, 2009, p. 27).  

 

Case selection 

As a general prerequisite, the cases were chosen based on the researcher’s interest in the topic. For 

that purpose, the method of purposive sampling was used “which focuses on selecting those cases on 

the basis of making a point dramatically or because they are important” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 

621). 

During the case selection, practical assumptions were made in the sense of availability of data. Only 

companies were selected that offered the right depth of information. In order to identify furniture 

manufacturers that incorporate sustainability measures, it was a prerequisite to find publicly 

information on that matter.  

 

While the research question is rather openly formulated in terms of the studied cases, some 

similarities could be identified that mainly influenced the decision for choosing the case companies. 

As a general rule, companies were identified, that were either particular in terms of their size, or their 

stewardship when adopting for example circular economy principles in their business model. The 

four chosen cases are: 

 Pentatonic GmbH  

 Vitra International AG  

 Kinnarps AB  

 Gispen Nederland B.V 
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Gispen and Pentatonic were both identified for having some sort of a stewardship role in adopting 

circular economy principles in their business model, what makes them appealing cases to study. Vitra, 

Gispen and Kinnarps are all three among the biggest manufacturers in Europe for office furniture 

(Statista, 2018). Beyond that, Europe as an area produces around one quarter of the total annual 

production of furniture products (Forrest et al., 2017). Although those are merely directed towards a 

B2B market and Pentatonic towards a B2C market, a generalizability of the findings can still be 

achieved through the similar theoretical foundations that are proposed through the later introduced 

business model for sustainability and the service dominant logic.   

 

Data Collection 

The data collection for this thesis is represented through the use of secondary qualitative data. 

Secondary data offers some advantages and disadvantages that were ultimately considered whether 

which type of data is appropriate for answering the proposed research question. Due to the multiple 

case study, secondary data seemed to be appropriate choice of gathering data, due to the number of 

cases selected in order to achieve a sufficient depth of information. Furthermore, due to the contextual 

approach for this thesis, written company reports offered already a sufficient source of information.  

 

In general, the data selection for the case studies, was based on already published company 

information. For this purpose, written materials from company owned sources such as company 

owned websites, annual reports or sustainability reports represented the main source of information. 

In some cases, secondary data sources such as newspaper reports or statistical market analysis were 

also analyzed.  

Limitations 

Due to the explanatory and interpretive perspective of this paper, any final propositions or 

conclusions that are represented are determined through the subjective perspective of the author and 

have to be considered as biased through inherited and acquired preconceptions.   

 

As a general limitation, the use of secondary company owned materials inherits the risk of including 

potential biases due to the fact that company owned information is usually created to tell a story in 

favor of the company.  
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For the later analysis of the case studies, the business model for sustainability by Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher is going to be used (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). The model is split up into four partial 

models that comprise, the environment, the value creation logic of the firm, a manager perspective 

and a customer perspective. For this thesis, only the model of the firm is going to be used. This 

follows, that the relation between those dimensions is mainly based on theoretical assumptions and 

only allows for a limited creation of relationships between the respective value dimensions inside the 

value creation logic.  

Literature Review 

In the following chapter, the theory that is building the foundation for the later analysis and discussion 

is further described. The theory section is divided into three main thematic areas. Since this thesis is 

mainly concerned around the topic “sustainability”, the first part of the theory section defines the 

term sustainability and gives a short introduction into the concept of circular economy.  

 

In the second section the service dominant logic is going to be introduced in order to illustrate the 

underlying principles of value creation and value in use and its potential to serve as a paradigm for 

the implementation of environmental sustainability into business models.  

 

The second section introduces the concept of business models and in particular the concept of 

business models for sustainability. In the later of this section, a business model for sustainability is 

going to be introduced that serves as the foundation for the later analysis. 

Reliability and validity of the literature review was ensured only considering peer-reviewed articles.  

 

Environmental Sustainability 

In a general sense sustainability is defined as taking control over environmental and societal issues 

and can be well described as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.” (Lieder & Rashid, 2016). Those environmental issues 

are varied and evolves next to others around the reduction of emissions or the reduction of waste 

generation and landfill (Elkington, 2004). 
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The wide attention to the term and its importance has led companies to make wide use of it for various 

initiatives that are evolving around corporate social responsibility such as the “Triple bottom line” 

(Porter & Kramer, 2011) concept or the concept of “Shared Value” (Elkington, 2004; Porter & 

Kramer, 2011). While shared value has a bigger focus on societal issues and doesn´t make a clear 

differentiation between societal and environmental issues, the concept of the triple bottom line makes 

a distinction between the three dimensions of environmental, societal and economic issues 

(Elkington, 2004). 

 

While originally being developed as an accounting tool, the concept of the triple bottom line has 

found wide application in companies. In a short definition, the concept tries to focus a company’s 

evaluation on how much value it creates or destroys in terms of economic, environmental and societal 

impacts. The aim is to create a company that is corresponds to the three afore mentioned dimensions 

in order to create a sustainable company in terms of environmental, societal and economic aspects 

(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015b). 

 

In this thesis, business models for sustainability will be the focus of research. That means that a 

sustainable business model refers not just to the economic viability but also to the ecological viability 

of a business model, or in a simplified way, does this business model allow the company to create 

value for itself but at same time creating value for the society and the environment. That follows that 

the term sustainability will be used in this thesis to refer to environmental issues as opposed to the 

impact on societal and economic issues. 

 

Another concept that has seen increasing interest in order to increase environmental sustainability is 

the concept of circular economy (CE) (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015a).  
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Figure 1. Outline of a circular economy (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015b, p. 5) 

 As opposed to traditional linear economies that follow the principle of take-make and dispose, 

circular economy proclaims to be more restorative and generative with products, components and 

materials. The goals is to in keep them in closed loops to minimize the induction of new resources 

(virgin materials) and so also diminish or at least decrease negative impacts on the environment. 

Figure 1 illustrates the ideal model of a circular economy. The model is characterized through three 

principles that aim at forming a loop that “preserves and enhances natural capital, optimizes resource 

yields, and minimizes system risks by managing finite stock and renewable flows” (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2015b). The second principle is illustrated through two cycles, a biological (e.g. plant 

based or biodegradable materials) and technical cycle (e.g. metals or polymers) (Yuan, Bi, & 

Moriguichi, 2008, p. 2). The technical cycle contains the “Three principles” that are used as one of 

the guiding principles on how to treat resources in the circular economy, namely “reduction, reuse 
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and recycling” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015b) and will be later again touched upon in the 

section on business models for sustainability.   

 

Service Dominant Logic 

Vargo and Lusch (2004) defined the service dominant logic for marketing as a response to the 

predominant goods dominant logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). It was noticed that marketing had moved 

from only focusing on the tangible output and the connected transaction towards a service dominant 

view in “which intangibility, exchange processes, and relationships are central” (Holbrook, 2002). 

While this wasn´t an entirely new observation, what is new of the SD-Logic was the 

acknowledgement that customers do determine themselves what is of value to them. Meaning that 

companies can only make a value proposition on which basis the customer ultimately decides the 

actual value in use (Vargo & Lusch, 2014, p. 7).  

 

Marketing in that context is not to be understood as the manipulation of the marketing mix. More 

accurately is the consideration of marketing as “creating, increasing and recreating of markets 

through developing innovative approaches to resource integration and service provision” (Vargo & 

Lusch, 2014, p. 7) and should be considered to be the core of the company’s business logic 

(Ballantyne & Varey, 2008; Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

 

Beyond that and even more important is however the idea that goods derive the value in use through 

services appliances (Ballantyne & Varey, 2008; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This view allows for the 

perspective that in principle everything is a service. However, services in that context are not to be 

understood as something that is added to an existing product, or are somewhat residual to a product 

nor are solely found in the so called service industry. They are rather defined as “the application of 

specialized competences (knowledge and skills) through deeds, processes, and performances for the 

benefit of another entity or the entity itself“ (Ballantyne & Varey, 2008; Vargo & Lusch, 2004, p. 9, 

2006). It is important to note here, that goods can still be at the center of a transaction, however the 

value that is ultimately exchanged does not reside in the good itself but rather in the service the item 

performs. This on the other hand does not mean that goods are somewhat inferior towards services 

or should be considered to be less important, it more aims at a more holistic and inclusive perspective 

between goods and services (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

 



19 

 

This shift in perspective is necessary in order to be able to better understand the interplay between 

goods and services from a strategic and structural perspective since services become the connecting 

purpose of any business activity such as procurement, production, distribution and consumption 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This definition includes all business processes and aims to place marketing 

activities at the core of business activities on which the SD-Logic orientates itself (Vargo & Lusch, 

2008). This means that companies should fundamentally think “customer centric and market driven” 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2004, p. 7). Furthermore, the SD-Logic implies that value is defined through the 

consumer and not by the company in the form of embedding it into an output, value is more co-

created. Firms have to adapt to that in the form of recognizing consumer demands than rather trying 

to define them and should therefore aim for creating “self-reinforcing value cycles” (Vargo & Lusch, 

2004, p. 7). 

 

In order to further define the service dominant logic, the authors of the SD-Logic  have proposed 

eleven foundational premises (FP) that represent the underlying mindset (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008, 

2016) : 

 FP 1 Service is the fundamental basis of exchange 

 FP 2 Indirect exchange masks the fundamental basis of exchange. 

 FP 3 Goods are distribution mechanisms for service provision. 

 FP 4 Operant resources are the fundamental source of strategic benefit. 

 FP 5 All economies are service economies. 

 FP 6 Value is cocreated by multiple actors, always including the beneficiary. 

 FP 7 Actors cannot deliver value but can participate in the creation and offering of 

value propositions. 

 FP 8 A service-centered view is inherently beneficiary oriented and relational. 

 FP 9 All social and economic actors are resource integrators. 

 FP 10 Value is always uniquely and phenomenologically determined by the beneficiary. 

 FP11 Value cocreation is coordinated through actor-generated institutions and 

institutional arrangements. 

 

While the goods-dominant logic was widely used as a paradigm up until now, the SD-Logic is at the 

verge for replacing it. It is considered right now to be a  “thinking framework at a pretheoretic stage” 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Vargo, Maglio, & Akaka, 2008) and is defined by the authors to be a mind-
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set or point of view that when adopted, allows for the ability to look more closely into social and 

economic issues than the GD-Logic. Simply put the logic provides a different angle to see the world 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2006).  

 

While the goods-dominant logic has been used widely as a paradigm, the service dominant logic has 

seen rising attention and has been discussed in various articles. Some even consider this to be 

paradigm shift in favor of the service dominant logic as the predominant foundation for considering 

and examining business processes (Vargo & Lusch, 2006).  

While being originally centered in the area of marketing, the logic has by today found many 

appliances throughout various research and applied disciplines. This aspect is supported since the 

service dominant logic places marketing at the core of business activities what allows for a holistic 

and interdisciplinary perspective on marketing (Vargo & Lusch, 2014). 

 

Both, the goods dominant but also the service dominant logic represent ways to define value and 

value creation. While the GD-Logic refers in that context to the concept of value in exchange, the 

service dominant logic refers to value in use. Value in exchange is framed through economic drivers 

that aim to maximize profits. Profits are achieved by embedding value in goods that are sold in 

determination of the current market price. As a result of that, a company receives a profit 

maximization when it is able to achieve a high level of efficiency through standardization and creating 

benefits out of economies of scale (Vargo et al., 2008). 

 

The goods dominant logic and its concept of value in exchange refers to the traditional view that 

value is produced by the company and distributed to the consumer in exchange for money. In this 

view, producers and consumers are clearly defined against each other and value is considered to be a 

performance that is provided by the company through products or services. A classic example is the 

production of car, where the manufacturer creates value by transforming raw materials into something 

that the customer wants. Value is therefore created by the company and transferred to the consumer 

in exchange for money. The amount of value that has been transferred can be measured in the amount 

of money that has been exchanged. (Vargo et al., 2008, p. 2) 

 

As mentioned above, one of the fundamental aspects of the service dominant logic concept is the 

concept of value in use that is also connected to the concept of the co-creation of value in which the 
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roles of the consumer and producer are not clearly defined. This means that both actors operate as 

value creators, one cannot deliver value without the other, what makes them codependent. In a further 

definition, this does not mean, that a “service beneficiary should be included in a production process” 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2016, p. 18) but rather as the complete consideration “of the full range of the 

cumulatively coordinated resource-integrating and service-for-service exchange activities of the 

multiple actors always involved in every instance of value creation” (Vargo & Lusch, 2016, p. 19). 

This perspective is strongly connected to the later introduced aspect of service ecosystems and 

recognizes that value is often a influenced through systemic interactions (Vargo & Lusch, 2017).  

Value is considered to be co-created in “interactions among providers and beneficiaries through the 

integration of resources and application of competences” (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). The main 

difference to the GD-Logic, lies here in what is actually exchanged. While the GD-Logic relies largely 

on physical resources (operand resources), the SD-Logic relies on the application of skills and 

knowledge (operant resources) (Vargo et al., 2008). This concept will be further elaborated in the 

next paragraph. 

 

Considering the previous example of the car, now the manufacturer of the car provides its skills and 

knowledge to transform resources into a car. The shifting view occurs, now that the car only 

represents another input (next to other resources such as fuel) into the value creation activity that the 

user is about to perform when using the car, value is then provided through transportation or the 

response to intangible values such as brand, self-image, social connectedness or meaning (Gutman, 

1982; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). In this example, without the necessary infrastructure or if nobody would 

know how to drive, or the supply of gas is not guaranteed, the car would be of no use and would 

therefore represent no value. As a result, the actual value is therefore co-created in which the 

customers provide its value proposition through the disposition of knowledge and skills and the 

consumer integrates its own resources to provide the service of the good (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, p. 

13). Beyond that, the system in which the value is created, meaning for example the roads or gas 

stations play another important part in the value creation, or more the value cocreation.  

 

As a result several implications arise for companies when adopting the service dominant logic. 

Whereas the GD-Logic is focused on tangible standardized goods and a differentiation of production 

and consumption. As literature and research has been predominantly concerned with such premises, 

very often the business tries to treat services in a similar way. However this resulted often in 
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undesirable outcomes, in which standardization and a low customer involvement was the reasonable 

cause. As a response to that, the service dominant logic offers a new perspective to this. As Vargo & 

Lusch (Vargo et al., 2008, p. 6) describe it, “the service centered view of exchange … implies, that 

the goal is to customize offerings, to recognize that the customer is always a coproducer, and to strive 

to maximize consumer involvement in the customization to better fit his or her needs.” This 

perspective acknowledges the customer as a coproducer of value and not just as an individual that 

consumes value. 

 

However as it was mentioned before, the SD-Logic should not be seen as a limitation or a superiority 

towards goods. Goods are more seen as delivering mechanisms for service provision in which value 

in exchange still represents a concept that is important to the co-creation of value. Value in use and 

value in exchange can be considered to be co-dependent. Value in use can be created without value 

in exchange, for instance when breathing air, however anytime the required resources cannot be 

naturally acquired, such as the ability to drive versus the need for a car to bring the skills into practice. 

The value creation process is therefore defined through value in use in which value in exchange 

inherits the function of being a mediator of resources (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2016).  

 

In addition to that, value in exchange serves the purpose of a measuring tool in the sense that it tells 

the relative value within a service system. This means that value is dependent on its surroundings and 

the capabilities and requirements that are defined in the environment. If there are no streets available, 

no car and no driving skills are either required. That also follows that multiple service systems and 

their respective capabilities reinforce and support each other and contributes to view that value in use 

can be seen as a “system improvement within a particular environment” (Vargo & Lusch, 2016).  

 

For those service systems Vargo & Lusch (2014) introduce the term service ecosystems in order to 

exemplify the relationship between actors, the environment and the flow of resources (Lusch & 

Vargo, 2014; Vargo & Lusch, 2016, p. 6).  They term is defined as “relatively self-contained, self-

adjusting system of resource- integrating actors connected by shared institutional arrangements and 

mutual value creation through service exchange” (Vargo & Lusch, 2017, p. 4). 

 

Beyond that arise a couple of opportunities out of that notion that allow for a more integrative and 

holistic approach to selling goods. From an innovation perspective, this allows throughout the actual 
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moment of purchase towards a supplier / buyer relationship that for creating value propositions that 

expand looks beyond the purchase (both, before and after). This aspect comes particularly into play, 

by again considering the proclaimed notion that value is co-created.  

 

By acknowledging this perspective, it can be implied that a service is a process with an extended time 

horizon in terms of usage and the supplier / buyer relationship. This however, also requires a 

rethinking in terms of creating value propositions. Customer demands are shifting and as a result to 

that also the demand towards the value proposition. Therefore a value proposition should either be 

responsive or change over time or should by default consider a certain flexibility that is already 

imbedded (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). This aspect is particularly important when considering value 

propositions under consideration of circular economy what will be further elaborated in the next 

chapter.  

 

In a general conclusion, the service dominant logic represents a new theoretical framework on how 

value is created inside a firm. For that purpose, the SD-Logic takes upon the perspective on value in 

use, instead of value in exchange. This means that value should not be seen as something that is 

embedded in a product during a production process but rather to be cocreated between multiple actors 

including the beneficiary inside service ecosystems.  

However, value in exchange still represents a central part in the service dominant logic, but should 

more be seen as the exchange of knowledge and skills through processes or deeds. 

The service dominant logic and sustainability 

The service dominant logic was merely defined under the premise of providing a new perspective on 

value creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2017) it also offers some aspects that are supportive to the 

development and investigation of sustainability in companies and society (Payne, Storbacka, & Frow, 

2008; Vargo & Lusch, 2014). Some of those issues are discussed below.  

A circular way of thinking 

As introduced in the previous chapter, the term service ecosystems refers to the relationship between 

actors, the environment and a respective flow of recourses inside or outside of a system. It is used to 

turn the view away from a linear perspective towards a nonlinear perspective. The authors of the SD-

Logic acknowledge that value is co-created and the corresponding value creation process is in nature 

nonlinear (Vargo & Lusch, 2014, p. 3) and rather different from a “linear, value production, delivery 
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and consumption model of traditional economics” (Vargo & Lusch, 2017, p. 18). However, while 

this view is merely adopted from an economic perspective the acknowledgment of a more complex 

nonlinear perspective, it can also be applied to issues that are concerned with sustainability. It´s focus 

“on service ecosystem viability and resilience, can be used as an informative and robust framework 

for environmental sustainability” (Vargo & Lusch, 2017, p. 18). The application of the service 

dominant logic on sustainable matters can therefore be seen as a logical cause on implementing 

measures of value creation that are both viable to economic but also to environmental factors in order 

to maintain a systems longevity.  

 

The earlier introduced concept of a circular economy adopts a similar perspective in considering 

consumption of resources in re-inducing circles and also sees the consideration of systems in which 

an individual operates as an omnipresent principle that is always to consider. Both the SD-Logic and 

the circular economy consider therefore that connections are formed within systems. Those 

connections have to be considered in a timeframe. The circular economy therefore tries to manage 

the utility of products, materials, and resources over time in order to maintain their “highest utility 

and value at all times” (Stahel, 2010). 

 

Taking on the proposition from the previous chapter, that value propositions should not be seen as 

static but rather shifting over time, this concept becomes most apparent when reflecting it with the 

CE principle of managing resources over time. The concept of the performance economy by Walter 

Stahel (2010) that is considered to be one of the school of thoughts that the circular economy includes 

contains and also proclaims as the SD-Logic a shift from value in exchange towards value in use 

(Stahel, 2010). The basic notion of the concept is the management of performance over time in order 

to close or slow down resource loops to preserve value. It does so by making use of methods such as 

the extension of product life cycles through reuse, repair, reconditioning, technological upgrades and 

design for longevity or commercial strategies such as the selling of performance. The term, product 

service systems was therefore introduced, that  internalizes those processes in order to form a holistic 

value proposition (Stahel, 2010; Tukker, 2015).  

 

In conclusion, the service dominant logic represents a good theoretical framework when considering 

sustainability and in particular circular economy principles from a commercial point of view. While 

for example, the performance economy calls for the management of resources over time, the service 
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dominant logic acknowledges this by considering the value creation process as a holistic, and 

foremost nonlinear approach in terms of time and interactions.  

Effectiveness over efficiency  

Efficiency has been long the imperative and driving force for improving company processes with the 

aim to reduce or eliminate waste in order to ultimately reduce costs. This was long the driving factor 

for companies since an increased efficiency meant larger economies of scale and margins and as a 

result of that an increase in profits and value in exchange (Drucker, 1963). As opposed to efficiency 

and its implication to do things right, effectiveness refers to doing the right things (Braungart, 

McDonough, & Bollinger, 2007; Vargo & Lusch, 2014). This follows that effectiveness is a rather 

user centric approach due to the very foundation of the SD-Logic to co-create value (meaning value 

can only be created when the consumer participates in the value process) and to create innovation 

processes that are respectively supporting co-creation. This follows that by definition the SD-Logic 

inverts effectiveness over efficiency and places doing the right thing, at the core of a company 

(Braungart et al., 2007; Vargo & Lusch, 2014). 

 

Effectiveness over efficiency has also seen application in one of the school of thoughts that are 

connected to the circular economy. The so called “cradle to cradle design”(Braungart et al., 2007, 

p. 1) categorizes eco-effectiveness over eco-efficiency. Due to the reason, that eco efficiency still 

largely relies on the consumption of raw materials and doesn´t address the elimination or a re-

induction of waste, what can be at best be achieved is a slower degrading stock of environmental 

capital. Eco-effectiveness on other hand aims by promoting processes and products that “maintain 

or enhance the quality and productivity of materials through subsequent life cycles” to not just to 

reduce negative environmental impacts but to rather eliminate them or slow them down (Bryson & 

Daniels, 2007; H. Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002). 

 

In conclusion to the previous discussed chapter on the service dominant logic and sustainability, both 

the service dominant logic and the circular economy with such highly environmentally sustainable 

initiatives as the cradle to cradle design share to some extend the same foundational premises. This 

follows that while pursuing one of those principles, companies are inherently able to create the 

requirements for the other, by either becoming more customer centric or sustainable. It is important 

to note, that one is not the logical cause of the other but rather a supporting factor.  
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Business model for sustainability 

In this section, the term business model is introduced and explained in terms of its certain 

components. In the later the business model is extended for the aspect of sustainability.  

 

Business Models 

The term business model has been relatively recently been introduced in the end of the 20th century 

and aims for analyzing the value creation logic of companies and received wider attention through 

the linkage between the business model and its appliance in strategic decisions and innovation 

processes (Schaltegger, Hansen, & Lüdeke-freund, 2016). 

 

The business model literature can be divided into two streams, 1) an activity based and 2) a value 

based view. The activity based view focuses as the name already suggests on activities inside a 

company and how resources are respectively used in order to run the business and achieve growth 

(Johnson, 2010, p. 22). The value based view is described as a representation on how “a business 

creates and delivers value, both for the customer and the company” (Teece, 2010).  

 

In that context, Teece (2010) defines a business model according to its ability to create value inside 

a company. The architecture or the design of a company has to create, deliver and capture value. In 

order to achieve this, a company has to transfer customer needs into their value creation activities, it 

has to define the way value is delivered towards the customer, what motivates the consumer to pay 

and how the design and setup of the value chain transfers those payments into profits (Teece, 2010).  

 

The value based view is typically divided into its respective dimensions. Johnson (Johnson, 2010) 

defines four value dimensions as the value proposition that comprises the product or service offering 

towards the customer, the profit formula that defines how a company monetizes  the value 

proposition, key processes that are crucial for providing the value proposition and key resources that 

are necessary and have to be implemented into the processes. This perspective is continued by 

Osterwalder and colleagues (2010) in its business model canvas  towards the particular elements of a 

business model and its design (Osterwalder et al., 2010). 

 

The business model canvas has found wide acceptance in the literature and has proven to be powerful 

tool to companies and researchers. The reasons for that are probably found in the universal 



27 

 

formulation and the respective wide range of applicability for scholars and managers throughout 

various industries (Johnson, 2010). Similar to the above mentioned definition, Osterwalder (2010) 

describes a business model “as the rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, and captures 

value” (Osterwalder et al., 2010, p. 16).  

 

As addition to Osterwalder´s definition, this thesis adopts the view that the delivery of value is going 

to be considered to be included in the overall capacity of a firm to create value for itself but also for 

the environment, based on a later introduced business model for sustainability (Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher, 2016). The value dimensions of a business model are therefore defined as the customer 

value proposition, value capture and value creation.  

A fourth dimension, the environmental value proposition will be later introduced in the section of 

business models for sustainability. 

 

The customer value proposition describes the value that is offered towards the customers and 

describes why a customer would be willing to respond to a proposed offering. It includes” an overall 

view of a company’s bundle of products and services that are of value to the customer” (James 

Richardson, 2008). The value proposition can be split up into three parts: the intended offering, the 

customer segment and a competitive advantage. 

 

All three of those dimensions are included in the value proposition, and while the intended offering 

seems to be an obvious unit for defining the value proposition, the competitive advantage is just as 

equally important since only a proper differentiation towards competitors makes if beneficial to enter 

or to compete in a market. Furthermore, a well-defined customer segment ensures that the offered 

value actually reached the right target. The success of dimensions and therefore also the actual value 

proposition are determined on the strategic positioning of the firm (James Richardson, 2008, p. 7). 

This refers to finding a market gap that contains a sufficient potential, in the sense that “the value 

proposition represents the value the firm will offer to a customer relative to the competition” and the 

company has enough room for differentiation (Johnson, 2010). 

 

The value capture describes the value that is derived from the value proposition for the firm´s own 

benefit, meaning how is the value proposition transformed into revenue streams with the ultimate 

goal to generate a profit (James Richardson, 2008). The value capture can be divided into two parts, 
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the economic and the revenue model. The economic model refers to the cost, pricing, cash flow and 

margin strategy, while the revenue model illustrates how the revenue stream is generated, for instance 

though sales or subscription models. While the revenue model more refers to what is the best way to 

generate a revenue stream, the economic model ultimately decides whether the company gains a 

competitive advantage and is able to generate a sufficient margin and profit (James Richardson, 

2008). 

 

The value creation capacity comprises the firm´s key resources and processes that are used to create 

value (James Richardson, 2008). It comprises the sources that ensure, that the competitive advantage 

or in general terms the value proposition is generated through production, selling and delivery. In 

order to facilitate those processes, tangible (e.g. materials, facilities and money) and intangible (e.g. 

knowledge and reputation) resources are therefore transformed into a product. (James Richardson, 

2008) 

 

In order to create value, it is also important that the customer value proposition or more in detail the 

competitive advantage is reflected in the allocation of processes and resources in the sense that the 

competitive advantage offers a sufficient uniqueness and longevity. For example, a superior material 

or especially cheap resources won´t sustain a sufficient competitive advantage in itself if those are 

also available to competitors. Superior processes could work as a compensating factor here, but again 

it is also here to consider whether those processes offer a competitive advantage that is sufficient for 

entering and sustaining in a market (Osterwalder et al., 2010; Teece, 2010). 

 

As mentioned above and in alignment with the presented literature, this paper will take upon the value 

based view that is as the foundation of the later analysis. This view is adopted due to the shared focus 

with the SD-Logic on the customer value proposition and the aim of this paper to investigate how 

sustainable business models affect the value dimensions and in particular the value proposition of a 

company. Furthermore, this view allows to draw more general conclusions from the research without 

looking to closely into single firm processes and activities. This paper also adopts the premise, that 

next to creating profit, an increase in the company´s value proposition creates the necessary 

foundation in order to form a business model that is sustainable both from an economical but also an 

ecological point of view. 
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In the context of this thesis and also in regards to the later of this paper, a distinction between 

sustainable business models and business models for sustainability is made. Although some authors 

speak about sustainable business models very often those definitions are more referring to the 

economic viability of a business model in the context of time and in particular if a business model 

allows the company to still be able to conduct business in the future, or will it be rationalized by the 

market (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016; Schaltegger, Freund, & Hansen, 2012). 

 

Business model for sustainability 

Business models for sustainability only have been recognized within the last years and have up until 

now not been clearly defined. Yet an extending amount of literature is steadily expanding the 

spectrum around issues and methods evolving around this topic and have tried to conceptualize 

business models that includes environmental aspects into its value creation logic (Stubbs & Cocklin, 

2008). In the following, based on the proposed literature the key aspects of sustainable business 

models and their difference to traditional business models will be elaborated.  

 

The literature has been so far describing the ideal types, characteristics and components of a BM that 

allow for sustainability (Bocken, Short, Rana, & Evans, 2014), methodologies that should contribute 

to innovation of business models for sustainability (bmfs) models, different bmfs archetypes have 

been described (Tukker, 2015), and in extend to this literature, impacts of particular archetypes such 

as product-service systems have been described (2013). Boons and Lüdeke-Freund (Bocken & Short, 

2016; Roome & Louche, 2016; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008) identify the main requirements that the 

elements of a business model (value proposition, business infrastructure, customer interface and the 

financial model) have to inherit in order to be identified as a sustainable business model. So has the 

customer interface, next to other requirements, the task to manage a close relationship with the 

customer in order to take stewardship of a product beyond the sale.  

 

This is only a short list of some of the contributions to the literature and should exemplify that all of 

these papers have contributed to the understanding of SBM. However, many of those articles are 

informed on the basis of case studies (Schaltegger, Hansen, & Lüdeke-Freund, 2016; Yin, 2009) that 

from a methodological perspective is more qualified to generate more explanatory and exploratory 

knowledge (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). What is therefore needed is a more common and generic 
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framework that holds up to less specific and normative insights (Schaltegger, Hansen, & Lüdeke-

Freund, 2016). 

 

Abdelkafi recognizes that value or foremost the creation of value is the fundamental similarity 

between traditional business models, as described in the previous chapter and sustainable business 

models. However, the term value is extended in the context of SBM and should be considered from 

a triple bottom line perspective, meaning that the value a firm provides is extended for social and 

ecological value (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). This extension is important, because by integrating 

a SBM into a company, its business purpose and activities are now not just defined by sheer economic 

principles, meaning the generation of monetary profit without considering the wider impact of certain 

business activities, but rather to additionally generate value for society and environment. In an even 

more inclusive perspective, the value creating activities should be reinforcing each other and create 

mutual interdependencies (Schaltegger et al., 2012; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). It is important to note 

here that the implementation of a business model with the aim to increase social and ecological stocks, 

as opposed to just monetary stocks, should not be understood as philanthropy or greenwashing of a 

business. Whereas such former charitable approaches are more add-ons to an existing business model, 

when speaking about a sustainable business model, the implementation of such approaches is a more 

radical transformation of a company´s value creation logic with the attempt to elevate ecological and 

societal value dimensions to the core of a company´s value creation logic. Beyond that, a SBM can 

create far more ecological value than single sustainable products or services simply due to their 

insufficiency to transform organizations or industries (Schaltegger, Hansen, & Lüdeke-Freund, 2016, 

p. 6). 

 

Based on a literature review Schaltegger et al. (2016), proposes the following definition of a 

sustainable business model: “A business model for sustainability helps describing, analyzing, 

managing, and communicating (i) a company’s sustainable value proposition to its customers, and 

all other stakeholders, (ii) how it creates and delivers this value, (iii) and how it captures economic 

value while maintaining or regenerating natural, social, and economic capital beyond its 

organizational boundaries” (Schaltegger, Hansen, & Lüdeke-freund, 2016). The difference to a 

traditional business model lies here in, next to the focus on sustainable strategies and actions, the 

acknowledgement of larger networks of stakeholders to be imperative for sustainable value creation. 

Whereas traditional business models often only consider a network of key stakeholders and 
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partnerships in its BM (Schaltegger, Hansen, & Lüdeke-Freund, 2016), a sustainable business model 

should extend its value creation for a broader range of stakeholders but also for the natural 

environment (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

 

In the sustainable business model that is proposed by Abdelkafi and Täuscher (2016) it is 

acknowledged that value has to be both created for the environment and for the company itself and 

has to adopt a more internal view that is directed towards the creation of value propositions between 

the internal elements of a company. For that reason, they adopt the view from a systems perspective, 

meaning that the different BM elements that are defined as value dimensions are interconnected and 

reinforce each other. The notion of the model is “built upon the creation of a reinforcing feedback 

loop between the created value to the customers, the value captured by the firm, and the value to the 

natural environment” (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016, p. 1). 

Strong and weak sustainable business models 

Business models for sustainability can also be classified in terms of their impact on the environment 

(Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2. Weak and strong sustainability (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016, p. 4; Checkland, 1981; Roome, 2011) 
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The literature distinguishes here between strong and weak sustainable business models (left vertical 

axis). Sustainable business models, are often based on systems thinking and induce rather radical 

organizational changes in their business framework. Such business models try to implement 

sustainability at the core of their business logic in terms of their incorporated vision (horizontal upper 

axis), innovation practices (right vertical axis) and the involved actors (horizontal lower axis) while 

weak sustainable business models only adopt some sustainable measures in order to achieve a 

“partial transformation” (Roome, 2011). 

The compliance dimensions is mainly characterized through companies that meet legal requirements, 

the motivation here is very often triggered through a monetary aspects. The proactive dimension 

describes companies that try to recognize implications and relations between their organization and 

the environment and try to incorporate those consideration into a managerial and organizational setup. 

The third dimensions describes companies that try to gain a competitive advantage through the 

consideration of environmental sustainability. This is often not just executed by one company alone 

but rather in networks in an attempt to fully understand the impact and interrelations between 

executed actions in an environment. The complexity of innovation should be in its highest form to be 

understood as open innovation, in order to create synergies between collaborators and ensure the 

advancement of whole systems (H. W. Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke, & West, 2006). To fully grasp 

the scope and ultimately to be able to distinguish between strong or weak sustainability, socio-

ecological systems have to be examined as a whole what is determined through systems thinking. In 

the later analysis of the business cases, a distinction between weak and strong sustainable business 

models should therefore only to be understood as an incomplete recommendation whether the 

presented cases shows characteristics that can lead to the formation of a strong business model for 

sustainability (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016; Roome, 2011). 

 

In subsumption of the literature review on business models for sustainability, it can be concluded that 

a business models for sustainability depicts the logic to create value for its customers and the 

environment and to capture value for the company itself by using specific resources. It is therefore 

imperative to implement activities and processes that support sustainability in the core of the value 

creation logic of a company. This value is created and influenced through both internal and external 

elements stakeholders. In the following chapters, the business model proposed by Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016) will be further elaborated and used as the foundation of 

analysis for the later presented business cases.  
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A business model for sustainability 

As already briefly described in the previous chapter, the business model for sustainability after 

Abdelkafi and Täuscher (2016) seeks to explain the rationale of sustainable value creation from a 

systems dynamic perspective that is focused on an organizations value creation logic (Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher, 2016). It should serve managers for the purpose to increase the understanding of a firm´s 

impact on the environment and how this impact may be reduced. For that reason they make use of 

the systems dynamic notation that. This methodology is used for the modeling of complex systems 

in order to illustrate the main dimensions and their corresponding connections (Baden-Fuller & 

Morgan, 2010; Johnson, 2010). As mentioned in the previous chapter, Abdelkafi & Täuscher adopt 

the value based view in their business model that in contrast to the process activity based view, 

focuses on how a business creates and delivers value (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). Furthermore, 

the complete model is broken into partial models that depict one respective dimension of the model. 

This is represented in the model in the form of different “partial models for the firm, natural 

environment, entrepreneur/manager, and customer” (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016, p. 1).  

 

This method serves the purpose to on the one side to reduce complexity but also to achieve a higher 

level of transparency in the form of a graphical illustration of each partial model. 

The partial model for the firm illustrates the actual business model and exemplifies the value creation 

logic of the firm. It comprises next to the typical value dimensions (value creation, value capture and 

value proposition) (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016) also an environmental value proposition that depicts 

the companies potential impact on the environment. The partial model that depicts the 

entrepreneur/manger and but also customer model both show how value, beliefs and norms of 

individuals influences the business model and the environment. It does so, by transforming those 

personal settings into behaviors and actions that ultimately are either directly or indirectly have an 

impact on the business model and the natural environment (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

 

The behavior of the entrepreneur/manager has a direct effect on the business model since he is the 

one deciding on the strategic direction of the company, the customer on the other hand is rather 

indirectly affected by the BM in the form that he responds with his behavior to the value proposition 

in the form of a buy decision. In return, this has a direct influence on the environment, since the 



34 

 

customer ultimately decided whether a product represents value to him and is worth to be consumed 

(Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

 

The fourth dimension comprises the natural environment and is used to exemplify how the other three 

dimensions influence the environmental dimension of the model. The ecological capital is represented 

in a steady stock that either depletes or decreases, depending on the environmental proposition of the 

business model. It is therefore crucial to assess the business model in regards to its sustainability and 

whether the value that is provided through the business model is demanded by the consumer 

(Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

 

In a short summary, it can be concluded, that the entrepreneur/manager has an indirect influence on 

the ecological capital (environmental dimension) in the form of deciding to what degree the business 

model incorporates initiatives and processes that are either decreasing or increasing the influence on 

the environment.  The customer dimension has a direct impact on the ecological capital in the form 

of the customer´s behavior in terms of making a purchase decision or not (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 

2016; Sterman, 2000). 

 

The Systems dynamic notation consists of stocks (rectangles) that represent a current state of one 

variable. Those stocks are changed through in and outgoing flows (big arrows) that change the stock 

levels. The connection between certain stocks are illustrated by flows (thinner arrows) moving from 

one element to the other. Those flows represent feedback loops that are either reinforcing (positive) 

or balancing (negative). A reinforcing loop moves the stock level into one direction, either increasing 

or decreasing. While on the contrary a balancing loop prohibits change and results in either growth 

or decline. The so created stock and flow diagrams show the interconnectedness of the certain 

dimensions in the partial models and help in understanding the influence each one of them has on the 

other (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016, p. 7). 

 

The business model for sustainability by Abdelkafi & Täuscher (2016) is chosen for this paper since 

it provides a good overview on how a firm´s environmental impact can be influenced by the business 

model by implementing sustainability supporting activities (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016).  

Furthermore, only the firm level model of the business model for sustainability is used since the later 

analysis merely focuses on case and disregards the managerial and customer dimensions. The 
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environmental partial model will be exemplified in the form of the sustainable value proposition that 

is also reflected in the firm level model.   

The Firm level model  

The firm level model is a partial model that is included in the whole business model for sustainability. 

It is derived from a standard notion of a business model, in which the typical dimensions and their 

interrelations are illustrated.  

 

 

Figure 3. Stock and Flow diagram of a generic business model logic (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016) 

Figure 1 illustrates a simple stock and flow diagram of a business model. As mentioned before, the 

authors of the model adopt the value based view that is represented in the model by comprising the 

three main value creating elements that represent key stocks in the company, namely the customer 

value proposition, captured value and the value creation capacity. It is important to note here, that the 

value proposition is defined from the perspective of the company. This is aligned to the notion of the 

SD-Logic, that value is ultimately determined by the customer (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016).  

 

The flows (arrows) that are going in or out of the stocks represent an increase or  a decrease of the 

stock level (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). Arrow 1 represents an increase in the value creation 

capacity that in return enhances the customer value proposition. This can be for instance achieved by 

an increase of the service level by adding more service staff on the floor of a hotel. This in return also 

increases the level of captured value (Arrow 2). This follows the basic notion that an increase in the 

customer value proposition allows the company to also capture more value in the sense that it could 

also for instance increase prices. The created value however, represented as a flow that is feeding into 
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the captured value, is dependent on the stock level of the customer value proposition (Arrow 3). If 

the company is able to hold back a percentage of the captured value, it can use this to both improve 

the value creation capacity but also the customer value proposition through a reinforcing feedback 

loop (Arrow 4 & 5), through for example the development of new products (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 

2016). 

 

This model shows the relationship between the value creating resources inside a company. The 

relationship is illustrated with loops that can support a self-sustaining systems that continuously 

reinforces itself. However, the customer value proposition is only viewed from a company standpoint, 

it is not guaranteed that customer’s will customer value proposition will be actually result in captured 

value that allows for both an increase in the value creation capacity but also the customer value 

proposition.  

The firm level model for sustainability 

In the previous chapter, the firm level business model has been introduced. In order to conceptualize 

a business model for sustainability, the environmental value proposition has to be introduced into the 

model.  

 

Similar to the previous introduced customer value proposition, the environmental value proposition 

should be seen from the company’s perspective. It does therefore not represent the actual impact of 

the business model on the environment, but rather the company’s intended impact on the 

environment. It is important to consider the environmental value dimension of the company as only 

being a proposition. Only if the company is able to facilitate this value into a customer value 

proposition and is ultimately able to capture value from it, the company is able to influence the 

ecological capital. For example, a more resourceful production technique is only beneficial for the 

environment, if the company is able to facilitate those improvements in the form of sales and profits. 

If however, competitor products still offer a higher value proposition, the company is not able 

facilitate those improvements (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016; Sterman, 2000). 

 

As mentioned above, the environmental value dimensions only represents a proposition that is 

directly influenced and influences the other value dimensions in the business model. Due to the nature 

of the environmental dimensions of representing a proposition, it ultimately proposition feeds into 

the stock “Ecological Capital” that represents the actual impact on the environment. This stock 



37 

 

consists of three dimensions: Renewable resources, nonrenewable resources and pollution and waste. 

The aim of the environmental value proposition is to influence the three dimensions of the ecological 

capital through reuse, remanufacturing and recycling (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

 

In conclusion and in accordance to the model, it has to be noted that the environmental value 

proposition is directly or indirectly influencing any of the other value dimensions. In return, the other 

dimensions are influencing the EVP that on in extension also affects the ecological stock of the 

environment (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016, p. 8). 

 

 

Figure 4. Stock and flow diagram of generic logic of business model for sustainability (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016) 

Figure 2 illustrates the extended firm level model after Abdelkafi & Täuscher (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 

2016). The model contains now four dimensions that represent the value creating stocks in a company. 

In order to showcase the connections between the certain stocks, business case drivers (Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher, 2016, p. 4) have been introduced that serve the function of mediating variables. Schaltegger 

(2012) argues that a business case for sustainability can be created on the basis that the business case 

drivers are addressed by the business model and as a result allow the company to capture value 

(Schaltegger et al., 2012). The identified “business case drivers for sustainability are costs and cost 

reduction, sales and profit margin, risk and risk reduction, reputation and brand value, attractiveness 
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as employer, and innovative capabilities” (Schaltegger et al., 2012, p. 19). In the model they serve 

the purpose to visualize relationships between the respective value dimensions.  

 

As in the previous model, Abdelkafi & Täuscher (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016) create the stock and 

flow model on interrelations and causalities between the stocks and business case drivers. In order to 

exemplify the connections they rely largely on empirical findings from previous researches. For 

example arrow 4 illustrates the relation between the EVP and the attractiveness to be an employer. In 

their modelling, it is argued that a positive relationship can be drawn under the circumstance that a 

company offers a strong EVP from which she benefits in the form of an improved company image. 

This, according to the causal assumption, increases the attractiveness as an employer (Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher, 2016). By increasing the attractiveness as an employer, the company is enabled to reduce 

its recruitments costs what contributes to the reduction of costs (Arrow 5) and in return contributes 

to the firm’s value creation capacities (Arrow 21). Any of the sustainable business case drivers, except 

the sales and margin, are directly affected by the EVP (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

 

The model also shows the relationship between the EVP and the other stocks in the business model. 

Arrow 11 and 12 show the influence on the customer value proposition and the value creation 

capacity. They refer to the potential the company gains to influence the environmental value 

proposition in either including sustainable measures in the offering or the processes and resources of 

the company. For example, this could be achieved for a car manufacturer for replacing combusting 

engines through electric engines. In this scenario, the value creation capacity (Arrow 13) is the actual 

trigger for an increase in the EVP since it increases both the customer value proposition and the 

environmental value proposition (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

 

As opposed to the previous model, the direct link between the customer value proposition and value 

created is now connected with sales and margin (Arrow 15 & 16). That is the result from an increase 

in the before mentioned customer value proposition. More value to the consumer results in an increase 

of sales, the margin is influenced by cost savings due to eco-efficiency (Arrow 10 & 19). In the 

achievement of a higher value capture, the company is enabled to increase its value reinvested 

(through increased spending´s on research and development), what both influences the customer 

value proposition and a change in the value creation capacity (Arrow 18 & 20) (Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher, 2016). 



39 

 

 

In conclusion, the sustainable business case drivers serve the purpose of exemplifying the 

relationships between the environmental value proposition and the other value dimensions of the 

business model. It can be illustrated, that the EVP contributes to creating reinforcing feedback loops 

that support the company in its value creating activities by not only serving to create value for itself 

but also for the environment. This exemplification goes in accordance with the prior introduced 

definition of a sustainable business model that a SBM has to enable the company to capture value for 

the environment and itself by increasing its value proposition. As a result of that, one of the main 

proposition of a sustainable business model is to design a reinforcing loop between the value capture 

and the environmental value proposition. This in return will affect the customer value proposition 

and the value creation capacity of the company. Value can so be created in a way that tries to lower 

the consumption of nonrenewable resources, the production of pollution and waste or by creating 

closed loops for nonrenewable resources. Renewable resources should be used in a way that allows 

the environment to generate itself in order to minimize or at best eliminate any harming effects 

(Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016). 

Subconclusion 

By reviewing the literature around the service dominant logic and business models for sustainability 

the proposition was made that the service dominant logic can well be used as a theoretical foundation 

for examining sustainability in companies or can be at least be seen as supportive when implementing 

sustainability measured into a company´s value creation logic. This proposition is based on shared 

principles that both define for example the circular economy but also the service dominant logic. For 

example, the SD-Logic relies on the assumption that value is cocreated in service ecosystems in a 

non-linear way what is similar to the underlying assumption of the circular economy that systems 

should be circular resource cycles. While the SD-Logic here is a more meta-theoretical assumption 

and the circular economy is focused on actual resource cycles, the proposition can be made that the 

service dominant logic can be used as a metatheoretical foundation when examining the adoption of 

such measures in companies.  

 

The literature on business models, describes business models as the blueprint on how a company 

creates value and delivers value, both for itself and the customer and is generally described in this 

thesis as a value based view.  
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The literature on business model for sustainability extends this perspective towards the environment, 

and proclaims that a company should not just try to capture value for itself but also for the 

environment when creating its customer value proposition. By taking the value based view from a 

perspective that considers an environmental perspective in its value creation logic, the logic is split 

into four dimensions. The customer value proposition, the value capture, the value creation capacity 

and the environmental value proposition. The proposed model acknowledges that the company itself 

doesn’t create value, but provides a value proposition towards the consumer. This view is strongly 

aligned with the perspective of the service dominant logic. 

 

In the earlier proposed business model for sustainability, all of those four dimensions are included 

and create a combined unit that defines how the company creates its value proposition and at the same 

time creates a value proposition towards the environment. For that purpose it uses the technique of 

the systems dynamic notation that aims for investigation and creation of reinforcing feedback loops 

between the respective value dimensions.  

For the analysis in this thesis, only a partial model of the firm is used due the focus of the research 

question on how the respective value dimensions influence the environmental value proposition.  

Analysis 

The aim of this chapter is to examine the case studies under the foundation of the previous theoretical 

discussion. For that purpose, the cases are going to be analyzed under the four value dimensions that 

were introduced through the business model for sustainability. In addition, the cases will be assessed 

on what kind of reinforcing feedback loop can be identified. In a subsequent step, each case will be 

assessed whether the respective business model follows a strong or a weak sustainable approach. The 

analysis will close with a summary of the findings from the cases.  

 

Pentatonic 

The Pentatonic GmbH is a start-up that was founded in 2017 and produces and 

sells various furniture products on a B2C market. The startup is located in 

Berlin (Germany), though while being characterized as a digital company 

Pentatonic does not limit itself to one specific market but rather offers 

worldwide shipping of its products. Their product range includes furnishing 

Figure 5: Pentatonic 

Airtool Chair (Pentatonic, 

2017e) 
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products (e.g. chairs & tables) and various homeware products (e.g. glassware and cushions). In the 

following, the main focus of the analysis will be based upon furnishing products. Due to the company 

launch in 2017, sales figures are not yet available (Connellan, 2017, p. 1).  

Environmental value proposition 

While making the claim in their vision “to lead the world into a circular economy” (Pentatonic, 

2017a, 2017c) it can be assumed that Pentatonic includes a strong environmental value proposition 

in their business model that is apparent throughout internal and external processes. By adopting a 

cradle to cradle design principle, Pentatonic places a big importance on the recovery of materials, 

meaning to not use any virgin materials and to just use materials that are already in use and are locally 

sourced to reduce emissions through transportation. This is achieved by sourcing disposed plastic 

bottles from landfills and turning them into usable materials. Furthermore, the use of disposed 

materials goes beyond the recycling but rather upcycling by applying for example innovative weaving 

and molding techniques that create new materials. The avoidance of waste is supported through 

several aspects (Pentatonic, 2017c). 

 

For one, Pentatonic uses single materials and no composite materials in its production that would 

increase the difficulty and possibility for a later recovery of the resources. This ensures, that by design 

the product materials are highly reusable without the loss of any of its commodities through additives 

or composites. Connected services and offerings such as replacement parts or a buy back scheme for 

unused furniture also contributes to the avoidance of waste  (Markham, 2017; Miniwiz, 2017). 

 

Furthermore, while acknowledging the reduction of the harmfulness of its products, the company has 

also developed a mobile solar powered recycling plant whose technology can be used to recycle 

disposed PET bottles into reusable materials. While the machine operates until now rather on a small 

scale, the technology will be used to approach recycling problems in more rural areas of the world 

where large infrastructure investments in recycling facilities are less likely. This in return ensures the 

reduction of emissions during the production process of its raw materials to almost zero (Braungart 

et al., 2007; Pentatonic, 2017b, p. 1). 

 

In conclusion through the avoidance of the extraction of new virgin materials (renewable & 

unrenewable) and the actual reduction of waste by solely relying on waste in its products and by 
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adopting production processes and services that allow for re- and upcycling of disposed materials 

Pentatonic incorporates a strong environmental value proposition in its business model. 

Customer Value proposition 

In general terms, the customer value proposition of Pentatonic is provided through the basic function 

of the product (e.g. a seating function) and values that more related to higher ideals (Dawood, 2017; 

Morby, 2017).  

 

In the case of Pentatonic it is important to recognize the strong influence of sustainability throughout 

every aspect of the value proposition. The company provides its products and services under 

consideration of the circular economy concept. To be more precise, by adopting many aspects of the 

cradle to cradle design such as the recovery of waste materials or the abandonment of any composite 

materials and as Pentatonic describes it as “Design-Led alternatives to virgin materials” (Pentatonic, 

2017d), the company draws a strong connection between itself and to the consumer’s environmental 

impact trying to be as small as possible. This allows the company to position and to differentiate itself 

from competitors. This is also evident through the strong focus on this subject in Pentatonic´s 

communication both on external interviews and reports (Pentatonic, 2017a) and throughout 

Pentatonic´s own website (Pentatonic, 2017c, 2017d).  

 

The strong aspect on environmental sustainability in the value proposition is particularly represented 

through intangible values that connect to the product, services and ultimately to the brand of 

Pentatonic. This statement is supported by looking at the headline description for the Airtool chair 

(Figure 4): “Our emblem of bold new chair design. Style, Function, Resilience and Comfort are all 

invited to the party. Compromise is not. All materials re-engineered from everyday consumer waste” 

(Pentatonic, 2017e). 

By looking on the tangible value of the products, they identify themselves through an unique design, 

a high level of functionality through the modular construction that allows for easy repair and 

resemblance and the use of innovative materials what is indicated through the use of descriptive words 

such as design, style and re-engineered but also through the sheer appearance of the chair (Pentatonic, 

2017e). The author notes here, that the visual appearance of the chair is rather independent and unique 

in comparison to other manufacturers through the use of unique key design elements such as the 

central closing mechanism for combining the feet with the seating base (see Figure 5).  
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Pentatonic’s market segments can be divided into two groups. The first can be identified as customers 

whose values and beliefs are somewhat receptive to environmental issues and as a second group the 

customers who are responsive to unique design and seek for furnishing products that reflect this.  

 

In conclusion, Pentatonic´s customer value proposition is highly characterized through intangible and 

tangible values. The tangible values in Pentatonic´s customer value proposition can be split up into 

visually attributes due to an indistinguishable design and a high level of functionality due the 

possibility to replace parts by the consumer without having to use any additional tools. Furthermore, 

Pentatonic’s products appeal highly towards intangible values such as the self-image or meaning 

through the close connection to doing good and contributing positively to the reduction of waste when 

buying on of their products. The customer value proposition can therefore be summarized as the 

offering of highly environmentally friendly (circular) design furniture.  

Value Creation Capacity 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, environmental sustainability plays an important role in the 

value proposition of Pentatonic and can also be recognized in its key resources and processes.  

 

Human resources represent an important part for realizing the value proposition. Managerial 

commitment has to ensure that the company lives up to its vision and it aligned to its circularity goals. 

As mentioned in the environmental value proposition, the founders of Pentatonic incorporate this 

circular mindset strongly and transfer it into their company vision. For sourcing its raw materials, 

PET bottles are recycled and transformed into new materials. Furthermore, the material is to 90% 

locally sourced. This requires the company to keep close relationships to waste suppliers and logistics 

provider. A challenge here is to find the right quality and abundance what requires waste companies 

to carefully sort and process them in order to be further used (Pentatonic, 2017a). 

 

Furthermore, in order to design and engineer materials and processes that support circularity, 

particular knowledge and skills are required to ensure the development of the aforementioned 

processes and materials such as the companies own developed material “Plyfix Felt”, what is a soft 

fabric made out of plastic that serves as a soft coating for chairs or “SRPX” a sustainable alternative 

to carbon fiber (Pentatonic, 2017f). 
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Another aspect is the close relationship to consumers due to the fact that Pentatonic offers a “buy 

back guarantee” of unused products and also proposes a “lifetime commitment” in order to increase 

the traceability and accountability for what is being used in its appliances and materials throughout a 

whole product lifecycle (Pentatonic, 2017f). It can be assumed that the recovery of unused and 

disposed products is not vital for Pentatonic´s economic proficiency, however those reverse logistics 

are crucial in order to live up to its value proposition to be a circular company.  

 

In conclusion, Pentatonic´s value creation is largely dependent on the sourcing of the right materials, 

close relationships towards consumers and suppliers and a high level of technological and innovative 

skills in order to stay competitive in the form of human capital.   

Value Capture 

Pentatonic captures value through a direct sales model by charging sales prices on their furnishing 

items. The price of the products can rather be considered to be located in the upper market segment 

and is achieved through a onetime sell with the potential for selling replacement parts or extension 

parts in the future. The products can be directly ordered over their website and sent to consumers 

(Pentatonic, 2017e). As far as it can be concluded from job offerings, the company employs people 

that work in administrative, design and IT jobs. Furthermore, due to investments in projects that aim 

at developing novel techniques to recycle waste into usable products, research & development 

represents another cost driver for the company. As a conclusion on that, costs occur in the form of 

materials, administration fees and research & development.  

 

What is particularly interesting is, that the cost of material is somewhat transparent for consumers 

through an offering of  a buying back scheme for buying back unused or unwanted furniture. The 

costs are referred to as the material costs that flow into the chair. The lower model of the two chair 

models that are offered is priced for 229€ and the return value of the unused chair (based on material 

costs) is given at 35€. Under the assumption, that the claimed price represents the true value of 

material that flows into the production of the chair, the company is left with a margin of 194€ for 

covering additional costs and profit. Due to the nature of the products to be home built furniture (flat-

pack furniture), Pentatonic offers customers to buy replacement parts for their products. Every single 

component can be separately ordered (Pentatonic, 2017e). 
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Reinforcing feedback loops 

The business model of Pentatonic is built on several reinforcing feedback loops. The environmental 

value proposition is directly influenced through the upcycling of disposed materials (e.g. the creation 

of novel highly recyclable materials) and the resulting reduction of waste. This in return also enables 

consumers to reduce their creation of waste when purchasing furniture from Pentatonic, as opposed 

to traditional linear manufacturers due to a continuous growing consumer demand for sustainable 

products (The Nielsen Company, 2015). Consumers that buy furniture from Pentatonic are so enabled 

to actively contribute to the reduction and elimination of future waste through buy back schemes and 

the purchase of replacement parts. This in return also reduces the future cost of ownership for the 

consumers through an extension of the product lifecycle or the recapitalization of the products 

residual value what reinforces the reputation of the firm what in return contributes to the sales of the 

company. Furthermore, the strong communication on being circular contributes further towards the 

company’s reputation, what in return then also reflect into the sales in the sense that the environmental 

value proposition creates a significant part of the value proposition.  

 

The captured value through the sales of the products can be reinvested into the value creation capacity 

of Pentatonic to further invest into the development of novel materials and processes that are produced 

under circular principles what in return contributes positively to the environmental value proposition 

and contributes to a change in the customer value proposition.    

Environmental business model classification 

Pentatonic´s vision of change is rather directed towards seeing themselves in a socio ecological 

environment. The company acknowledges the fact, that linear consumption is not beneficial for the 

majority of the world population. The company therefore seeks actively to contribute towards an 

alternative approach in order to overcome the shortcomings that are introduced by a linear make-

waste consumption model. Learning & innovation is therefore placed at the core of the company’s 

value creation capacity to develop new materials that by default incorporate circularity and can be 

later be used in their products. Pentatonic proposes therefore a more radical change that questions 

existing patterns and seeks internal but also external change in the form of promoting and encouraging 

consumers to actively prolong the life cycle of their products.  

 

Pentatonic´s level of innovation requires the company to seek partnerships that ensure, that 

development is executed in the same direction. For that purpose, the company closely cooperates with 
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suppliers for its materials or cooperates with companies in order to develop materials or machines 

(Miniwiz, 2017).  

 

Based on the acknowledgement of operating in a system that ultimately needs to be preserved in order 

to sustain, Pentatonic incorporated a strong vision, level of innovation and involved various actors in 

order to ultimately follow the target to improve its own sustainability. It can therefore be concluded 

that Pentatonic created a strong business model for sustainability.  

 

Vitra 

The company Vitra International AG is a privately owned manufacturer for various furnishing 

products that was founded in 1950 and has grown since then to an internationally operating company. 

The product range comprises products such as chairs, tables, shelving systems and decorative 

products both for business to business (B2B) but also for business to consumer markets (B2C). The 

B2B operations are divided into office furniture, the furnishing of retail facilities and public spaces. 

Its main production facilities (three) are located in Germany and one in the US. Furthermore, smaller 

facilities are also operated that serve local markets in Japan and Hungary (Vitra, 2017). In 2016 Vitra 

created an annual revenue of 172.1 million euro (Vitra, 2016, p. 4).  

Environmental value proposition 

In 1986 the company formed a special work group  called “Vitra and the Environment” (Vitra, 2016) 

in order to establish enforcing and monitoring standards that were supposed to further support the 

implementation of sustainability activities. Vitra´s chairman defined their approach to incorporate 

sustainability as following: “Sustainability is just like morals: one should live by them and not just 

talk about them. Our roots in modern design make the first step easy: we make products that avoid 

the superfluous and last for a very long time.” (Vitra, 2016). According to Vitra´s sustainability 

report, a special emphasis in the production and development is placed on the longevity of its 

products. For that purpose, Vitra uses design as the main driver. However not solely in a visual sense 

but rather in a problem solving process that incorporates “environmental, social and economic 

responsibility” (Vitra, 2016, 2017, p. 1) per definition in its process.  

 

Potential threats to either one of those dimensions that could occur during the production, the 

consumption or the disposal should be eliminated or at least diminished. This is also reflected in the 
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use of nonrenewable resources, such as aluminum or plastics. In the case of aluminum the company 

sources 95% of its consumption from recycled material. Plastics are used in the form of polypropylene 

and polyamide. Both of them gain the possibility to be fully recycled (Vitra, 2016). 

 

Labels on the product indicate the materials to ensure the clear identification of the materials used. In 

the case of plastics, it is not further exemplified to what extend those materials are sourced from 

recycled or virgin resources (Vitra, 2016). 

 

Lacquers and adhesives are also used, while they are solvent free, it is not further defined to what 

extend they are bio degradable. Renewable resources such as wood is procured from sustainable 

forestry in Germany that ensures its carbon emission neutrality (Vitra, 2016).  

 

In order to reduce its production of pollution and waste, Vitra has installed several processes and 

invested in updated machinery to decrease its emissions such as a solar power plant in 2008 or the 

instalment of a closed water circulation system for its electroplating facility in its German plant, 

despite the consideration of other more economically beneficial solutions that would then gain the 

risk though of being less environmentally friendly due to lower governmental regulations (Vitra, 

2016).  

 

However, while steadily improving its processes, the company has produced an accumulated 3.937 

tons of CO2 emissions due to the use of fossil fuels in its production and logistic processes what in 

this context indicates further potential for improvement (Vitra, 2016). 

 

In conclusion, Vitra´s environmental value proposition seeks to contribute positively to its ecological 

capital and to reduce the firm´s environmental impact. While it doesn´t generate closed material 

loops, Vitra´s focus on sustainability lies on the extension of product life´s, to some extent the use of 

materials that offer the possibility to be fully recyclable and the restructuring of its processes towards 

an increase in being less harmful to the environment. While acknowledging that its processes and 

materials are not strictly sustainable, due to a motivation that is not solely based on economic 

assumptions, according to its sustainability report Vitra continuously questions its own impact on the 

environment and seeks to do the right thing by questioning the effectiveness of its processes and its 

use of materials (Vitra, 2016, 2017). 
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Customer Value proposition 

In Vitra´s own words the company is “dedicated to improving the quality of homes, offices and public 

spaces through the power of design” (Vitra, 2017). By examining this mission statement it is 

important to understand the firm´s own understanding of design. As already touched upon in the 

previous chapter, design is to be thought of as an approach to solving complex problems. Next to the 

most common understanding, design incorporates of course aesthetical and visual components in it 

but also quality and environmental issues are addressed and play an important role in creating a 

proposition that is of value to Vitra´s customers (Vitra, 2016). 

 

The aspect of quality further defines Vitra´s value proposition and is interconnected with the design, 

meaning the visual appearance, the longevity that creates an indirect connection to the environmental 

dimension. The company has since its very beginning started to establish close partnerships with 

renowned designers to create their products (Vitra, 2017). A famous example for that is the couple 

Ray and Charles Eames who designed many of Vitra´s most iconic furnishing pieces that the company 

for example accounts for on several places on their website in the form of short portraits and abstracts 

about their philosophy to design what in short had a high emphasis on longevity and durability (Vitra, 

2016). Time can therefore be seen as an essential part of the value proposition. For example the design 

of the Eames lounge chair was created in the year 1956 and has ever since endured till today (Vitra, 

2016).  

 

While it is not possible to create a product design with the purpose to be iconic, the refusal of anything 

superfluous or transitory can be considered to be supportive to enable a product to reach such a status. 

By making this as one of the Vitra´s design principles, its products are less likely to be prone to 

fashion cycles. To ensure the longevity and quality of the product in terms of usability, Vitra sources 

high quality materials and runs extensive tests during the development phase to ensure that each 

product has a minimum lifespan of 15 years. Furthermore, the construction and the design of the 

products have to allow for relatively easy replacement of broken or worn down parts. In summary, 

all of those aspects have in return a positive environmental aspect on Vitra´s products (Vitra, 2016). 

 

The branding of its products and the appeal to intangible values such as self-esteem represents another 

aspect in the value proposition and is ultimately also reflected in the pricing. While using the 

designers name in the product name of the lounge chair, the company capitalizes on the avant-garde 
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image that characterized the work from Ray & Charles Eames, even 50 years after its initial design 

(Vitra, 2017). 

 

In conclusion, the tangible value in Vitra´s customer value proposition, is defined through a high 

focus on quality and longevity. This has the practical application for consumers to buy a product that 

is secured to last. From a sustainability perspective, this poses the implication that in the long term, 

fewer resources have to be used in order to replace existing products.  

Furthermore, Vitra poses a strong aspect of intangible values on its products in the form of meaning 

or self-esteem. This is for one achieved through the particular iconic design in its products and the 

strong connection between those designs and the company. Beyond that, the pricing of its products 

emphasizes some sort of exclusivity or at least can be considered as something special to buy. The 

products therefore try to lose the attachment of being sheer consumption products but rather 

investments for life.  

Therefore, the customer value proposition of Vitra can be described as the offering of long lasting, 

iconic, design furniture.  

Value Creation Capacity 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, longevity and quality represents main parts in the value 

proposition of Vitra. Those aspects have to be considered in Vitra´s design process. The process can 

be split up in two parts. The first part is the actual creation process where engineering and creative 

processes are merged in order to develop products and concepts that incorporate the value proposition 

of creating aesthetic and functional durability in its products. The second part of the design process 

is defined through a thorough testing of its products. This includes testing on its durability but also 

functionality. For this purpose Vitra has its own test center (Vitra, 2016).  

 

Next to the design process, the procurement of high quality materials, and a production process that 

is able to facilitate the developments of the design process in an equally high quality production 

process ensures a continuous quality, longevity and ultimately value to the consumers. As already 

noted in the section about Vitra´s environmental value proposition, the production processes are 

continuously improved in regards to their environmental sustainability. However, while only some 

of these improvements can be considered to be radical improvements that introduce circular resource 

consumption systems, the majority of such improvements are incremental and are merely directed 

towards an increase in efficiency (Vitra, 2017). 
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In order to facilitate the design process, Vitra relies on external designers with whom the firm either 

works together on a contractual basis or in some cases establishes long-term partnerships. The role 

of Vitra is defined in this process by providing “a stimulating environment, technical support, 

conceptual input and constructive criticism”. Many of the external designers are considered to be 

best in class and very often have already significantly contributed to the design craft (Vitra, 2016). 

This implies, that knowledge and skill is not necessarily a commodity that needs to be created by 

Vitra itself, but the firm has to ensure that it stays attractive and provides the right environment and 

benefit in order to attract such potential in the future.  

 

In summary, Vitra´s value creation capacity is particularly dependent on ensuring that its internal 

production processes create the desired quality and live up to its value proposition. It´s innovation 

capabilities are merely adopted from external designers what poses the importance on the company 

to ensure to stay attractive in order to be able to attract high profile designers in the future. The 

influence of the value creation capacity on the environmental value proposition is largely determined 

due to an emphasis on quality in its products and due to an increase of efficiency in its production 

processes. 

Value Capture 

Vitra captures value through a direct sales model operated by company owned sales channels and an 

indirect sales model through contractors by charging sales prices on their furnishing items. The 

channels can be divided between brick and mortar sales through the operation of either company 

owned stores or and through online sales by a company owned online shop and the display on third 

party stores (Vitra, 2018).  

 

The cost structure can be divided into two streams, external and internal costs. While relying largely 

on external designers, costs arise here especially due to project related costs and potentially royalties. 

Due to the operation of company owned production facilities, investments into infrastructure as well 

as costs for its workforce represent next to materials, resources and administrative fees represent 

another part of Vitra´s cost structure.  
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The price of the products can rather be considered to be located in the upper and luxury market 

segment and are achieved through a onetime sell, any continuing service agreements like maintenance 

contracts are not offered. This applies both for its B2C but also its B2B offerings (Vitra, 2018). 

Reinforcing feedback loops 

The business model of Vitra is built on several reinforcing feedback loops. The environmental value 

proposition is indirectly influenced through the customer value proposition. According to Vitra, the 

value proposition builds on longevity, quality and timeless design (Vitra, 2017). This in return allows 

the company to increase the value capture through a premium pricing model through an increase 

Vitra´s reputation and increased sales and margins. The increase in value capture capacity allows for 

an increase in its value creation capacity. 

 

The value creation capacity is the main driver for defining the environmental value proposition of 

Vitra. As it is noted by Abdelkafi (2016), very often internal company processes can actually have a 

bigger impact on the environment than the actual consumption of the products (Abdelkafi & 

Täuscher, 2016). Due to the long product life cycles and the use of vastly reusable or biodegradable 

materials a similar argument can be made in the case of Vitra. Vitra acknowledges this fact and 

continuously uses its captured value to improve its value creation capacity in favor of ecological 

improvements. For example in 2016, Vitra established to acquire 100% of the electricity needed for 

its largest production plant from hydropower (Vitra, 2016).  

Environmental business model classification 

Vitra´s mission to improve its impact on the environment is to a large extent determined through 

actions that are incremental and to a vast extent concerned with the rework of internal processes. 

While the company has a built in longevity in its products, materials are somewhat sourced from 

resources that are to some extend renewable and recyclable, the level of innovation that flows into its 

product development is largely determined through the product itself and its production process, 

meaning the improvement of production processes for the benefit of the product, and does not 

consider the life cycle of Vitra´s product as a whole.  

 

For sourcing its required resources and materials, the company relies on already sustainable 

functioning systems and their ability to control themselves as exemplified through procurement of 

wood from Germany because regulations ensure a high level of sustainability. In Vitra´s vision 
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statement, sustainability is merely considered to be a steady commodity in its products, it is somewhat 

built in through the very design process but is not considered to be a driving force when developing 

its products.  

 

Based on the introduced scheme in the theory section on strong and weak sustainable business model 

it can be concluded that Vitra´s business model can be considered to be weak due to a limited 

stakeholder involvement and an incremental vision of change and level of innovation. 

 

Kinnarps 

The Kinnarps Holding AB is located in Kinnarp in Sweden. It is a company that produces office 

furniture and is amongst the biggest producers of office furniture in Europe. The holding functions 

as an umbrella and comprises next to the mother brand Kinnarps AB and Kinnarps GmbH also the 

Materia group which in itself incorporates three sub-brands that are Materia AB, Skandiform AB and 

NC Nordic Care AB. In 2016 the holding generated an annual revenue of 402 million € and employs 

2300 people. The company operates seven production plants from which six are located in Sweden 

and one in Germany. The following analysis is based on Kinnarps AB (Kinnarps, 2017). 

Environmental value proposition 

The company recognizes a high demand from their customers towards various elements that are 

related with the sustainability of the products they purchase. In continuous stakeholder analysis, 

Kinnarps identified the following issues to be most relevant for its stakeholders: Chemicals, energy 

efficiency and emissions, product labelling, circular economy, recycled materials and responsibly 

produced raw wood. In recognition of those, the company is trying to shift towards more 

sustainability in its production and has issued the ultimate goal for the year 2030 to have introduced 

a circular flow for its products and services (Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

Nonrenewable resources are mainly used in the form of fossils, meaning plastics and fuels and various 

metals such as aluminum or steal. The decision to use recycled materials is usually decided upon a 

top-down process in which recycled materials are usually preferable, under the consideration of the 

general availability on the market and the availability of the desired quality. The company seems to 

struggle in particular with the use of recycled plastics in which often a desired quality in terms of 

robustness or color purity represent common rejection criteria. However, they find appliance in 
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fillings for cushions in which these criteria’s are less important. Furthermore, all plastic components 

over 50g are marked with a purity and material type label to ensure later an easy recycling (Kinnarps, 

2017). 

 

The same principle applies for metals in which aluminum and in particular recycled aluminum is the 

preferred material of choice. Fossil fuels are tried to be reduced, due to the use of excess wood for 

the heating of its plants, or the use of bio-fuels in its company owned logistics fleet what also 

contributes to a reduction of emissions through pollution and waste of 13% compared to the year 

2014 (Kinnarps, 2017). 

In total, the company has to send 30% of its overall waste into a recycling process, the rest is 

transferred to landfill (Kinnarps, 2018a). In general, Kinnarps tries to reduce the harmful impact of 

its use of nonrenewable resources, through increased efficiencies and acknowledges the difficulties 

that arise through the global context from which it sources its materials in the form of closer 

relationships and code of conducts for its supply chain (Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

The most important renewable resource for Kinnarps is represented through wood. As an overall 

design principle, renewable materials such as wood or wool are generally preferable. The company 

claims that despite their use of FSC and PEFC certified wood that amounted in 2016 of 92%, the 

biggest challenge is represented through the limited supply of such. To solve this problem, Kinnarps 

wants to work more closely with its suppliers to support an increase in the production capacities. 

Furthermore, the company started a pilot project in 2016 that aims at reusing, refurbishing and 

recycling furniture that is acquired from its customers. These offerings are not yet represented in its 

environmental value proposition and corresponding business model. However, the company sees its 

high quality and modularity of its products already as the foundation for becoming more circular what 

can be seen already in its attempt to take back furniture which is to some part disassembled and 

recycled (Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

In conclusion, the environmental value proposition of Kinnarps is defined through an increase of 

production efficiencies, through partial reinjections of excess materials back into the production 

process, the substitution of fossil fuels through renewable resources and improved logistics. 

Whenever possible, recycled and environmentally compatible materials are used. 
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Customer Value proposition 

Kinnarps describes itself as a “workspace solutions company” (Kinnarps, 2018d) and its product 

range comprises office chairs and tables, storage spaces as well as other furnishing supplies such as 

acoustic walls or room dividers (Kinnarps, 2018e). In an ideal case though, Kinnarps offers a 

complete solution in terms of furnishing complete office spaces with its products. For this purpose, it 

provides several concepts that are marketed under the name “Next Office™” (Kinnarps, 2018c) 

towards its customers that typically involves a detailed analysis of the consumer´s needs and a tailored 

offering responding to its actual requirements. Those assessments are executed under the 

consideration of spatial, occupancy and general preferences in terms of design and quality. This of 

course requires an individual consultation and is facilitated through a direct contact to the company 

or through one of the 200 sales points. In conjunction to its products the company offers various 

services like the installment and delivery, financing or leasing solutions but also maintenance of its 

products (Kinnarps, 2018b, 2018c).  

 

With this value proposition, Kinnarps tries to supply companies as a whole, meaning companies that 

have a need for office supplies and are somewhat conceptive for high standards in terms of design 

and quality in their work environment. Kinnarps is able to deliver to small but also larger corporations 

since it can deliver and install up to 500 work stations per week (Kinnarps, 2018c). The products are 

therefore delivered worldwide and in Europe within four to six weeks (Kinnarps, 2018d). 

 

Kinnarps work stations, that include chairs and tables, are designed under the consideration of the 

following 4 principles namely: ergonomy, design, quality and sustainability. The company places a 

high emphasis on design and ergonomy that tries to respond to nowadays requirements of making 

workspaces more livable and productive. Following the claim that a good and inspiring working 

environment also contributes positively to its performance (Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

Quality and sustainability are both somewhat connected in Kinnarps value proposition in the sense 

that a high quality equals a long product life cycle, what from a consumer perspective saves money 

in the long run because the consumer needs to invest less money into replacements. On the other 

hand, a longer product lifecycle contributes to the consumption of less resources what in return means 

a decrease in the consumption of resources. Beyond that, a more resourceful and in general 

https://global.kinnarps.com/services/office-workspaces/#officenextoffice
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responsible production process, responds to the identified environmental requirements issued by 

Kinnarps customers (Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

Kinnarps makes the statement to simplify sustainability what is manifested in their sustainability 

report “The Better Effect” (Kinnarps, 2017). For that purpose, the company has introduced a score 

that evaluates based on a number of 1 to 3 how sustainable a certain product is. The score is based on 

the 17 sustainable goals that are issues by the UN (UN, 2015) and is open source to be adopted by 

other producers or even architects (Kinnarps, 2018b, 2018c). 

 

In conclusion, the proposed customer value proposition aims at delivering furnishing solutions to its 

customers. Those services are in particular directed towards the consumer’s spatial, quality and 

functional requirements and offer a somewhat complete solution when spaces have to be furnished.  

The products are defined through a built in longevity and quality and are supposed to live up to 

contemporary sustainable standards.  

In conclusion, Kinnarps customer value proposition can be described as the supply of office 

furnishing solutions that are defined through a high level of user friendliness, high quality and 

acknowledgement of environmental standards. 

Value Creation Capacity 

The product offering of Kinnarps is strongly connected to various service offerings and with the aim 

to create a combined unit. The service offering is based to a large extent on a consultation and 

evaluation on the customer’s needs before and during the purchase process. It is therefore imperative 

to create a sound understanding of the specific consumer needs and to be able to transfer those insights 

into a responding solution. Kinnarps ensures that, by only selling its furniture through direct 

consultations that either happen through the company itself or through one of its point of sales 

(Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

Due to the emphasis on being ergonomically, and easy to use the company requires a sound 

understanding of contemporary requirements of workspaces. For this purpose, the company conducts 

its own surveys and works together with consumers and experts (Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

In order to deliver products that incorporate the proclaimed quality and sustainability, controlling 

mechanisms are necessary, that ensure that either of those values are sufficiently represented in the 
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value proposition and customers can ultimately rely on it. For those purposes, Kinnarps has 

established a code of conduct that each stakeholder that is involved in the value chain has to sign 

(Kinnarps, 2018b). Those controlling mechanism ensure, that the established agreements are 

respected.  

 

In summary, Kinnarps value creation capacity is defined through the offering of products and 

connected services. Kinnarps internal resources require therefore a high level of knowledge and skills 

that ensure that the value proposition is sufficiently created. It is imperative to have a high level of 

quality both in terms of production but also during the application of their service offerings.  

Value Capture 

Kinnarps captures its value through sales of single products or solutions in the form of packages that 

consist of bundled services and products. The sales model is divided into direct sales of its products 

via its sales points and the offering of complete solutions that involve planning and consultation, 

delivery and maintenance. Furthermore, a leasing model is also offered, that allows customers to 

reduce its initial investments and the possibility to scale up or down his demands towards the 

equipment (Gispen, 2014). Further information on its cost and pricing strategy is not available due to 

the offering of tailored solutions at the point of sale.  

Reinforcing feedback loops 

By examining Kinnarps business model several reinforcing feedback loops can be identified. The 

environmental value proposition is indirectly influenced through the customer value proposition. The 

emphasis on high quality and longevity and the security that the company lives up to sustainability 

standards ensures the consumer that he can be sure to buy products that are somewhat resourceful. 

This contributes to the firm´s reputation to be a suitable supplier for consumers that demand products 

that are produced under sustainable considerations.  

This aspect in the value proposition has the potential to contribute to the sales of the company what 

in return increases the firm´s value capture that in return can be reinvested into the value creation 

capacities.  

This can actually be currently recognized by stating the vision in their sustainability report to become 

a circular company by the year 2030 (Kinnarps, 2017).  

By implementing the capabilities in the firms value creation capacity to be able to supply its 

customers with complete furnishing solutions, the company can ensure, that for instance logistic 
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processes are carried out under the consideration of being most efficient in terms of fuel consumption. 

This creates another reinforcing feedback loop towards the environmental value proposition.  

Environmental business model classification 

Kinnarps vision of change is directed towards the implementation of circularity in its business model 

what should be achieved by the year 2030. For that purpose, the company is currently running 

business model pilots for implementing circular consumption. By doing so the company 

acknowledges the necessity to look more holistically into the production and consumption cycles. 

The company therefore increases its level of innovation from being more internal to a more holistic 

external approach (Kinnarps, 2017).  

 

Kinnarps acknowledges the impact suppliers have on their environmental performance. For this 

purpose, the company wants to deepen its partnerships with various resource suppliers. It wants to do 

so by for example encouraging wood suppliers to increase their investments and ultimately their 

supply into more wood that fulfils FSC certification standard (Kinnarps, 2017). 

 

Based on the acknowledgement of moving away from a merely linear business model towards a more 

inclusive and circular business model, the company pushes its level of innovation, the involvement 

of its supplier and its vision of change to a more external view. Based on this analysis, Kinnarps 

business model can be defined to be proactive in order to create a win-win situation both for 

themselves but also the environment. For that purpose the company uses organizational learning to 

shift its business processes towards being more holistic and circular.  

 

Gispen 

Gispen Nederland B.V is a manufacturer for commercial furniture and is part of the Royal Ahrend 

Holding that is located in Culemburg, Netherlands. In 2014 before the company was merged into the 

holding, Gispen generated an annual revenue of 63.5 million € and employed 301 people (Gispen, 

2018q). 

Environmental value proposition 

The environmental value proposition of Gispen is largely determined through its focus and 

implementation of production principles that are related to the circular economy. In its vision 
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statement, the company states that it stands for sustainable design (Gispen, 2018g). In order to live 

up to that claim the company tries to close loops in the product lives of its products.  

It starts by offering maintenance and repair services in which broken or worn out parts are replaced. 

No re-installments are necessary since those services are mainly executed at the customer’s site 

(Gispen, 2018n). 

 

The second step for the extension of product life’s includes the refurbishment of used products. For 

that purpose, Gispen takes back the used furniture, inspects the products in detail, replaces broken 

parts and offers them as revived products (Gispen, 2018o).  

 

In the third cycle, Gispen repurposes parts from products that can be used for other furnishing items. 

It does so, however without majorly transforming them. Wooden panels from wardrobes are for 

example used for the outer structure of a sofa (Gispen, 2018m). 

 

In the fourth and last cycle, assuming that products have reached the end of their product life cycles, 

products are dismantled in their components that are then recycled. The dismantling and the purity of 

the materials that are used ensures that those materials can be completely recycled. Nonrenewable 

resources such as steel and plastic are fully recycled and can further be used without any loss in 

quality Renewable materials such as wood, wool or cotton are pressed into press plates, ground cover, 

new upholstery or as a last resort used as green energy (Gispen, 2018q). 

 

Beyond Gispen’s attempt to close the loops inside its product life cycles, the company places close 

attention to the procurement of its raw materials and the resourcefulness of its production processes 

(Gispen, 2018i).  

In conclusion, Gispen creates a strong environmental value proposition due to its attempt of closing 

the loops in the product life of its products. This has the effect that materials and resources are 

extended in their usage before being processed back into raw materials or worse case, end up as 

landfill. That in return means that Gispen is able to minimize or even completely eliminate the 

induction of new virgin materials.  

Customer Value proposition 

As a general characteristic of its products and services, Gispen formulates its vision as “to inspire and 

motivate people with cleverly furnished spaces and well-designed products” (Gispen, 2018c, 2018d). 
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The corresponding customer value proposition consists of various products and services. The 

products comprise various product families such as chairs, tables, shelves, drawers and accessories.  

 

As mentioned in the environmental value proposition, each of those products is designed and 

constructed under the consideration of highly sustainable standards. The aim is to reduce the resource 

consumption of raw materials and to therefore contribute positively to the preservation of the 

environment. The environmental value proposition is represented in the customer value proposition 

in the form of an extension of the expected product usage time. This has the implication for the 

consumer, that he can decrease his costs in the long-run since fewer investments have to be made for 

replacing existing furniture. Furthermore, due to the strong commitment and emphasis on a more 

resourceful consumption, Gispen makes the proposition towards the consumer to actively contribute 

to a decrease in waste and pollution (Gispen, 2018a) .  

 

In conjunction to its products, Gispen offers a variety of different services that serve for the primary 

purpose towards the consumer to offer complete furnishing solutions. In a secondary perspective, 

those services ultimately enable both the company and the customer to integrate circularity in their 

processes and consumption. The range of services comprises planning and interior design that is 

executed under the overall principle to improve the life at work (Gispen, 2018h), services for new 

furniture (Gispen, 2018l) as well as various maintenance and repair services for existing furniture 

(Gispen, 2018p). All of those services require a close partnership with its customers since for example 

tailored spatial solutions are created during the planning process. Furthermore, the offered service 

can be individually adjusted towards the consumer’s needs.  

 

Another important aspect that will be further elaborated in the section on value capture is the offering 

of different sales models for purchasing its products. By offering a so called “pay per use” model, 

Gispen offers flexibility and security towards its customers in the sense of taking over the 

responsibility of the furniture during the whole usage period and to decrease initial investments 

(Gispen, 2018j).  

 

Gispen places a high emphasis in its customer value proposition on the aspect of providing circular 

solutions that are developed under circular economy principles. This is also reflected in the emphasis 

on providing a variety of services that include the full product life cycle from planning to disposal. 
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Furthermore, by providing different sales strategies Gispen aims to offer flexibility towards its 

consumers. It can be assumed, that this is in particular interesting for smaller- or start-up companies 

due to a decrease in risk and bound capital from the consumers side.  

In conclusion Gispen´s customer value proposition consists of the delivery of circular furnishing 

solutions for office spaces.  

Value Creation Capacity 

In order to deliver the value proposition and in particular the circular aspect in its products, Gispen 

has to ensure that each aspect in its value creation incorporates those circular principles. For this 

purpose, the company has created a standard design framework that recognizes and incorporates those 

requirements towards sustainability. The process comprises seven interconnected dimensions that are 

the manufacturing process, reversed logistics, maintenance and upgrade, logistics, materials, reuse 

and disassembly (Gispen, 2018p). Each of those steps represent one decision process that has to be 

considered when planning, producing and delivering products and projects.  

 

The aim of the framework is to create more clarity and to simplify the planning process of new 

products. As an example, for the dimension of maintenance and upgrades, Gispen issued a statement 

that functions as a requirement that each future product has to fulfil. In a concrete case, “Modules or 

components can be replaced or swapped on site within 10 minutes and without causing any damages 

(by one person)”. As for another example, the logistics dimension requires a product to be shipped 

as flat-pack furniture which also influences the design dimension  (Gispen, 2018b). 

 

By following those principles, Gispen ensures that products are by default equipped to be eligible for 

a circular business model. Furthermore, the company keeps close relation to its suppliers in the form 

of agreements for the purpose of controlling that for instance product components that have to be 

recycled are actually recycled in such ways that it is ensured that the raw materials that are gained 

find their way back into the value chain and can be used in future products (Gispen, 2018c). 

 

The offering of connected services represent another important aspect in order to deliver Gispen´s 

value proposition. The design and planning of furnishing solutions is executed with interior designers 

and project managers that assess the customer’s specific needs and create a corresponding proposal 

(Gispen, 2018k). 
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For maintenance purposes, the company offers a so called “Quick Scan” service that measures the 

current stock of a customer’s furnishing equipment and assesses them based on their current 

conditions. In a subsequent step, the benefits for the company are calculated on the basis on whether 

it is more beneficial to replace certain parts, whole furniture pieces or if the furniture stock is still in 

such conditions that no action is needed (Gispen, 2018f). 

 

In conclusion, the introduced product planning framework ensures that products are developed under 

circular principles. Furthermore, various services that are offered in connection with the products 

have to ensure that circularity is created in its value creation process. Both of those parts are therefore 

equally important in order to create and to deliver Gispen´s customer value proposition.  

Value Capture 

Gispen captures value through the offering of three different sales models, a classical purchase model, 

a leasing and rent model and a pay-per-use model. The classical purchase sales model requires the 

customer to pay the full amount for the furniture and for additional services, such as delivery and 

installation at once. Any further services such as the previous mentioned quick scan have to be 

separately added. The leasing and rent model comprises the rental of the furnishing in which the 

customer pays a monthly fee in accordance to the volume of furniture he requires (Gispen, 2018a). 

In this model, Gispen keeps the ownership of its products and retains them after their useful life period 

(Gispen, 2018j).  

 

The pay-per-use sales model includes next to the provision of the furnishing also additional services. 

The principle of this sales model is that the consumer pays for the provision of work spaces. Gispen 

in that case takes full responsibility of those workspaces and also ensures their maintenance, updates, 

return after end of contract or product life cycle and responds to shifting consumer demands in terms 

of functionality or quantity. Again, Gispen retains full ownership of its furnishing items and the 

consumer pays a monthly fee according to various factors such as size of the installment or the 

required quality (Gispen, 2018j). Further information on its cost and pricing strategy is not available 

due to the offering of tailored solutions at the point of sale. 

Reinforcing feedback loops 

By examining Gispen´s business model, several reinforcing feedback loops can be identified. The 

customer value proposition contains a strong environmental focus due to the decrease in consumption 
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of materials and resources. This is achieved through the above discussed aspect of circularity in 

Gispen´s product offering and by taking full responsibility of the whole life cycle of its furnishing 

products through the implementation of services.  

This has a direct link towards the environmental value proposition in the form of decreasing the firm’s 

impact on the environment. While a reduction of costs or an increase in the Gispen´s sales margin is 

not evident, an increase in the reputation due to the strong environmental value proposition is likely 

and can be indicated due to an increase in sales by the holding company from 2014 to 2016 (Gispen, 

2018e).  

 

This in return increases the captured value and enables the company to create a reinforcing feedback 

loop towards its value creation capacity that in return contributes to the customer value proposition. 

This can be exemplified through a recently launched work station that is particularly designed to be 

adapted for future improvements, can be fully recycled and is offered to be bought as pay-per-use 

sales model (Gispen, 2018e).  

 

A continuous improvement of the value creation capacity towards more circularity in their value 

proposition has therefore a strong influence on the firm’s impact on the environment. The self-

reinforcing feedback loop between the value creation capacity and the environmental value 

proposition through the circular product design process and the service offering creates a particular 

positive impact on the environmental value proposition.  

 

Environmental business model classification 

Gispen´s customer value proposition incorporates a high level of innovation, since circular production 

is still on the rise in the furnishing business. Internal processes as well as external processes have to 

be optimized and created accordingly. It is therefore important that not just Gispen but its whole 

supply chain is adjusted accordingly, both upwards and downwards.  

 

Gispen´s vision of change is not just directed towards its supply chain but rather through a holistic 

set of agreements and channels that ensure that all involved process actors are purposefully 

contributing to the creation and preservation of value. For that purpose Gispen creates partnerships 

among its suppliers and actors involved and ensures that innovation is executed accordingly to the 
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company’s interest and values. For instance, principles on logistics that were represented in their 

design framework also have to be adapted by its suppliers (Gispen, 2018b). 

 

It can be concluded that sustainability is strongly represented in Gispen´s business model. It 

approaches issues that are connected to the communication between stakeholders, logistics, the 

preservation of resources and materials while creating their customer value proposition.  

 

Summary of the Case Studies 

This previous section individually discussed and analyzed the findings in the case companies. The 

following chapter will summarize the findings and present the key findings in a table (Figure 6). 

Environmental value proposition 

In general it can be concluded, that taking environmental considerations into account has a high 

emphasize for any of the presented companies. Any of the presented companies is defined through a 

production process that transforms raw materials into products. As a result, each of the companies 

relies heavily on the input of raw materials. Incorporating sustainable measures can therefore be seen 

as a measure to sustain the economic sustainability and viability of the business model in terms of 

resource protection but also as a response to a shifting market requirements towards environmentally 

sustainable products (Forrest et al., 2017; The Nielsen Company, 2015).  

Each of the companies tries to reduce its resource input. This of course has for each of the companies 

the implication to increase its efficiency from an economic perspective but also increases the 

respective environmental value proposition. 

 

Pentatonic and Gispen represent the most extreme case in terms of reducing the input of renewable 

and unrenewable resources through the use of waste products as materials for its products. While 

Gispen influences its environmental impact through closing the loops in its product life cycles that is 

achieved through remanufacturing, repair and reuse, Pentatonic actively contributes to the reduction 

of landfill and waste, an offered buy back service and a modular product design that is easy to repair. 

The circular production and distribution processes therefore ensure that even after the end of the 

respective products life cycle no further waste is produced. 
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Vitra´s environmental value proposition is mainly concerned with controlling that its products have 

a high quality in order to increase their longevity what in return decreases material consumption in 

the long-term. Furthermore, Vitra is trying to optimize its internal processes to be more efficient in 

terms of consuming less energy and producing less pollution and waste.  

Kinnarps contributes to its environmental value proposition through higher production efficiencies, 

through partial reinjections of excess material and through higher efficiencies in their logistics 

processes to benefit from fewer fuel consumption.  

 

In summary, several measures can be identified that are supporting the respective environmental 

value proposition. These are the restructuring of production and logistics processes towards being 

more efficient, the use of renewable energies, the procurement of sustainably sourced materials, 

initiatives to prolong product life’s through a built in longevity and the closing of resource loops.  

Customer Value Proposition 

When summarizing the customer value propositions, a few similarities can be examined. While of 

course serving the purpose of providing tangible value in the form of their products and services, both 

Vitra and Pentatonic incorporate intangible values and try to provide some sort of meaning or appeal 

towards higher ideals for the consumer. While Vitra does so especially over their existing brand image 

and a strong emphasis on design, Pentatonic does so by positioning their value proposition towards 

an emphasis on design but even more strongly towards sustainability in the sense of doing good by 

consuming products more consciously.  

 

Gispen follows a similar approach, but positions itself more as a problem solver in the sense of 

providing complete furnishing solutions that takes into account the consumer life cycle from planning 

their furnishing until the disposal. The environmental value proposition is also strongly present in the 

customer value proposition, however more in the sense of presenting its advantages from a more 

practical side that proposes concrete economic and operational advantages.  

As similar to Gispen, Kinnarps customer value proposition is strongly directed towards the offering 

of complete solutions. This describes the complete furnishing of office spaces and entails products 

and services with an emphasis on a high level of user friendliness in terms of workability, ergonomics 

and quality. Environmental aspects are somewhat included in the sense that they contribute to the 

quality of the products. 
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Value Creation Capacity 

In order to deliver Pentatonic´s value proposition that is largely defined through the company’s focus 

on sustainable consumption and the firm’s impact on the environment, the value creation capacity 

has to account for this. It´s production and creation processes are therefore dependent on a high level 

of skills and knowledge in its creation processes, like development of circular materials or zero waste 

production methods. 

Furthermore, in order to live up to its promise of closing loops, the sourcing of their resources and 

services that serve the company’s purpose of extending the use life of its products is important, an 

integration of for example reverse logistics is therefore vital.  

 

Gispen is in that sense similar, due the promise of its circularity in its value proposition. Furthermore, 

due to the offering of complete furnishing solutions, the company’s value creation processes are 

dependent on the close connection between the services offered and the processes that ensure their 

delivery. The introduced product planning framework ensures that products are developed under 

circular principles. Furthermore, various services that are offered in connection with the products 

have to ensure that circularity is created in its value creation process.  Both of those parts are equally 

important in order to create and to deliver Gispen´s customer value proposition. In order to offer those 

complete solutions, the company therefore demands a high level of knowledge from its interior 

designers, product developers and project managers. The planning of its internal processes has to be 

therefore strongly aligned with the requirements of circular production in the sense of using 

techniques and materials that support for that. 

 

Kinnarps value creation capacity is somewhat similar to the one from Gispen, except due the 

difference on circularity that is determined through the varying customer value propositions. 

Due to the offering of complete furnishing solutions, both companies rely on a high level of skills 

and knowledge. Key processes are the planning of office spaces, the quality assessment of their 

products and the delivery and installation of their products.   

 

Vitra´s value creation capacity is dependent on internal processes that ensure, that the proposed 

quality in its customer value proposition is sufficiently delivered. Skills and knowledge in the form 

of creative capital is sourced from the outside, what leaves the company with the necessity of merely 

mediating and controlling creation processes. It´s products serve to the most extend as vehicles for 
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delivering its value proposition. Resources in the form of skills and knowledge are therefore more 

something that is acquired from outside, what is more important is to source the right quality of its 

tangible resources in order to ensure the delivery of high quality products.  

Value Capture 

Value capture is merely represented in this thesis through the various sales models that can be 

identified. Details about pricing strategies are largely disregarded due to a lack of information.  

Vitra and Pentatonic capture value through the sales of its products or replacement parts. While 

Pentatonic does so by directly offerings its products through its website, Vitra uses next to company 

owned show rooms also a network of indirect sales channels through for example interior shops. 

Furthermore, Pentatonic captures value also in an indirect way through offering a buy-back program 

for unused furniture from its customers. 

 

Due to fact that both Gispen and Kinnarps rather sell complete furnishing and spatial solutions their 

sales model can are determined for one through the sales of its products but also through the sales of 

creation, planning, maintenance and delivery services. For those purposes both companies offer direct 

sales and leasing models for its products, and in the case of Kinnarps also a pay-per-use model. While 

the leasing model only includes the rent of furniture in a traditional renting model, in which monthly 

fees are paid for the usage of their products. The pay-per-use model comprises a complete package 

of products and services that aim for providing work spaces. In that scenario, Gispen ensures that 

those work spaces or fully functional during their usage time.  

 

Reinforcing feedback Loops 

Pentatonic and Gispen both create direct reinforcing feedback loops between the customer value 

proposition and the environmental value proposition due to the strong emphasis on offering products 

that are produced under principles proposed by the circular economy. The customer can therefore 

contribute indirectly to the firm’s environmental value proposition through the purchase of their 

products. As a consequence, both the environmental value proposition and the customer value 

proposition are both complementary. Both companies capture value through the sales of their 

products or services, as a result, the captured value for the consumer through the value proposition 

and the value created for the company through sales create a strong reinforcing feedback loop towards 
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the environment. However, the most important feedback loop in the present analysis is represented 

through the relation between the value creation capacity and the environmental value proposition. 

 

Vitra and Kinnarps create indirect feedback loops between their customer value proposition and the 

environmental value proposition. Those are mediated by the value creation capacity of both 

companies through the use of renewable resources and non-renewable resources that offer the 

possibility to be recycled. While it is acknowledged that both companies create some sort of 

reinforcing feedback loop between the value proposition and the environmental value proposition 

through the longevity of their products, the most important feedback loop is for both companies 

created between the value creation capacity and the environmental value proposition.  

For any of the examined companies that the strongest reinforcing feedback loop is created between 

the value creation capacity of the firm and environmental value proposition. May it be through 

implementation of circular economy principles or the decrease of pollution and waste in their 

production process through increased efficiencies, the companies value creation capacity ultimately 

has to be designed in the way that incorporates sustainable considerations in order to contribute 

positively towards the environmental value proposition.  

 

Subconclusion 

In conclusion of the findings and in alignment with the prior assessments on strong and weak 

sustainable business models, business models have to be adjusted in their value creation capacity 

towards the procurement of sustainable resources, the consideration of logistic processes and the 

creation of internal processes that aim for the creation of resource cycles. Knowledge, skills and a 

supporting company vision are therefore considered to be main driver for this.  

 

While the customer value proposition also represents an important aspect in contributing to the 

environmental value proposition, direct influences can only be detected when the value proposition 

incorporates an actual contribution to the firm’s impact on the environment through incorporating a 

reduction of resource consumption when consuming the products, under the consideration of their 

whole product life cycle. This is achieved through embedding intangible values into the products that 

are supported through environmental aspects and create an additional aspect of value to the targeted 

customer.  
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The value capture is ultimately a crucial aspect for each of the companies in order to facilitate the 

proposed customer value proposition in the form of sales. In particular a pay-per-use model can be 

particularly supportive for creating a supportive feedback loop between the customer value 

proposition and the environmental value proposition due to its supportive influence on a firms value 

creation capacity in the sense of being able to propose various measures in order to ensure the circular 

consumption of their products. It was therefore identified that the main influence on the 

environmental value proposition is created through the value creation capacity of a firm. This goes in 

accordance with Abdelkafi´s (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016) remark that the value creation capacity 

has the biggest impact on the environmental value proposition. While this seems logical from a 

company perspective, since all of the four cases are production companies that use tangible resources 

in order to produce products and to deliver value, it is still important to consider when creating a 

business model for sustainability.  

 Pentatonic Vitra Kinnarps Gispen 

Strong/Weak SBM Strong  Weak Win/Win Strong 

Environmental 

Value Proposition 

Circular resource 

consumption, 

sourcing materials 

from waste 

Rather linear 

resource 

consumption, 

product life 

extension through 

built in quality 

Rather linear 

resource 

consumption,  

Product life 

extension through 

built in, on the verge 

to more circularity 

Circular resource 

consumption, 

extending of 

product life’s and 

closing of resource 

loops 

Customer Value 

proposition 

highly 

environmentally 

friendly (circular) 

design furniture 

Long lasting, design 

furniture 

user friendliness, 

high quality and 

acknowledgement 

of environmental 

standard 

circular furnishing 

solutions for office 

spaces 

Value Creation 

Capacity 

Research for new 

materials, sourcing 

of waste materials, 

Recycling and 

remanufacturing of 

waste 

Procurement of 

sustainable and 

high quality 

materials, high 

standard production 

process 

Procurement of 

sustainable and high 

quality materials, 

Strong consulting 

and planning 

capabilities, 

logistics 

Procurement of 

sustainable 

materials, Reverse 

logistics, product 

design process, 

strong internal 

connection between 

business processes 
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Figure 6. Overview of case findings 

 

Discussion 

In the following chapter, the case studies are going to be discussed regarding their implication on the 

environmental value proposition and their aspects towards the service dominant logic.  

 

Business models for sustainability in the furniture industry 

In the previous chapter, it was analyzed to what extend sustainability measures are incorporated in 

the business models of furniture manufacturers in order to contribute both towards the creation of an 

economic and ecological benefit.  

Any of the companies show various attempts in order to incorporate sustainability into their business 

model and in particular into their value creation capacity what creates a feedback loop towards the 

customer value proposition. It is therefore the companies attempt to reduce the firm´s impact on the 

environment, what is decided upon through three dimension inside the environmental value 

proposition, the use of renewable resources, the use of non-renewable resources and the creation of 

pollution and waste. In a general conclusion, those measures are addressed by the examined cases in 

several ways and are mainly concerned with the companies value creation capacity. Three key 

approaches are therefore identified in order to improve the firm’s value creation capacity towards the 

creation of a reinforcing feedback loop with the environmental value proposition. Those are the 

procurement of sustainable resources, the consideration of logistics and the creation of internal 

processes that aim for the creation of resource cycles. In that context, production processes or the 

interplay of supplier networks also have to be named but will not be discussed due to the limited 

information on that matter.  

and resources, such 

as logistics and 

human capital 

Value Capture 

 

Direct sales, buy-

back of unused 

products 

Direct sales Direct sales, leasing 

model 

Direct sales, 

leasing, pay-per-use 

model 
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Procurement of sustainable resources 

While the furniture sector has to be considered as a classical production industry the procurement of 

resources represents an important factor in the company’s value creation. As a response to moving 

towards a more resourceful and sustainable value creation, the procurement of sustainable resources 

is addressed by any of the companies, however in differing variations. Vitra and Kinnarps and Gispen 

both try to procure resources that are somewhat compatible for the environment and are produced 

under the consideration of sustainable aspects. Wood as one of the main resources that flows into the 

products is generally sourced from environmentally certified forestry. Metals such as aluminum are 

attempted to be sourced from recycled materials.  

 

Pentatonic represents the most sustainable case among the case studies due to the use of resources 

that are actually sourced from waste. This eliminates the extraction of any virgin materials and 

therefore diminishes any harmfulness towards the environment. 

  

In conclusion, any positive relationship between the value capture through potential cost savings or 

increases in efficiency that can be related to the sourcing of sustainable materials cannot be examined. 

However, the procurement of sustainable materials exemplifies that the case companies still do 

consider those during the creation of their customer value proposition. This has the potential effect 

that customer value those as positive attributes in the form of intangible values that makes their 

products more appealing and indirectly increases their environmental value proposition. 

Logistics 

Logistics have been identified as another crucial activity in order to create a dyadic relationship 

between the value creation capacity and the environmental value proposition. It has to be noted that 

this analysis is mainly concerned with the logistics processes between the firm and the customer and 

does not consider the whole supplier network. 

 

Kinnarps and Vitra consider this aspect mainly through a more resourceful transportation in the sense 

of consuming less fuels. While this of course has to be considered as an important contribution in 

order to decrease the company´s ecological impact, it is mainly concerned with increasing the 

efficiency of the process. Taking into account the discussed principles of effectiveness over 

efficiency, it becomes apparent that this is only a solution to a part of the problem and only reduces 

the firm´s impact on the environment to some extent.  
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In a holistic approach to logistics, also reverse logistics have to be considered. It is important to note, 

that as a prerequisite the value proposition has to incorporate in some sense a circular approach. 

Logistics should therefore not to be considered as the sheer delivery but rather as the implementation 

of processes that serve the purpose of circulating resources inside a system. This view goes very much 

in accordance with the principles that are proposed by various schools of thought inside the circular 

economy such as the service economy or the cradle to cradle principle (Braungart et al., 2007; Stahel, 

2010). 

 

Gispen and Pentatonic both have processes implemented in their value creation that foster reverse 

logistics. One aspect that has to be considered is the acceptance and participation from consumers to 

actually participate in a reverse logistics process. This is particularly important for Pentatonic since 

the company targets the B2C market with its products, it is considered to be rather difficult to 

implement such processes on a B2C market (Tukker, 2015). Therefore, Pentatonic offers to buy back 

unused furniture to the price of the material of the products. The return process is then handled by the 

company. By offering this service, Pentatonic avoids that their products end up as landfill and can 

rather be reintroduced into their value creation process.  

 

Gispen bundles its reverse logistics together with its overall customer value proposition of offering 

complete furnishing solutions. Furnishing items are therefore taken back after their product life or 

end of usage contract. This is included in Gispen’s pay-per use model that can be described as a 

product service system. This can be considered as a radical service innovation that requires the whole 

value creation system to be adjusted accordingly (Tukker, 2015). For example, monitoring of used 

furniture at the customers site requires Gispen to shift its processes accordingly in order to maintain 

ownership not just of the products but more over their usage what increases the complexity of logistics 

therefore drastically (Bosch, Verploegen, Grösser, & van Rhijn, 2017).  

 

In conclusion, Logistics and in particular reverse logistics play an important role in the value creation 

capacity in furniture companies due the reinjection of unused products back into the resource cycle. 

Addressing logistics only from a linear perspective, meaning only aiming for efficiency during this 

process results in limited circularity in a products use life and ultimately contributes to the creation 

of landfill.  
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The creation of resource cycles 

While this part is closely connected to the resource procurement and logistics processes, the creation 

of resource cycles still has to be discussed from a wider angle also including design, research for the 

use of new materials and quality assessment processes in order to extend product life’s.  

 

A later reuse, repair or recycling of furniture products already has to be considered in the very design 

process. Vitra and Kinnarps achieve this mainly due the use of materials and resources that allow for 

recycling or the reduction of composite materials. Also a high built in quality due to testing their 

products on longevity ensures that resources are long in use and the resource input for replacements 

can be decreased. 

Pentatonic approaches the design process in a design process that aims for modularity, this allows for 

the replacement of broken parts and simplifies the recycling, due to a simplified reassembly process 

and the use of single materials.  

Gispen approaches the design aspect by introducing a particular design framework that addresses the 

full life cycle already in the planning and design phase. The circularity of their products is therefore 

already addressed in the design phase in a systemic way. 

 

In conclusion, it was identified that all four cases consider recycling already during their design 

process. However, only Gispen, Pentatonic and to some extend Kinnarps consider the creation of 

resource cycles already during the very design of their products.  

 

A circular way of thinking 

The focus of the service dominant logic “on service ecosystem viability and resilience, can be used 

as an informative and robust framework for environmental sustainability” (Vargo & Lusch, 2017, p. 

18). As it was stated in the theoretical review, this perspective on systems thinking is also adopted by 

the circular economy. It was therefore stated in the theoretical discussion of this thesis that the service 

dominant logic represents a good framework when considering the implementation of such measures 

into a business model.  

The analysis of the cases showed variations in the implementation of sustainability into the business 

model. Pentatonic and Gispen were identified to have a strong sustainable business model while 

Kinnarps is represented through a win/win and Vitra through a weak sustainable business model. The 

fact that Pentatonic and Gispen were recognized to have strong sustainable business models is largely 
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determined due to their consideration of systemic thinking. In an overall assessment, this could be 

exemplified through their focus on circular consumption in the sense of the circular economy and in 

more detail through for example Gispen, cooperating with their suppliers in order to establish the 

circularity of the companies value proposition, both from a supply but also through a recycle 

perspective. This required the company to not just innovate their internal processes but also to close 

cooperation’s in order to adjust for example external logistics processes accordingly.  

 

One of the foundational principles of the circular economy is the overall assessment on how to reduce 

negative impacts on the environment. Referring back to the example in the beginning of this thesis 

on service systems that for example a car derives the service it provides also from the system in which 

it operates. This aspect is acknowledged by Gispen and Pentatonic in the sense, that in order to deliver 

their value proposition it is inevitable to consider the value creation process as a whole, including for 

example the disposal of their products. It can be argued, that both of these companies therefore 

respond to shifting customer demands that occur over time during the usage of their furnishing items 

and adopt the principle of value cocreation.  

 

In the service dominant logic, the production process does not end with the manufacturing process, it 

is furthermore considered to be an ongoing process. Following the notion that goods are delivery 

mechanisms for service, the consumer has to learn how to use, maintain, repair or adapt the product 

to his needs (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2014). This follows that both, Pentatonic and Gispen both 

consider more the approach of value in use than value in exchange. On the other side, in particular 

Vitra and to some extend Kinnarps mainly focuses on value in exchange and value in use is only 

partially represented, as for example in the case of Vitra due to intangible values such as the relation 

to self-esteem in their customer value proposition. For those two companies, Value is therefore 

mainly embedded during the production process. From a perspective of the circular economy, the 

perspective of value in use can therefore be argued to be most beneficial as a supporting economic 

principle.  

 

Effectiveness over efficiency 

As noted in the theoretical review, effectiveness over efficiency is considered to be imbedded into 

the framework of the service dominant logic. It can be argued, that the main purpose of a firm is to 
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maximize profits with the overarching goal of the improvement of the customer value proposition in 

order to increase the captured value. 

 

In the case of Vitra and Kinnarps, efficiency can be considered ar driving force for creating their 

value proposition. That can be exemplified during the production process by for example 

continuously improving it towards higher energy efficiencies. While this is an important factor for 

contributing towards the environmental value proposition of each company, it does not lead towards 

a customer value proposition that is determined through effectiveness.    

As in the case of Vitra, the built in longevity of their products and the focus on the product life 

extension, can be considered to one important aspect when improving the environmental value 

proposition of a firm, however, it is only considered to be the first step of a variety of processes that 

ensure the closing of consumption loops (Stahel, 2010).  

 

As a general conclusion, value in exchange still represents an important aspect in each of the cases 

due to their nature of being production companies. The concept of value in use and the thinking in 

systems can be particularly identified in the two of the cases, namely Pentatonic and Gispen. As a 

concluding proposition it can be assumed that systems thinking and the concept of value in use 

encourage the creation of strong sustainable business models.  

 

Skills and knowledge 

Services in the service dominant logic are defined through “the application of specialized 

competences (knowledge and skills) through deeds, processes, and performances for the benefit of 

another entity or the entity itself“ (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, p. 3). Furthermore, services are not to be 

understood as something that is added to a product they are rather vehicles in order to deliver a 

company’s value proposition. This can be very well exemplified by looking at Gispen, services play 

a central part in a customer value proposition. In order to provide its customer value proposition, 

products alone could not deliver the whole scope of value and vice versa. They rather create a 

combined unit, meaning a product-service system that functions as a vehicle to propose the supplied 

value.  

 

In particular in the examined case of Gispen, a shift from operand to operant resources can be 

examined. While this doesn’t necessarily imply that the service dominant logic is particularly well 
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suited to work as a paradigmatic foundation for considering a firms shifting process towards 

sustainability, it can be argued that it should be at least seen as supportive. While examining Gispen´s 

customer value proposition from a service dominant perspective, it can be identified, that it relies 

strongly on the application of skills and knowledge in the form of providing furnishing solutions. 

While for example the value proposition from Vitra is merely defined through value in exchange that 

is represented through the products operand resources represent the most important part in the 

creation of value.  

 

As a result, services in the sense of the service dominant logic are well suited for examining the 

implementation of sustainability in companies due to their support of a more holistic perspective on 

processes and performances that are necessary in order to support a customer value proposition that 

can support a strong sustainable business model. This is important because it includes the whole value 

creation process than rather the sheer focus on for example the implementation of reverse logistics. 

As stated earlier in the case of Gispen, rather all business processes have to be aligned, that includes 

planning, production and services. Therefore, the application of skills and knowledge can be 

considered to be a good indicator when examining the shift of a business model towards 

sustainability. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this thesis was to investigate the influence of sustainability on the value creation logic 

of furniture manufacturers. The aim was to generate a better understanding for what are the main 

drivers that could support the adoption of sustainability measures in order to decrease the 

environmental impact of a furniture company. For that purpose, a multiple case study was chosen and 

was exemplified on four cases. Furthermore, the service dominant logic was considered to be a 

supportive metatheoretical framework for investigating such processes. The research question was 

therefore defined as following: 

 

How can a business model for sustainability serve as a driver for improving the environmental value 

proposition inside a furniture manufacturer from a service dominant logic perspective? 

 

During the theoretical discussion, a business model for sustainability was identified that is represented 

through four value dimensions that resemble a firm’s logic for creating customer value propositions. 
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The particular aspect of a business model for sustainability relies next to the traditional three 

dimensions of a customer value proposition, value capture and value creation capacity on a fourth 

dimension, the environmental value proposition.  

 

In addition to the review on business models, the service dominant logic was reflected with concepts 

such as the circular economy that are related to sustainability. The result of this was, that both the 

adoption of circular economy principles in order to achieve higher degrees of sustainability in a 

business model and the service dominant logic share similar foundational principles such as the 

consideration of business processes to be non-linear or the connection towards the concept of value 

in use and the cocreation of value. 

Therefore, the proposition was made, that the service dominant logic can be used as a theoretical 

foundation when examining the adoption of sustainability measures in business models.  

 

As it was noted earlier the main impact on the environmental value proposition is represented through 

the firm’s value creation capacity through the procurement of sustainable resources, the consideration 

of logistics and in particular reverse logistics and the creation of resource cycles. This however should 

not be understood as value in exchange, than rather as value in use.  

 

From a sustainability perspective the business models from Vitra and Kinnarps adopt weak 

respectively win/win measures in their business model. This is based on the fact that in particular 

Vitra mainly focuses on internal processes that can be considered to be directed towards higher 

efficiencies in their production process. The consideration of operating in a system that is determined 

through cocreation, meaning the creation of value of multiple actors, is largely disregarded. 

Furthermore, due to the focus of its customer value proposition that is mainly determined through 

value that is embedded during the production process. From a service dominant perspective Vitra´s 

and Kinnarps value creation process is therefore mainly concerned with value in exchange.  

 

On the other hand, Gispen and Pentatonic business models are considered to be strong from a 

sustainability perspective, due to the acknowledgement of high level of innovation and the connected 

acknowledgement of operating in systems. 

Considering the relationship between Gispen and its customers that order a pay-per-use model, value 

in use seems to be appropriate form of considering the value creation, due to the involvement of 
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multiple actors and the fact that the value the company delivers can only be created when the 

consumer is participating. This should not be seen as an actual process the customer executes but 

rather as the participation of the customer in a process that would not exist if he would not be there. 

As a result, the value proposition of Gispen can be determined as value in use due to the fact that 

value has to be cocreated between the firm and the customer. 

Pentatonic´s value creation is also considered to be more directed towards value in use due to the 

focus on knowledge and skills in their customer value proposition. It can be argued, that sustainability 

represents a central part in the customer value proposition of Pentatonic. This value proposition is 

mainly created due to the application of research and design processes and the strong connection 

towards systemic thinking.  

While a strong focus on design can also be argued in the case of Vitra, or a strong focus on research 

in the case of Kinnarps, those aspects however do not have any influence on the environmental value 

proposition and are mainly directed towards the commodities of its products.  

 

This leaves the response to the research question of this thesis that the main driver of a furniture 

manufacturer’s ´s sustainability is concerned with the incorporation of sustainability in its value 

creation capacity. It was identified that the degree to which the value creation capacity contributes to 

the firm´s environmental value proposition is highly influenced through the procurement of 

sustainable resources, the consideration of logistics and in particular reverse logistics and the creation 

of resource cycles. 

Furthermore, while adopting the perspective of the service dominant logic, this leaves this thesis with 

the proposition, that strong sustainable business models are determined through value in use while 

weak sustainable business models focus merely on value in exchange.  

 

Outlook  

The results of this thesis indicate that the SD-Logic serves as a good foundation for examining 

sustainability in companies. In particular the aspect of value in use in terms of value cocreation and 

the consideration of resource integration should see further research.   

 

Pay-per-use models are generally difficult to adopt for B2C companies due to hesitating adoptions of 

such from a consumer site (Tukker, 2015) but also for B2B companies due to dramatically changes 

in cash flows and business processes such as for example logistics. While from a sustainability 
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perspective, the main advantage is that the company can maintain stewardship over its products and 

resources, other solutions that seem to be more applicable towards a B2C market such as buy-back 

business models should be one leading aspect of further research.   
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